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Many complex organizational tasks are performed by networks of teams, or “multiteam
systems.” A critical challenge in multiteam systems is how to promote information
exchange across teams. In three studies, we investigate how identity “asymmetries”—
differences between teams in terms of whether the team or overarching system consti-
tutes their primary focus of identification—affect interteam information sharing and
performance. In Study 1, we manipulate teams’ foci of identification (team vs. system
focused) in a sample of 84 five-member teams working in one of 21 four-team multiteam
systems performing a computer strategy simulation. We find that, while system-focused
teams shared information equally with all teams, team-focused teams shared less in-
formation with system-focused teams than they did with other team-focused teams.
Interteam information sharing positively predicted interteam performance. In Study 2, we test
the assumptions underlying our theory in a vignette experiment, demonstrating that team-
focused individuals adopt instrumentalmotives toward interteam interaction. Finally, in Study
3,we investigate the implications of system composition in terms of team identity foci bymeans
of a simulation study based on the empirical results of Study 1. The results of the simulation
yield novel propositions about the nonlinear effects of social identity in multiteam systems.

Many complex organizational activities go beyond
the capabilities of single teams and require the

interdependent and coordinated action of multiple
teams in the pursuit of collective goals (de Vries,
Hollenbeck, Davison, Walter, & van der Vegt, 2016;
Mathieu, Hollenbeck, van Knippenberg, & Ilgen,
2017). For example, large-scale research or new
product development projects often consist of multi-
ple specialized teams that develop differentiated
modules that need to be integrated into a coherent
product (Aalbers, Dolfsma, & Leenders, 2016;Hoegl &
Weinkauf, 2004;Leenders&Dolfsma,2016).Emergency
medical care requires interdependent collaboration
of multiple teams—for example, a paramedic team,
an emergency unit team, and a stationary care
team—in treating each patient (DiazGranados, Dow,
Perry, & Palesis, 2014). Complex military operations
require the closely coordinated action of multiple
teams—in the field aswell as in the “backoffice”—often
spanning organizational and national boundaries
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(Goodwin, Essens, & Smith, 2012). Space explora-
tion missions rely on a network of ground teams to
prepare,monitor, and support every step in thework
of the space crew (Mesmer-Magnus, Carter, Asencio,
& DeChurch, 2016). All of these are examples of mul-
titeam systems, “tightly coupled network[s] of teams”
that “need to coordinate their efforts to achieve one
or more goals in addition to those of the component
teams” (Luciano, DeChurch, & Mathieu, 2018: 3;
Mathieu, Marks, & Zaccaro, 2001).

The success of such multiteam systems critically
depends on “interteam coordination”—organizing
and aligning interdependent activities across team
boundaries (de Vries,Walter, van der Vegt, & Essens,
2014; DeChurch&Marks, 2006)—and, especially, on
interteam information sharing, a core aspect of co-
ordination (Marks, Mathieu, & Zaccaro, 2001). This
is most evident when information sharing fails. For
instance, insufficient interteam communication in new
product development projects has been shown to com-
promise the quality of the product and result in signifi-
cant financial and reputational damages (Gokpinar,
Hopp, & Iravani, 2010). Similarly, in health-care
settings, gaps in information sharing during patient
handoffs between medical teams have been shown
to result in adverse clinical consequences for pa-
tients (Horwitz, Moin, Krumholz, Wang, & Bradley,
2008; Luciano, 2017).

A key factor affecting interteam coordination and
information sharing is members’ social identity. So-
cial identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and its
extension, self-categorization theory (Turner, Hogg,
Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), suggest that an
individual’s self-concept partly “derives from his
knowledge of his membership of a social group to-
gether with the value and emotional significance at-
tached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1978: 63). Such
self-concepts become behaviorally relevant as indi-
viduals who strongly identify with a group showmore
commitmentandcooperation towardothermembersof
that group than toward out-group members (Ashforth,
Harrison, & Corley, 2008). However, just as in any
fairly complex organization, amember of amultiteam
system is simultaneously a member of multiple nes-
ted groups—the more proximal component team and
the overarching multiteam system. These multiple
memberships offer multiple “foci of identification”
(van Knippenberg & van Schie, 2000).

Recentworkhighlights the importanceofmembers’
identification with the superordinate focus—for ex-
ample, the organization or themultiteam system—for
interteam coordination and effectiveness (Cuijpers,
Uitdewilligen, & Guenter, 2016; de Vries et al., 2014;

Dokko, Kane, & Tortoriello, 2014; Lomi, Lusher,
Pattison, & Robins, 2014; Richter, West, van Dick, &
Dawson, 2006). While these insights advance our
understanding of the role of social identity for inter-
teamprocesses and effectiveness, they share a critical
blind spot in ignoring that component teams within
the same system can differ in the extent to which ei-
ther the team or the multiteam system is their more
salient focus of identification.

Variation in identity foci can have different sour-
ces. For example, in a new product development
project, some modules typically have more physical
and functional interfaces with other modules than
others (Gokpinar et al., 2010). Teams working on
these modules might thus be more aware of the
interdependent nature of the team network as a
collective system—the multiteam system member-
ship becomes more salient for these teams than for
teams working on modules with fewer interfaces
(Connaughton, Williams, & Shuffler, 2012). As an-
other example, in a space exploration mission, the
physical and social isolation of the space crew from
the ground teams may make the team itself a more
salient focus for the space crew while the ground
teams may identify most with the overarching sys-
tem and its goals. In sum, variation in identity foci is
likely prevalent in multiteam systems—and yet, to
date, we have little theory and empirical insight into
how different configurations of identity foci affect
interteam collaboration.

The limited insight into the consequences of vari-
ation in identity foci for interteam collaboration is the
more striking in view of prior research that elucidates
antecedents that can lead to differences in identifi-
cation within groups and examines consequences
thereof. For instance, drawing on social identity and
self-categorization theories, the relational demogra-
phy literature has shown how a team’s configura-
tion of similarity and dissimilarity on demographic,
occupational, or work status attributes can result in
group members differentially identifying with different
targets—that is, the team versus their demographic, oc-
cupational,orworkstatuscategory (e.g.,Chattopadhyay,
George, & Lawrence, 2004; George & Chattopadhyay,
2005). These differences in identification, in turn, have
been shown to result in asymmetrical individual-level
attitudes and behaviors toward the team, including
interaction patterns, trust, organizational citizenship,
and perceptions of conflict (e.g., Chattopadhyay, 1999;
Chattopadhyay, George, & Shulman, 2008; George,
Chattopadhyay, & Zhang, 2012).

The present paper, while building on the same
theoretical foundation as this prior work, goes
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beyond it, not only in shifting the level of analysis,
but also in spelling out the mechanisms governing
thedyadic interaction between teams as a function of
the specific configuration of identity foci in a team
dyad. More specifically, this paper explores the or-
ganizational consequences of “identity asymme-
tries” in multiteam systems—that is, situations in
which interdependent component teams differ in
terms ofwhich entity (themore proximal component
team or the more distal overarching system) consti-
tutes their primary focus of identification. Drawing
on social identity and self-categorization theories,
we develop theory about the effect of identity
asymmetries on interteam information sharing as an
important facet of interteam coordination (Marks
et al., 2001) and interteam performance (i.e., the
achievement of team goals that require interdepen-
dent work with other teams). We argue that different
identity foci result in different motives underlying
interaction with other component teams: while a
team focus elicits instrumental motives rooted in a
desire to enhance team welfare by means of condi-
tional cooperation with other teams, a system focus
elicits more benevolent motives rooted in a desire to
enhance shared welfare (Biel & Thøgersen, 2007;
Chatman & Flynn, 2001; Goette, Huffman, & Meier,
2006; Kerr, 1995). We further propose that, while
either logic can sustain a productive collaborative
relationship between two teams when both teams
act based on similar motives, identity asymmetries
will disrupt interteam coordination and, as a conse-
quence, interteam performance. We test these pre-
dictions in a laboratory experiment involving 84
teams (252 team dyads) nested in 21 multiteam sys-
tems. Ina secondstudy,we test the assumptions about
the underlying motivational mechanisms, positing that
team-focused individuals adopt more instrumental mo-
tives toward interteam interaction. Finally, building on
our findings, we conduct a simulation study to consider
theimplicationsof identityasymmetries forsystem-level
coordination and performance given different compo-
sitions of the system in terms of identity foci.

This study makes several contributions to the liter-
ature. First, it provides causal evidence for the role of
identity asymmetries for interteam information shar-
ing andperformance inmultiteamsystems.Second, by
creating a better understanding of how identity asym-
metries affect interteam collaboration and multiteam
system functioning, it challenges the often-held as-
sumption of a straightforwardly linear positive rela-
tionship between superordinate identification and
interteam processes and system performance. Third
and more broadly, the analysis of distinct identity

configurations and their effects extends fundamental
theory on social identity and intergroup relations,
highlighting identity composition as a characteristic
that, while having significant implications for multi-
team system functioning, has hitherto been largely
overlooked.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
AND HYPOTHESES

“Informational interdependence,”whichexistswhen
one team (the “seeker”) requires information from an-
other team(the“source”) for thepursuitof its goals, is an
important facet of interdependence among component
teams of a multiteam system. Collaboration between
teams that are informationally interdependent requires
boundary-spanning communication and, in particular,
“information sharing” as critical coordination pro-
cesses. Interteam information sharing is a team-level
activity emerging from individual behavior as teams
collectively organize their boundary-spanning inter-
action (Marrone,2010). It canbe initiatedbyeither the
source or the seeker. In the first case, the source shares
information with the seeker without a request—that
is, proactively. Proactive information sharing consti-
tutes a prototype of implicit coordination: the source
anticipates the needs of the seeking team and acts
upon them without a need for an explicit request
(Fisher, Bell, Dierdorff, & Belohlav, 2012; Rico &
Sánchez-Manzanares, 2008: 165). In the second case,
the source shares information with the seeker in re-
sponse to a request from the seeker—that is, reac-
tively. Reactive information sharing constitutes an
explicit coordinationmechanism in the sense that the
information-sharing activity itself is explicitly nego-
tiated between the teams through the preceding re-
quest. While both explicit and implicit coordination
generally have positive performance implications,
their antecedents as well as their relative contribu-
tion to collective performance may differ (Espinosa,
Lerch, & Kraut, 2004), and we therefore consider
them side by side as we develop our theory.

Interteam information sharing has been recognized as
a critical foundation of interteam effectiveness across
different fields of research (Best, 2011; Gokpinar et al.,
2010; Horwitz et al., 2008). At the same time, it is an
inherently challenging activity. Even within teams, in-
formation isoftenexchanged less thanneeded (Mesmer-
Magnus & DeChurch, 2009), and team boundaries only
further limit interteam communication and information
exchange (Caimo & Lomi, 2015; Feld, 1981; Lomi et al.,
2014). In the following sections, we examine the role of

2020 1563Mell, DeChurch, Leenders, and Contractor



social identity as a key factor that can help multiteam
systems to overcome this challenge.

Social Identity in Multiteam Systems

The social identity and self-categorization theories
(Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Turner et al.,
1987) suggest that an individual’s memberships in
organizational groups such as the organization itself
as well as workgroups, teams, divisions, or job cate-
gories nested within the organization inform his or
her self-concept (Hogg & Terry, 2000). To the extent
that the groupmembership is salient and valuable to
individuals—that is, to the extent that they strongly
identify with the group—they perceive members of
that group as their in-group and members of other
groups as out-group members. Behaviorally, this typi-
cally results in in-groupmembers receivingpreferential
treatment: individuals who strongly identify with a
group show more cooperation toward in-group mem-
bers than toward out-group members (Ashforth et al.,
2008; Brewer, 1979; Hewstone, Rubin, &Willis, 2002).
However, in almost any organization and—very
prominently—in anymultiteam system, individuals are
simultaneouslymembers ofmultiple groups, which
providemultiple foci of identification (vanKnippenberg
& van Schie, 2000). In a multiteam system, members
have two main foci—the component team and the
overarching system in which the teams are nested.
These two foci can have different degrees of salience
to an individual and their relative salience shapes
what an individual perceives as the primary bound-
ary between in- and out-group (Gaertner, Dovidio,
Anastasio, Bachman, & Rust, 1993; Hogg & Terry,
2000). Below, we will refer to individuals who per-
ceive theboundaryaround thecomponent teamas the
primary boundary separating in- and out-groups as
“team focused” and to individuals who perceive the
boundary around the multiteam system as the pri-
mary boundary as “system focused.”

Differences in what is perceived as in- and out-
group boundaries result in differences in behavior
toward other component teams. Earlier research has
shown that, generally,moreproximate foci tend tobe
more salient to individuals than more distal foci
(Riketta & van Dick, 2005; van Knippenberg & van
Schie, 2000). As a result, individualsworkingwithin
a multiteam system tend to prioritize activities di-
rected toward their own team over activities di-
rected toward other teams. This, however, can be
an impediment in the multiteam system context
where teams require intense interteam coordina-
tion. A seemingly straightforward remedy, then, is to

foster a system focus in the component teams, thus
extending the perceived in-group to include mem-
bers of other component teams (Gaertner et al., 1993).
Indeed, prior work highlights the importance of
members’ identification with a superordinate focus
for interteam coordination and effectiveness. For in-
stance, prior researchhas found that identificationwith
a superordinate focus increases the likelihood that in-
dividuals will interact and cooperate with members
of other teams (de Vries et al., 2014; Dovidio, Gaertner,
Validzic, Matoka, Johnson, & Frazier, 1997; Kramer &
Brewer, 1984; Lomi et al., 2014; Richter et al., 2006;
van Dick, van Knippenberg, Kerschreiter, Hertel, &
Wieseke, 2008; Wit & Kerr, 2002). Furthermore, indi-
viduals who identify with a superordinate focus have
been shown to be more attentive to and to make more
use of information they obtain from members of other
groups (Dokko et al., 2014; Kane, 2010; Kane, Argote, &
Levine, 2005). On a system level, systems whose com-
ponent teams share a superordinate identity focus have
been found to collaborate more effectively (Cuijpers
etal., 2016)—albeit, inaninterestingcounterpoint, recent
work found the opposite (Porck, Matta, Hollenbeck, Oh,
Lanaj, & Lee, 2019).

Two critical assumptions are, to varying degrees,
inherent in this line of research. The first is that what
constitutes the primary identity focus varies across
but not within multiteam systems. This assumption
is most explicit in research in which measures of
social identification are aggregated to the system
level (Cuijpers et al., 2016; Porck et al., 2019). Yet,
members of different component teams are embed-
ded in different local contexts and subgroups and are
exposed to different localized factors that can affect
the relative salience of the teamversus themultiteam
system identity. For example, teams may have dif-
ferent positions in the geographical arrangement or
in the workflow of themultiteam system and, hence,
havedifferent exposure to shared tasks andproblems
(Bartel,Wrzesniewski, &Wiesenfeld, 2011; Davison,
Hollenbeck, Barnes, Sleesman, & Ilgen, 2012; Hinds
& Mortensen, 2005). Teams may also differ in status
(Chattopadhyay, Tluchowska, &George, 2004; Tajfel
&Turner, 1986), in the extent towhich teamgoals are
compatible with other teams’ and multiteam system
goals (Rico, Hinsz, Burke, & Salas, 2017), or in team
leaders’ rhetoric and behavior (Shamir, Zakay,
Breinin, & Popper, 1998). To the extent that these
antecedents alter the relative salience of team and
systemboundaries, they can result in asymmetries in
what members of different component teams per-
ceive as their primary foci of identification. We
argue that, given the many possible antecedents,
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asymmetries in identity foci between teams are not
only possible but even probable.

The second implicit assumption in this line of re-
search is that, even where differences in social
identification between interacting parties exist, they
are not consequential to the interaction between
these parties. This assumption is implicit in research
that considers a focal individual’s or group’s behav-
ior toward another group as a function of the
former’s—but not the latter’s—social identification
(de Vries et al., 2014; Dovidio et al., 1997; Hornsey &
Hogg, 2000; Kane, 2010; Kane et al., 2005; Kramer &
Brewer, 1984; Richter et al., 2006; van Dick, van
Knippenberg, Kerschreiter, et al., 2008; Wit & Kerr,
2002). It remains present even in research that
considers social identification of both parties—for
instance, of both the information seeker and of the
information source—but without recognizing that
the effect of one party’s identity focus may be con-
ditional on the identity focus of the other party
(Dokko et al., 2014; Lomi et al., 2014). In contrast, we
argue that identity asymmetries between component
teams have important and unique consequences for
interteam information sharing and performance.

Social Identity Asymmetries and Proactive
Information Sharing between Teams

Cooperative interteambehavior—suchasproactive
information sharing—can be based on different mo-
tives that range between self-interested instrumen-
tality and other-interested benevolence. Following
prior work, we use the term “benevolence” in a broad
sense, describing actions that are prosocial in the
sense that they aim at enhancing the welfare of a rel-
evant overarching collective that encompasses self
and other (Biel & Thøgersen, 2007: 102; Bolino &
Grant, 2016). Thus, teams whose members are moti-
vated by benevolence may share information with
other teams because this contributes to the shared
welfare of theoverarching system, even if itmaycome
at a cost to its intrateam-directed activities (Biel &
Thøgersen, 2007; Chatman & Flynn, 2001). Information
sharing guided by a benevolence motive is not condi-
tional on the behavior of the direct recipient but rather
follows a logic of generalized reciprocity. It is based on
theassumption thatothers—whoarenotnecessarily the
direct recipients of their contribution—will equally co-
operate in the future (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Bearman,
1997; Molm, Collett, & Schaefer, 2007). Teams whose
members aremotivatedby instrumentality, on theother
hand, may share information with another team as
a way to ensure that specific team’s reciprocal

cooperation. Such information sharing follows a logic
of direct reciprocity, which may be viewed as “a form
of ‘conditional kindness’ whereby advice is given
under the expectation that itwill be received” (Caimo&
Lomi, 2015: 671; Fehr & Gächter, 2000).

Prior research has shown that intra- and inter-
group relations tend to be guided by different mo-
tives. Because the perception of belonging to the
samegroup implies a concern for sharedwelfare and,
thus, a motivation to ensure the success of not only
self but also that of other group members, direct re-
ciprocation is not necessary to motivate cooperative
action toward an in-group member (Flynn, 2005).
Correspondingly, empirical research has shown that
the perception of belonging to the same group elicits
benevolence toward in-group members and expec-
tations of generalized reciprocity (Goette et al., 2006;
Yamagishi &Kiyonari, 2000). The very same concern
for the welfare of the in-group, however, implies a
stronger focus on the instrumental value of interac-
tions with those who are perceived as out-group
members. Correspondingly, advice and knowledge
exchange relationships between members of differ-
ent organizational groups have been shown to be
governed more strongly by direct reciprocity than
intragroup relationships (Brennecke & Rank, 2016;
Caimo & Lomi, 2015).

Because differences in identity focus imply differ-
ences in where the subjective boundary between in-
and out-group is drawn, multiteam system members
that differ in identity fociwill likely differ inhow they
approach relationswithmembers of other component
teams.While individuals with a team focus will view
relations with members of other component teams as
intergroup relations, system-focused individuals will
perceive members of other component teams as in-
group members and so they are likely to approach
interteam relations as they would intragroup relations.
As a result, the behavior of team-focused teams toward
other component teams is likely to be guided by more
instrumental motives: cooperation with other compo-
nent teams is a means to an end and conditional on its
instrumental value. Conversely, the behavior of system-
focused teams toward other component teams is likely
to be guided by more benevolent motives: cooperation
with other component teams is an end in itself and not
conditional on its instrumental value. This difference
has multiple implications for interteam information
sharing.

First, both motives can, in principle, result in sus-
tained cooperation. Members of team-focused teams
will invest resources in proactively sharing informa-
tion with another team if they assume and observe
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that the other team’s information sharing is condi-
tional on their own behavior. Early work on individ-
uals’ behavior in social dilemmas corroborates this
line of reasoning: when interacting with an opponent
who used a reciprocity-oriented tit-for-tat strategy,
individuals primarily focused on maximizing their
own utility showed similar levels of cooperative be-
havior as individuals focusedonmaximizing the shared
utility (Kuhlman & Marshello, 1975). Analogously, two
teamswhobothhave a team focus are likely to engage in
sustained proactive sharing, as both perceive the likeli-
hood of receiving information from the other party as
conditional on their own proactivity.

Second, when two teams differ in their primary
focus of identity, we have no reason to expect that
members of a system-focused team would share in-
formation differently with the team-focused team
than they would with any system-focused team. Be-
cause they perceive the superordinate membership
as more salient, their behavior toward other teams
will be more strongly guided by benevolence. Thus,
we can expect that their information sharing with
other teams would be as open, unconditional, and
proactive as if they were members of the same team.

Third, and most importantly: the team-focused
team in such an asymmetric dyad may behave quite
differently. As described above, for a team-focused
team, sharing informationwith another team ismore
of a means toward the end of obtaining information
necessary for the pursuit of team goals rather than a
behavior driven by concern for shared goals. Real-
izing over the course of the interactionwith a system-
focused team that the other party’s cooperation is not
contingent on their own behavior, the team-focused
team is likely to shift its attention and resources to-
ward other demands.While theymay still respond to
direct requests, they will be less likely to invest the
additional effort of anticipating theother team’sneeds
required by proactive information sharing. Again, we
can draw a parallel to individuals’ behavior in social
dilemmas: while individuals concerned with shared
welfare show cooperative behavior both toward op-
ponents who use a reciprocal tit-for-tat strategy and
those who consistently and unconditionally cooper-
ate, individuals primarily concerned with their own
utility show considerably lower levels of cooperation
toward opponents who cooperate unconditionally
than toward opponentswho reciprocate bothpositive
andnegative behaviors (Kuhlman&Marshello, 1975).
Correspondingly, we expect that, in the presence of
an identity asymmetry, a team-focused source team
will reduce its level of proactive information sharing

toward a system-focused seeking team relative to a
team-focused seeking team. More formally:

Hypothesis 1a. There is an interaction between the
source team’s and the seeking team’s identity focus
such that team-focused source teams are less likely to
proactively share information with system-focused
seeking teams thanwith team-focused seeking teams.

Social Identity Asymmetries and Reactive
Information Sharing between Teams

While we expect that team-focused source teams
engage in less proactive information sharing toward
system-focused seeking teams, we expect the oppo-
site dynamic to arise with regard to reactive sharing.
Our argument here rests on two assumptions. First,
prior work has suggested that explicit and implicit
coordination are inversely related: when implicit co-
ordination is established, the need for explicit coor-
dination decreases (Espinosa et al., 2004; Rico &
Sánchez-Manzanares, 2008). In the context of infor-
mation sharing, this means that themore information
a source team shares with the seeking team proac-
tively, the less the seeking team will have to ask the
source team for information. Conversely, this also
means that the less information a source team shares
with the seeking team proactively, the more the
seeking teamwill need to ask the source team in order
to obtain the information they need. Thus, essentially
as a side effect of team-focused source teams sharing
less information with system-focused seeking teams
proactively, system-focused seeking teams will ex-
tendmore information requests toward team-focused
source teams. Furthermore, although there is, of
course, also a probability that a source team chooses
not to respond to an information request, work on
knowledge hiding has shown that denying explic-
itly requested information is a very rare behavior
(Connelly, Zweig, & Webster, 2012). Thus, our sec-
ond assumption is that most requests that are made
are also responded to. Therefore, we expect that the
increase in requests will be directly visible in an in-
creased proportion of reactively shared information
by team-focused source teams toward system-focused
seeking teamsascomparedwith toward team-focused
seeking teams. In sum:

Hypothesis 1b. There is an interaction between the
source team’s and the seeking team’s identity focus
such that team-focused source teams are more likely
to reactively share information with system-focused
seeking teams thanwith team-focused seeking teams.
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Social Identity Asymmetries, Information Sharing,
and Interteam Performance

Interteam information sharing is consequential to
multiteam systems because, in the context of infor-
mational interdependence among the component
teams, it directly impacts interteam performance. We
define “interteam performance” as a dyadic, directed
construct that captures the extent to which a specific
focal teamsucceeds inachieving goals that require the
collaboration of a specific partner team. In our con-
text, we consider the performance of a seeking team
(this is the focal team) on tasks that require informa-
tion from a specific source team (this is the partner
team). Interteamperformance isdistinct fromwhatwe
might call “intrateam performance” in that interteam
performance excludes from consideration the extent
towhich a focal teamachieves goals forwhich theydo
not rely on other teams. Furthermore, interteam per-
formance is a directed construct in the sense that, in a
dyad where both teams are mutually dependent on
eachother, teamAmaybemore (or less) successful on
goals that require teamB’s collaboration thanteamBis
on goals that require team A’s collaboration.

The arguments in the preceding section imply that,
where there is an identity asymmetry between the
seeking and the source team, interteam coordination
shifts from implicit coordination based on proactive
information sharing to explicit coordination based on
reactive information sharing. Both routes are, in prin-
ciple, effective coordinationmechanisms—as long as a
teamobtains the information it needs, it canproceed to
utilize this information in its goal-directed activities.
Thus, both proactive and reactive information sharing
should have positive implications for interteam per-
formance. More formally:

Hypothesis 2a. Proactive information sharing has a
positive effect on interteam performance.

Hypothesis 2b. Reactive information sharing has a
positive effect on interteam performance.

While proactive as well as reactive information
sharing should contribute to interteam performance,
the search and negotiation activities involved in
reactive information sharing make this form of
explicit coordination more costly (Rico & Sánchez-
Manzanares, 2008). While a team is dedicating re-
sources to searching for relevant information, these
resources are not available for putting the obtained
information into action. Thus, at least in a setting
where it is relatively clear who may need to know
what (a boundary condition we examine at greater

detail in our Discussion section), proactive infor-
mation sharing is arguably amore effective interteam
coordination mechanism than reactive information
sharing. Because of this, we expect that proactive
information sharing will have a stronger positive
impact on interteam performance.

Hypothesis 3. Proactive information sharing has a
stronger positive effect on interteam performance
than reactive information sharing.

Together, the core logic underlying Hypotheses 1
to 3 describes how the effect of the identity foci of
source and seeker teams affects interteam perfor-
mance. This logic suggests two mediators: proactive
and reactive sharing. Hypothesis 1 posits the inter-
action between the source team’s and the seeking
team’s identity foci affects the probability that they
engage in proactive or reactive information sharing,
respectively. Hypothesis 2 posits both types of in-
formation sharing are positively related to interteam
performance, but that, per Hypothesis 3, the positive
effect of proactive information sharing is stronger
than that of reactive information sharing. Taken to-
gether, this implies that the configuration of the
identity foci between the source and seeker teams
indirectly affects interteam performance by influenc-
ing the extent to which the teams engage in proactive
and reactive information sharing, and that the indirect
effect via proactive information sharing would be
stronger than that via reactive information sharing.

Hypothesis 4a. There is an indirect effect of the in-
teraction between the seeking team’s and the source
team’s identity foci on interteam performance, me-
diated by proactive information sharing.

Hypothesis 4b. There is an indirect effect of the in-
teraction between the seeking team’s and the source
team’s identity foci on interteam performance, me-
diated by reactive information sharing.

Hypothesis 5. The indirect effect of the interaction
between the seeking team’s and the source team’s
identity foci on interteam performance mediated by
proactive information sharing is stronger than the
indirect effect of the interaction between the seeking
team’s and the source team’s identity foci on interteam
performancemediated by reactive information sharing.

Our arguments thus far suggest that dyads without
identity asymmetries would achieve higher inter-
team performance as a result of relying more on
proactive rather than on reactive information shar-
ing.Asprior research shows, however, identification
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with the superordinate group (in our context, this is
the multiteam system) not only affects the sharing of
information but also makes a team more receptive
to external information, thus increasing the rate at
which it will be utilized (Dokko et al., 2014; Kane
et al., 2005). That is, while symmetric team-focused
dyads may exchange information at a similar rate as
symmetric system-focused dyads, the higher infor-
mation utilization rate by system-focused teams that
has been established in prior work leads us to expect
that symmetric system-focused dyads will perform
at a higher level than dyads in which either one or
both of the parties have a team focus. In sum:

Hypothesis 6. Interteam performance is higher when
both teams (seeking and source teams) have a system
focus than when either the seeking, source, or both
teams have a team focus.

STUDY 1: EXPERIMENTAL INVESTIGATION
OF IDENTITY ASYMMETRIES IN

MULTITEAM SYSTEMS

In order to test our hypotheses, we conducted
a laboratory experiment using a computer-based,
team-based, dynamic strategy simulation, manipu-
lating the focus of identification between component
teams nested in multiteam systems. Simulations of
this kind are widely used in research on teams and
multiteam systems as they allow controlled experi-
mentation, structured behavioral observation, and
objective measurement of process and performance
(Beersma, Hollenbeck, Humphrey, Moon, Conlon, &
Ilgen, 2003; DeChurch & Marks, 2006; Ellis, 2006;
Homan, Hollenbeck, Humphrey, van Knippenberg,
Ilgen, & van Kleef, 2008; Lanaj, Foulk, & Hollenbeck,
2018; Lanaj, Hollenbeck, Ilgen, Barnes, & Harmon,
2013; Marks, DeChurch, Mathieu, Panzer, & Alonso,
2005; Mathieu, Heffner, Goodwin, Salas, & Cannon-
Bowers, 2000; Pearsall & Venkataramani, 2015; Porck
et al., 2019). Such simulations are alsowidely used to
teach teamwork, coordination, and leadership; for
example, in military training (Beersma et al., 2003)
and business education (Pearsall & Venkataramani,
2015). While simulations naturally abstract from the
highly complex and specialized knowledge required
in the field and use student rather than field samples,
the teamprocesses that participants experience and the
interpersonal and intergroup behaviors they engage in
during such simulations are generally deemed useful
analogs to the processes and behaviors in the field.
Correspondingly, meta-analytic evidence shows that
lab and field settings yield parallel findings with

respect to relationships relevant to our study, such as
relationships between team identity and team perfor-
mance (Mesmer-Magnus, Asencio, Seely, & DeChurch,
2018) as well as relationships between teamwork pro-
cessesand teamperformance (LePine,Piccolo, Jackson,
Mathieu, & Saul, 2008).

Sample

The initial sampleconsistedof440 individuals (188
female, 252male)whowere recruited fromthecollege
and senior high school population within and in the
neighborhood of a largeMidwestern university in the
United States. Participants were between 16 and 35
years old (M 5 21.32, SD 5 3.64). Fifty percent re-
ported a Caucasian ethnic background, 20% Asian,
12.6% African American, and 11.7% Hispanic. Par-
ticipants were assigned to one of 22 multiteam sys-
tems, each consisting of four component teams of five
members each. They received $35 for their partici-
pation. Due to a computer error, one session’s record
of participants’ actions in the simulation was lost.
This did not affect their experience nor the survey
data collection and hence we used the data from the
full sample for themanipulation checks. For ourmain
analyses involving data on actions within the simu-
lation, however, weworkedwith the reduced sample
of 420 participants nested in 21 multiteam systems.

Experimental Task

In order to test our predictions experimentally, we
required a task with a number of specific character-
istics. First, the task needed to contain goals at the
team level as well as at system level. Second, teams
must be linked by informational interdependence
(i.e., require information from other teams in the
pursuit of their goals). Third, the task must allow us
to capture rich data on all participants’ task-related
activity and communication. Based on these criteria,
we developed a platform on the basis of a computer-
based multiplayer strategy simulation.

The multiteam systems’ collective goal was to
safely direct a humanitarian aid convoy along a
predefined route through a war-torn region repre-
sented by a map divided into 100 cells. Seventy-five
threats distributed across the map could damage the
convoy unless they were flagged and neutralized
prior to moving the convoy to the affected cell. Each
of the four component teams could only flag and
neutralize threats located in their own district com-
prising 25 cells on the map. Each district contained
between 17 and 20 threats. Each participant
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furthermorehada specific role allowinghimorher to
perform particular actions in the simulation. “Re-
connaissance officers”were responsible for flagging
threats,while “field specialists”were responsible for
neutralizing flagged threats and marking safe cells.
Intelligence containing information necessary for
flagging and neutralizing threats (i.e., type of threat,
cell, and specific coordinates within the cell) was
distributed among reconnaissance officers and field
specialists of all four component teams such that
only about a quarter of the information required by
any single team was given to members within that
team. The remaining items of information were dis-
tributed across members of the three other teams,
such that each team required four or five items of
information fromeachother team. Finally, each team
featured one leader who was responsible for moving
the convoy in coordination with the leaders of the
other teams. Given the special position and the dif-
ferent task set of leaders, they did not receive any
intelligence items at the beginning of the mission.

In sum, in order to progress toward the system-level
goal of safely moving the convoy, participants had to
(a) exchange information such that relevant intelli-
gence reached the teams and individualmemberswho
needed it, (b) flag the threats based on the intelligence,
(c) neutralize the flagged threats, and (d) move the
convoy once the next steps of the route were declared
safe. In other words, multiteam system success was
critically dependent on effective collaboration and
information exchange between the interdependent
teams as well as on the teams’ successful utilization
of the received information.

Procedure

Upon arrival, participants were randomly assigned
to one of the 20 roles in the multiteam system. They
were seatedat individualworkstations, each teamina
separate room, and viewed an instruction video about
the goals and the gameplay of the simulation. The
videos were identical for each team up until a final
segment,which contained the first part of the identity
manipulation. As a second part of the manipulation,
following the instruction, participants engaged in a
virtual banner-making exercise. We describe these
elements in the “Manipulation” section below. Next,
participants filled in a brief survey, discussed strate-
gies during a five-minute planning phase, and played
a practice mission of 15 minutes, during which they
could consult research assistants about the interface
so as to ensure complete understanding of the game-
play. The practice mission was followed by a brief

survey and a break. After the break, participants dis-
cussed strategies during a seven-minute planning
phase. Prior to beginning the main mission, they
watched another brief video in their rooms that aimed
to recall and reinforce the identity manipulation.
Then, they had 40 minutes for the main mission,
which was followed by a final survey. The entire
procedure lasted about 3.5 hours. During both mis-
sions, each participant could communicate with any
other participant using one on one Skype chat and
calls. We recorded and transcribed all communica-
tionduring themissions aswell as all actions takenby
participants in the simulation. We use the data from
the main mission to test our hypotheses.

Manipulation

Wemanipulated the identity focuswithinmultiteam
systems such that two teams of eachmultiteam system
were placed in the “team focus” condition and two
teamswere placed in the “system focus” condition. As
a result, in eachmultiteam system,we obtained all four
possible team-dyadic identity focus configurations: of
the 12 directed ties in each four-team network, in two
directed dyads, both seeker and source had a team fo-
cus; in twodirecteddyads,bothseekerandsourcehada
system focus; in four directed dyads, the seeker was
team focused while the source was system focused;
and, in four directed dyads, the seeker was system fo-
cused while the source was team focused.

Forourmanipulation,wecombinedmultipleelements
used in prior experimental research aiming to instill a
sense of shared identity with and attachment to a group
(Cuijpers et al., 2016; De Cremer, van Knippenberg, van
Dijke, & Bos, 2006; Eckel & Grossman, 2005; Gaertner,
Mann,Murrell,&Dovidio,1989;Kaneetal.,2005;Kramer
& Brewer, 1984). These elements included (a) video vi-
gnettes emphasizing common fate with and emotional
attachment to the team or to the multiteam system; (b) a
banner-making exercise, in which participants created a
banner and a slogan for their team or for the multiteam
system; and (c) symbols of intergroup comparison with
other teams or with other multiteam systems.

Video vignettes. In the video vignettes, partici-
pants were introduced to a background story about
their engagement, the emphasis of which differed
depending on the condition. In the system-focus
condition, the videos focused on the values and
history of the greater region and participants’ shared
history of collaboration with the community in the re-
gion. The videos emphasized to these participants the
notions of commitment, solidarity, and a sense of unity
with the “platoon” (i.e., the multiteam system) and
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stressed that these shared experiences and achieve-
ments distinguished their platoon from other platoons
operating in other regions (i.e., other hypothetical mul-
titeam systems). In the team-focus condition, partici-
pants were shown an identical background story, but
with the difference being that it revolved around their
district, emphasizing a sense of unity with the “squad”
(i.e., their team) and contrasting this with other squads.

Banner-making exercise. Prior to the practice
mission, participants designed a banner and a slogan
for their squad or their platoon using a virtual white-
board app that allowed collaborative drawing and
chatting using individual tablets. Participants in
the team-focus condition were only connected with
members of their own team and designed a banner and
a slogan for their ownsquad.Participants in the system-
focus condition were also connected with members of
the other system-focused team and designed a banner
and a slogan for the entire platoon. In order to sustain
the illusion that they were, in fact, connected with
members of all teams rather than just one additional
team,wesetupanonymousnumbersaschatnames.The
banners continued to be displayed on large screens in
their respective rooms for the duration of bothmissions.

Symbols of intergroup comparison. To further
reinforce a sense of distinctiveness of the team or the
multiteam system, we placed a large poster in each
room that displayed a fictitious ranking of the three
best-performing squads or platoons, depending on
the condition.

Measures

Manipulation checks. We conducted manipula-
tion checks at three points in time. The first took
place immediately after the instructions and ma-
nipulation, prior to the practicemission. The second
check took place after the practicemission. The third
check took place after the main mission. As manip-
ulation checks, we asked participants to rank their
“squad” (i.e., team), their “platoon” (i.e., multiteam
system), and a fictitious superordinate “battalion”
(that would include other platoons) in terms of how
strongly they identified with each. This measure
directly captures the relative salience of the different
identity foci. We then constructed an indicator vari-
able that took the value of 1when participants ranked
the multiteam system more highly than their team
(i.e., displaying a system focus) and 0 otherwise.

Interteam performance. In the simulation, infor-
mational dependence arose from threats located in a
seeking team’s district about which another source team
received information. We operationalized interteam

performance as the successful neutralization of such
threats. That is, for each threat located in a seeking team’s
district and initially known to another source team, we
recorded 1 if the seeking team successfully neutralized it
and 0 otherwise.

Reactive information sharing. First, we identified
all messages in the communication transcripts that
contained an item of intelligence. We then coded all
instances in which the item was provided to the other
participant in response to an immediately preceding
request.Asourmeasureof reactive information sharing,
for each threat located in a seeking team’s district and
initially known to another source team,we recorded1 if
theinformationregarding this threathadbeenreactively
provided by the source team to the seeking team, and
0 otherwise.

Proactive information sharing. We coded the
remaining messages in which one participant pro-
vided intelligence to another participant without an
immediately preceding request as instances of proac-
tive information sharing, and recorded1 for each threat
about which information was proactively provided by
the source team to the seeking team and 0 otherwise.1

Analytical Approach

Our set of observations consisted of 1,176 threats
nested in 252 directed dyads of source and seeking
teams, which, in turn, were nested in 21 multiteam
systems. Because all of our dependent variables (proac-
tive and reactive information sharing and interteam
performance) were binary variables, we estimated gen-
eralized linear mixed models (with a probit link), in-
cludingrandomeffects forseeker, source,andmultiteam
system inorder to account for interdependencebetween

1 A small percentage of interdependent threats (5.8%)
were neutralized even though we did not record the
transfer of the related information from source to seeking
team. A reexamination of the research logs suggested that
this was primarily due to participants’ broadcasting in-
formation through the status function of the software.
Thus, a small part of the information was shared through
an unrecorded channel. A perusal of the communication
logs suggested that this behavior emerged through imita-
tion of other participants’ information-sharing behavior
rather than through explicitly coordinated requests to use
the status function in thismanner. Thus,we coded cases in
which a record of the information transfer was missing
despite evidence of a transfer having taken place as pro-
actively shared. Robustness checks in which we (a) coded
proactive information sharing without this imputation or
(b) treated these cases as missing observations yielded
identical conclusions to the analyses reported below.
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observations. We carried out these analyses using the
lme4 package (Bates, Mächler, Bolker, & Walker, 2015)
in R (R Core Team, 2016).

Results

Manipulation checks. The results of three gener-
alized linear mixedmodels accounting for nesting of
participants within teams and multiteam systems
showed that participants in the system focus condi-
tion were consistently more likely to report a system
focus than participants in the team focus condition
(Time 1: b 5 0.85, SE 5 0.28, p 5 .001; Time 2:
b 5 0.38, SE5 0.23, p 5 .047; Time 3: b5 0.61, SE5
0.24, p 5 .005; all one-tailed2 tests of the directional
hypothesis that systemfocus [systemfocuscondition].
system focus [team focus condition]).3 That is, our sys-
tem focus manipulation successfully increased the rel-
ative salience of themultiteam system identity vis-à-vis
the team focus manipulation.4

Hypothesis tests. Table 1 presents the study’s de-
scriptive statistics while Table 2 shows the results of
the hypotheses tests. In the regressions, we used
contrast coding for the identity focus conditions
(system focus 5 10.5, team focus 5 20.5), as this
allows for the straightforward interpretation of the
regressionparameters asmaineffects and interaction
rather than conditional effects.

Model 1 tests the effects of seeker and source foci
of identification on proactive information sharing.
We found a statistically significant interaction be-
tween seeker and source teams’ identity focus. To test
Hypothesis 1a, we computed a linear contrast between
two cells: team-focused seeker & team-focused source
vs. system-focused seeker & team-focused source. As
predicted, team-focused sources shared less informa-
tion proactively with system-focused seekers than they
didwith team-focused seekers (b5 0.33,SE5 0.13,p5
.015, one-tailed). In Model 2, we examined the effect of
seeker and source foci of identification on reactive in-
formation sharing. In contrast to Hypothesis 1b, there
was no interaction between seeker and source foci of
identification. We therefore did not proceed to probe
the linear contrast.

Models 3and4examineHypotheses2 to5,whichare
related to interteam performance. Consistent with Hy-
potheses 2a and 2b, Model 4 shows a positive effect of
both proactive (b 5 2.52, SE 5 0.16) and reactive (b 5
1.80, SE5 0.20) information sharing on interteam per-
formance. To test Hypothesis 3 regarding the relative
impact of proactive versus reactive information sharing
on interteam performance, we tested the equality of the
two regression coefficients through a linear hypothesis
test. In linewithHypothesis3,wefoundthat theeffectof
proactive sharing on interteam performance was sig-
nificantlystronger thantheeffectof reactive information
sharingon interteamperformance (x25 15.29,p, .001,
one-tailed).

Hypotheses 4a and4bposited an indirect effect of the
interactionbetweenseeker andsource foci on interteam
performance, mediated by proactive and reactive in-
formation sharing, respectively. In Model 3, we find a
significant total effect of the interaction between seeker
and source foci of identification on interteam perfor-
mance. To test themediation hypotheses, we estimated
a path model in Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2017), a
statistical software capable of estimating and testing
indirect effects in complex multilevel data. We used
a cross-classified probit model accounting for the
clustering of observations in seeker and source teams
simultaneously.5 By default, Mplus uses Bayesian esti-
mation for cross-classifiedmodels. Figure1presents the

2 Throughout ourmanuscript, we use one-tailed tests for
directional hypotheses. This is consistent with recom-
mendations put forward in earlier researchnoting that one-
tailed tests provide amore precise, logical correspondence
between a directional research hypothesis and its statisti-
cal test (Cho & Abe, 2013; Gravetter & Wallnau, 2017;
Schwab, 2005). Conversely, wherever we did not have a
priori directional hypotheses—for example, in supple-
mentary analyses—we used two-tailed tests.

3 We note that the secondmanipulation check showed a
considerably smaller effect size than the first and the third.
One explanation for this is that the second manipulation
check took place after the practice mission during which
mastering the interface and experimenting with initial
strategies took the forefront over the mission and the
identity-relevant background story and context. Antici-
pating that this could weaken the manipulation in the ab-
sence of additional reinforcement, we had included the
refresher video preceding the main mission, and, indeed,
at Time 3, we again observed a stronger effect of the
manipulation.

4 In supplementary analyses not reported here, we also
examined whether our manipulation affected percep-
tions of task interdependence, goal interdependence, and
interteam competition. We found no significant differ-
ences between conditions on any of these other variables.

5 In contrast to our main analyses, we could not account
for clustering in multiteam systems simultaneously with
the cross-classified affiliation with seekers and sources in
this software. However, supplementary analyses not re-
ported here indicated that the conclusions of our main
models presented in Table 2were robust to the omission of
the multiteam system clustering variable, and we have no
reason to expect any different in the path model.
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results of the pathmodel, replicating our prior analyses.
The estimate for the indirect effect of the interaction
between seeker and source identity foci on interteam
performance via proactive information sharing was
0.74, its 95%Bayesian credibility interval [0.28, 1.37]
not including zero, thus supporting Hypothesis 4a.
The estimate for the indirect effect of the interaction
between seeker and source identity foci on interteam
performance via reactive information sharing, in
turn, was 20.18, with its 95% Bayesian credibility in-
terval [20.77, 0.35] including zero, thus not supporting
Hypothesis4b.To test thedirectedHypothesis5 that the
indirect effect via proactive information sharing would

be stronger than the indirect effect via reactive infor-
mation sharing,wecomputed90%Bayesian credibility
intervals around both indirect effects and examined
their overlap in the expected direction. The 90% cred-
ibility interval around the indirect effect via proactive
sharing [0.35, 1.25] did not overlap with the 90% cred-
ibility interval around the indirect effect via reactive
information sharing [20.66, 0.25], thus supporting
Hypothesis 5.

Finally, to test Hypothesis 6, we computed three
linear contrasts comparing the seeker system focus–
source system focus configuration with each other
combination of conditions based on the total effects

TABLE 2
Results of Generalized Linear Mixed Models (Study 1)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Proactive
information

sharing

Reactive
information

sharing
Interteam

performance
Interteam

performance

Interteam
performance (shared

items only)

Random effects Variance Variance Variance Variance Variance
Seeker 0 0.69 0.09 0.26 0.30
Source 0.33 0.14 0.11 0.05 0.06
Multiteam system 0.04 0.31 0.06 0.03 0.02

Fixed effects
Intercept 0.69 (0.09)** 21.91 (0.22) 0.14 (0.08) 21.95 (0.16)** 0.72 (0.09)
Seeker focus 20.06 (0.09) 20.15 (0.25) 0.10 (0.10) 0.24 (0.15) 0.28 (0.16)†

Source focus 0.12 (0.16) 0.28 (0.17)† 0.18 (0.11) 0.11 (0.11) 0.13 (0.12)
Seeker focus3 Source focus 0.53 (0.18)** 20.28 (0.27) 0.38 (0.16)* 0.24 (0.20) 0.30 (0.21)
Proactive information sharing 2.52 (0.16)**
Reactive information sharing 1.80 (0.20)**

Log-likelihood 2658.00 2345.15 2777.69 2543.90 2503.80
n 1176 1176 1176 1176 893

Notes: Conditions are contrast coded:20.55 teamfocus,10.55 systemfocus. Standarderrors inparentheses.Tests areone-tailed for tests of
directional hypotheses (effects of proactive and reactive information sharing), and two-tailed for all other coefficients.

†p , .10
*p , .05

**p , .01

TABLE 1
Descriptive Statistics (Study 1)

Variable

Source focus: Team Source focus: System Correlations

Seeker focus:
Team

Seeker focus:
System

Seeker focus:
Team

Seeker focus:
System 2. 3.

1. Proactive information sharing 0.75 [3.4] 0.66 [2.8] 0.70 [3.5] 0.77 [3.9]
2. Reactive information sharing 0.09 [0.4] 0.10 [0.4] 0.14 [0.7] 0.11 [0.5] 2.08
3. Interteam performance 0.54 [2.4] 0.51 [2.2] 0.53 [2.7] 0.63 [3.2] .41** .18**

Notes: Values indicate the proportion of shared or neutralized threats in each seeker–source condition. Values in square brackets indicate
average number of items shared or neutralized in each seeker–source condition. n5 1,176 threats in 252 dyads. Correlations were calculated
on the level of the dyad (i.e., setting in relation the proportion of shared or neutralized threats in each dyad).

** p , .01, two-tailed
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presented in Model 3. Consistent with Hypothesis 6,
interteam performance was higher when both teams
had a system focus thanwhen either seeker (b5 0.37,
SE5 0.14, p5 .012), source (b5 0.30, SE5 0.13, p5

.023), or both had a team focus (b 5 0.28, SE 5 0.17,
p 5 .046; all three comparisons were one-tailed tests
using the Holm, 1979, correction for multiple com-
parisons). A single linear contrast comparing the

FIGURE 1
Interaction of Seeker and Source Identity Focus on Information Sharing and Interteam Performance (Study 1)
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confidence intervals of the predicted values.

FIGURE 2
Path Model Results (Study 1)
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system–system configuration with all other config-
urations combined further yielded consistent evi-
dence for higher performance of the system–system
configuration as comparedwith all other configurations
(b 5 0.31, SE 5 0.12, p 5 .005, one-tailed). Figure 2
presents the predicted means per condition based on
the fitted models.

Supplementary analyses. To gain further insight
into the role of social identity for information sharing,
we conducted several supplementary analyses. First, as
a check of one of the assumptions underlying Hypoth-
esis 5—namely, that system-focused teams are more
likely to utilize externally obtained information (Dokko
et al., 2014; Kane et al., 2005)—we estimated the effects
of our identity foci conditions on interteam perfor-
mance, conditional on information having been shared
(Model 5 inTable 2). Consistentwith prior research,we
found that system-focused teamsweremarginallymore
likely to proceed to neutralize the threats whose loca-
tion they obtained from other teams than were team-
focused teams (b5 0.28,SE5 0.16,p5 .08, two-tailed).

In a second supplementary analysis, we sought to
understand to what extent a team’s primary identity
focus affected their intrateam performance—that is,
the successful completion of tasks in which they did
not depend on other teams. The argument here could
be that system-focused teams’ indiscriminate invest-
ment in interteam cooperation may reduce perfor-
mance on intrateam tasks—for instance, as a result of
depletion (Porck et al., 2019). In our study, intrateam
performancewas operationalized as the proportion of
those threats about which information was given to
the team that needed it from the start (N5 399) thatwas
successfully neutralized. Team-focused teams neutral-
ized 62.38% of the threats initially known to them,
while system-focused teams neutralized 65.08%. We
estimated a generalized linear mixed model predicting
neutralization of a threat as a function of six conditions:
intrateam knowledge of the threat in combination with
team focus of the focal team, intrateam knowledge in
combination with system focus of the focal team, and
the four conditions capturing interteam knowledge to-
gether with the four different combinations of seeker
and source foci. In contrast analyses, we found that
performance did not differ between the two intrateam
conditions (b520.07, SE5 0.17, p5 .97). Combining
both intrateam conditions on the one hand, and all
four interteam conditions on the other hand, we found
that—as could be expected—performance was higher
in intrateam conditions than in interteam conditions
(b5 0.25,SE5 0.08,p5 .01). Finally,wedifferentiated
between the interteam condition in which seeker and
source had system focus and the three remaining

interteam conditions. We found no difference be-
tween the combined intrateam conditions and the
interteam condition inwhich both seeker and source
had system focus (b 5 20.01, SE 5 0.13, p 5 1.0),
while the contrast between the two intrateam con-
ditions and the remaining three interteamconditions
was significant (b 5 0.32, SE 5 0.08, p , .001; all
two-tailed tests using the Holm, 1979, correction for
multiple comparisons). In sum, system focus did
not constrain intrateam performance. Furthermore,
while interteam collaboration was more challenging
than intrateam collaboration for most team dyads,
those team dyads in which both partners had a sys-
tem focus collaborated as effectively as if there had
been no team boundary between them.

STUDY 2: IDENTITY FOCI AND MOTIVES
TOWARD INTERTEAM INTERACTION

The theory underlying our key hypothesis about
how identity focus affects proactive information
sharing is based on the assumption that identity fo-
cus changes the way in which team members ap-
proach collaborationwith other teams.Weargue that
team-focused teams approach interteam collabora-
tion based on instrumental motives—cooperation as
a means to an end and conditional on its instru-
mental value. Conversely, we argue that system-
focused teams approach interteam collaboration
based on benevolent motives—cooperation as an end
in itself and not conditional on its instrumental value.
It is this mechanism, we argue, that underlies differ-
ences in information-sharing behavior between team-
and system-focused teams: because team-focused
teams approach interteam cooperation more as a
means to an end, theywill orient their information-
sharing behavior more strongly on direct reciprocity
considerations.

Although the behavioral differences we observed in
Study 1 support these theoretical arguments, the study
did not directly test this underlying assumption. To fill
this gapand test ourworkingassumption,wedesigneda
scenario experiment inspired by the experimental task
in Study 1. In this scenario, participants took the role of
an intelligence officer operating as part of a multiteam
system securing a city. We manipulated identity focus
and then measured the impact of the manipulation on
participants’ conceptualization of interteam relations as
moreor less instrumental, and their information-sharing
intentions (see also Appendix A).
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Sample

We recruited 308 participants in the UK and USA
through the online research platform Prolific Aca-
demic. Participants were paid £0.70 for a seven-
minute study. Because prior research has raised
concerns about response quality in online research,
we included two comprehension checks and one
instructional manipulation check at different points
in our study (Berinsky, Margolis, & Sances, 2014;
Fleischer, Mead, & Huang, 2015). Forty-six partici-
pants failed either both comprehension checks or the
instructional manipulation check. Four other par-
ticipants provided responses not conforming to the
rules set out by the scenario. We excluded these
from the analyses. The resulting sample contained
258 individuals (134 men, 122 women, and two
individualswhodidnot self-identify). Participation
was restricted to individuals reporting full-time
employment. Participants were between 18 and 62
years old (M 5 34.40, SD 5 9.70).

Procedure

Participants read a scenario in which their task
was described as gathering intelligence about po-
tential threats to a city and redirecting this infor-
mation to field specialists within the task force. The
full scenario and the measures are reproduced in
AppendixA. The citywas described as consisting of
five districts with a different component team op-
erating in each district. Each participant was told
that they were part of Team Center operating in the
Center District, but they could encounter intelli-
gence about threats in any district. Following the
general introduction to the situation, participants
read the identity manipulation, which we adapted
from prior research (De Cremer et al., 2006). Next,
participants read the information-sharing scenario
in which they were told that they had obtained two
pieces of information that were relevant to field spe-
cialists in two different teams, North and South. They
furthermore learned that, in thenear future,TeamNorth
was very likely to obtain information relevant to Team
Center (i.e., the participant’s team) while Team South
would most likely not obtain any information relevant
to Team Center. Thus, from an instrumentality point of
view, Team North appears as a more relevant target for
informationsharing thanTeamSouth,assecuringTeam
North’s future reciprocal cooperation is more valuable
for Team Center’s own performance. From a benevo-
lence point of view, on the other hand, there is no such
difference, as both teams’ performances equally

contribute to thesharedwelfareof thetaskforce.Finally,
participants responded to a questionnaire containing
the measures of the dependent variables.

Measures

Manipulation check. As in Study 1, we measured
participants’primary identity focusdirectly byasking
them to rank the team and the multiteam system in
terms of how strongly they identified with each.

Reciprocity-oriented information sharing. After
reading the information-sharing scenario, partici-
pantswere asked to decide how to allocate their time
betweenpreparingmemos for both teams. Theywere
told that the higher percentage of time allocated to a
memo, themore useful it would be to the other team.
Given that Team North was presented as having
more relevant information to offer to Team Center in
the near future, higher time allocation to TeamNorth
at the expense of Team South could be interpreted
as favoring reciprocity-oriented information sharing,
and was our dependent variable.

Instrumentality motive in interteam interactions.
To measure the extent to which participants per-
ceived collaboration with other teams as a means to an
end, we adapted six items of Gruenfeld, Inesi, Magee,
and Galinsky’s (2008) objectification scale. A sample
item is “The main reason why relationships with other
teamswouldbeimportant tomeisbecause theyhelpme
accomplish my team’s goals.” Participants responded
through reference toa5-pointLikert scale (15 “strongly
disagree” to 5 5 “strongly agree”). The adapted scale
showed acceptable internal consistency (a 5 .72).

Results

Manipulation check.As intended, participants in
the system-focus condition were found to be more
likely to report the system as their primary identity
focus (78.4%) than participants in the team-focus
condition (16.1%, t5 12.77, p5, .001, one-tailed).

Main results. Table 3 provides a summary of the
mainresults.Asexpected,participants in the team-focus
condition reported higher instrumentality of interteam
relationships (M5 3.40, SD5 0.66) than participants in
the system-focus condition (M 5 2.85, SD 5 0.69; t 5
6.63, p , .001, one-tailed). Furthermore, participants
in the team-focused condition showed higher levels
of reciprocity-oriented information sharing (M 5
58.27, SD 5 19.23) than participants in the system-
focused condition (M 5 53.54, SD 5 19.99, t 5 1.93,
p 5 .03, one-tailed). Finally, we conducted a media-
tion analysis using Hayes’s PROCESS routine (Hayes,
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2013). As predicted, instrumentality of interteam in-
teractions mediated the effect of identity focus on
reciprocity-oriented information sharing (b 5 22.48,
with the 95%confidence interval of the indirect effect
[24.63,20.58] not including 0).

STUDY 3: IDENTITY CONFIGURATIONS
IN MULTITEAM SYSTEMS

Thus far, we have focused our investigation on the
team-dyadic level, arguing that identity asymmetries
will disrupt implicit coordination between teams
and harm interteam performance. The results of
Study 1 corroborate our line of reasoning, showing
impaired information sharing and lower interteam
performance in teamdyads consisting of a team-focused
sourceandasystem-focusedseeker.This insight, in turn,
allows us to consider the effect of social identity on
system-level coordination and performance in a more
precise manner than prior research by considering the
implications of different identity configurations of mul-
titeam systems.

A multiteam system’s “identity configuration” is the
composition of the system in terms of its teams’primary
foci of identification. It can be captured, for instance, as
the proportion of component teams whose primary
identity focus is the multiteam system. Most prior re-
search on the role of social identity in intergroup col-
laboration broadly suggests that identification with the
overarching collective would have a (linearly) positive
relationship with collective performance, as it leads to
more (Lomi et al., 2014) and more effective (Cuijpers
et al., 2016; Dokko et al., 2014; Richter et al., 2006) in-
teractions at the teamboundaries.That is, basedonprior
work, we should expect that the larger the proportion of
system-focusedteamsinthesystemasawhole, thebetter
this system should perform. However, if—as we found
above—thebenefit ofmultiteamsystem identificationof
a component team is conditional on the identity focusof

the team it interacts with, then we may need to qualify
this claim: if identity asymmetries disrupt dyadic coor-
dination and performance, then configurations with a
higher number of asymmetric dyads bear a disadvant-
age that can counteract the positive effect of higher sys-
tem focus in a system.

To gain a better understanding of these interactions,
we conducted a third study in which we extrapolated
from our empirical results on the team-dyadic level
to develop propositions about team- and system-level
coordination and performance by means of computa-
tional simulation. The simulationmethod is particularly
useful tounderstandtheimplicationsofdifferent identity
configurations in multiteam systems as it enabled us to
conduct virtual experiments manipulating the propor-
tionof team-andsystem-focusedteamsinalargenumber
of simulated multiteam systems. Thus, we were able to
gaininsightsnoteasilyobtainableinthelaborinthefield.

Simulation Procedure

In order to extrapolate from our results to the impli-
cations of different identity configurations inmultiteam
systems, we used the expected values obtained in our
empirical models in Study 1 in a computational simu-
lation mimicking multiteam systems engaged in a simi-
lar task. That is, we simulated multiteam systems in
which teams have tasks (e.g., neutralize threats) for the
completion of which they require information from
other teams.

System setup. First, we generated synthetic mul-
titeamsystems. In keepingwithStudy1,wemodeled
four-teammultiteamsystems.GoingbeyondStudy1,
in Study 3, we varied identity configurations to create
five multiteam system configurations: 4T:0S, 3T:1S, 2T:
2S, 1T:3S, and0T:4S,wherein the firstnumber indicates
the number of team-focused and the second number
indicates the number of system-focused teams in each
multiteam system. We generated 10,000 systems for

TABLE 3
Results of Mediation Analysis (Study 2)

Instrumentality motive
Reciprocity-oriented
information sharing

Reciprocity-oriented
information sharing

Regression models B SE t p B SE t p B SE t p

Intercept 3.40 0.06 55.94 , .01 58.27 1.76 33.06 , .01 42.95 6.34 6.77 , .01
System identity focus 20.55 0.08 26.53 , .01 24.73 2.45 21.93 .03 22.25 2.61 20.86 .39
Instrumentality motive 4.50 1.79 2.51 .01
R2 0.38 0.01 0.04

Indirect effect Effect SE LCI UCI
Identity focus via instrumentality motive 22.48 1.05 24.63 20.58

Notes: All t tests are one-tailed. LCI and HCI5 lower and higher bounds, respectively, of 95% bootstrapped confidence interval.
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each configuration. Next, in each system, we generated
100 items of information and “distributed” these among
the teams by randomly assigning a seeker (i.e., the team
that needs this item) and a source (i.e., the team that
originally has this item) to each item.

Information sharing. In our simulation, each item
of information has the potential to be shared proac-
tively and the potential to be shared reactively with
the seeking team. We assumed that the probability
of an item being shared in either manner was de-
pendent on the combination of seeker and source
identity foci. Each item was recorded as shared
proactively with an item-specific probability ppsi

and each itemwas recordedas shared reactivelywith
an item-specific probability prsi. The probabilities
were drawn from the distributions of expected
values generated byModel 1 (proactive sharing) and
Model 2 (reactive sharing) for the corresponding
combinations of seeker and source identity foci. We
then combined these two events in a single record
indicatingwhether or not an itemhadbeen shared by
the source with the seeker. Finally, we calculated
whatproportion of information relevant to each team
was actually obtained by that team (constituting a team-
level outcome) and we calculated what proportion of
all information that could have been shared actually
was shared (constituting a system-level outcome).

Performance. Next, each item that had been suc-
cessfully shared had an opportunity to be neutralized—
that is, the corresponding task could be completed.
Amongthe itemsthathadbeenshared,werecordedeach
item as successfully neutralized with an item-specific
probability pni, which we draw from the distribution of
expected values generated by Model 5 for the corre-
sponding combinations of seeker and source identity
foci. We used Model 5 rather than Model 3 because it
provided us with expected values conditional on infor-
mation having been shared, whichwas a better fit to the
sequential nature of the simulation. We then calculated
what proportion of threats that could have been neu-
tralized by each team were actually neutralized by that
team, as a measure of team-level performance. For sys-
tem performance, we made the simplifying assumption
that each successfully completed task on the team level
equally andpositively contributed to the achievement of
the system-level goal. Based on this assumption, we
computed system-level performance as the total pro-
portionof threats thatweresuccessfullyneutralized.This
assumption is a simplification of reality, given that team-
level goals may have different levels of compatibility
with the system-level goal and with each other (Rico
et al., 2017). At a basic level, however, the assumption
that completing team goals contributes to goals at the

higher level of the goal hierarchy is engrained in the
definition ofmultiteam systems (Mathieu et al., 2001). In
addition,whilegoalcompatibilitymayvaryinmultiteam
systems in the field, in our experiments, we held this
factor constant. As our simulation was built on our em-
piricaldata,wedeemedmaking this sameassumption in
the simulation reasonable.

Results

Figure 3 presents the results of the simulations as
the average proportions of items having been shared
and neutralized. The results can be interpreted as
precise point estimates, as standard errors converge
to 0 with sufficient simulation runs. Several insights
emerge from these analyses. First, we consider team-
level outcomes (Panels A and B in Figure 3). Panel A
shows that the amount of information obtained by a
system-focused team depends on the identity config-
uration of the system: a system-focused team sur-
rounded by team-focused teams (3T:1S) obtains about
10%less information thandoes a system-focused team
surrounded by other system-focused teams (0T:4S). In
comparison, a team-focused team receives only 3%
less information when being the only team-focused
team (1T:3S), compared to being surrounded exclu-
sively by other team-focused teams (4T:0S). Panel B
presents a similar picture with regard to team perfor-
mance: with each shift toward system focus in the
system, a system-focused team succeeds in neutral-
izing an additional 4.3% of its threats—resulting in a
12.9% difference between the extreme scenarios—
while the performance of a team-focused team is
hardly affected by the system’s identity configuration
(2% difference between the extreme scenarios).

These results indicate that team-level information
retrieval and performance are, to a considerable ex-
tent, more dependent on the system-level identity
configuration for system-focused teams than they are
for team-focused teams. That is,while a system-focused
team can bemore successful on interdependent tasks
than a team-focused team, the composition of the rest
of the system in terms of identity focus is a critical
boundarycondition for thispositiveeffect. Ina system
that predominantly consists of team-focused teams,
on the otherhand, a system focusmay even turn into a
disadvantage. More formally:

Proposition 1. The effect of system focus on a focal
team’s performance on interdependent tasks is mod-
erated by the identity configuration of the multiteam
system in which it is embedded.

2020 1577Mell, DeChurch, Leenders, and Contractor



Second, let us consider the system-level results
(Panels C and D in Figure 3). The simulation results
suggest that the relationships between an increasing
proportion of system-focused teams and system-
level coordination (i.e., information sharing) and

performance are convex rather than linear. This is
easily explained by the fact that the proportion of
asymmetric team-dyads in a system is higher, the
closer a system’s identity configuration is to 50:50. The
specific shape of the function depends on the outcome

FIGURE 3
Expected Effects of Different Multiteam System Identity Configurations on Multiteam System Information

Sharing and Performance (Study 3)
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in question. For information sharing, our results sug-
gest a U-shaped curve without a positive linear trend
(R2

linear 5 0.04; R2
quadratic 5 1.00). That is, compared

to a four-team multiteam system in which all com-
ponent teams primarily identify with their team,
shifting the identity focus of one or of two teams to the
multiteam system can be counterproductive for in-
formation sharing. Past the threshold of 50%, in-
creasing theproportionof system-focusedcomponent
teams is beneficial, however. For system-level per-
formance, our results suggest aU-shaped curvewith a
positive linear trend (R2

linear 5 0.70; R2
quadratic 5

1.00). More specifically, while increasing the
proportion of system-focused teams hardly affects
multiteamsystemperformanceup to the thresholdof
50%, beyond this threshold, the proportion of sys-
tem focus has an increasingly positive effect. Viewed
from the opposite direction, it is the smallest devi-
ation from a 100% system-focus configuration that
is associated with the largest drop in multiteam
system performance. Based on this, we put forward
a final proposition:

Proposition 2. There is a convex relationship between
the proportion of system-focused teams in a multi-
team system and system-level information sharing
and performance.

DISCUSSION

Multiteam systems tackle many complex orga-
nizational tasks, in settings as varied as scien-
tific innovation, new product development, health
care, themilitary, and space exploration. In each of
these settings, there is an increasing realization
that success hinges on both “intra-” and “inter-”
team processes. While sharing unique information
is a challenge evenwithin a team (Mesmer-Magnus
& DeChurch, 2009), the “us-versus-them” social
categorizations prevalent in “teams of teams” fur-
ther compound the challenges of sharing unique
information across teams. In the present work, we
conducted three studies examining how the com-
position of multiteam systems in terms of compo-
nent teams’ primary foci of identification affects
information sharing and performance. Our find-
ings provide causal evidence for the role of social
identity in these processes, and highlight the dis-
ruptive role of identity asymmetries—arisingwhen
component teams differ inwhat they consider to be
their primary group.

Theoretical Implications

Multiteam system composition. Our study high-
lights the importance of considering both sides of the
relationship when considering interteam collabora-
tion. With few exceptions (e.g., Bresman, 2013), the
broader research on team boundary spanning or
interteam coordination and collaboration takes the
perspective of one focal team and examines the in-
fluence of individual, team, or contextual factors on
this team’s interaction with external constituencies
(e.g., deVries et al., 2014; Joshi, Pandey, &Han, 2009;
Marrone, 2010; Marrone, Tesluk, & Carson, 2007;
Richter et al., 2006). Yet, such interaction is of a
fundamentally dyadic nature—collaboration cannot
happen if the other side does not cooperate. Thus,
compositional factors of both teams as well as (as
evident from our results) the interaction between
these variables on seeker and on source side play an
important role in shaping intergroup collaboration. This
notion, while often absent in the broader boundary
spanning and interteam collaboration literature, is nat-
urally embedded in the multiteam systems literature
and, especially, in work onmultiteam system composi-
tion (Lanaj et al., 2018; Luciano et al., 2018; Shuffler,
Jiménez-Rodrı́guez, & Kramer, 2015). Luciano and
colleagues (2018), for instance, discussed several com-
positional factors that induce differentiation between
component teams, such as goals, competencies, norms,
workprocesses, and information, suggesting that greater
levels of differentiation will result in processes that un-
dermine collaborative interactions between teams. We
addtwoimportantnuances to thisclaim: first,within the
same system, some teams may perceive component
teams as more differentiated than others; second, such
asymmetries have implications for interteam informa-
tion sharing and performance.

It is tempting to interpret our results in homophily
terms: teams share more information when their
primary focusof identity coincides thanwhen it does
not. However, homophily would imply that the coor-
dination breakdownwould affect both teams in a dyad
ina symmetric fashion: if itwas amatter of homophily,
weshouldsee that system-focused teamswouldbe less
likely to share information with team-focused teams
just as team-focused teams are less likely to share in-
formationwith system-focused teams. Conversely, our
first study found a clear difference between the be-
havior of team-focused teams toward system-focused
teams, on the one hand, and the behavior of system-
focused teams toward team-focused teams on the
other.
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In sum, this implies that the specific configuration
of differences and similarities may be as important as
the overall level of differentiation to multiteam system
functioning. Just as research on team composition and
processes increasingly adopts configural perspectives
rather thanmain-effects approaches (Crawford&LePine,
2013;Humphrey&Aime,2014;vanKnippenberg&Mell,
2016), we can achieve a deeper understanding of multi-
team system functioning by considering how different
configurations of team attributes, processes, and emer-
gent states result in different patterns of interteam inter-
action and, consequently, influence system outcomes.

Social identity theory.Beyond the contribution to
themultiteamsystems literature, thiswork also feeds
back to more fundamental social identity theory. In
this paper, we break new ground by investigating the
implications of identity asymmetries for dyadic effec-
tiveness. When it comes to the role of social identity in
interteam coordination and performance, the broad
consensus in the literature seems to be that a strong
identification with the overarching collective—the mul-
titeam system or, in other contexts, the organization—is
generally desirable (Cuijpers et al., 2016; de Vries et al.,
2014; Dokko et al., 2014; Kane, 2010; Lomi et al., 2014;
Richter et al., 2006—but cf. Porck et al., 2019). While
our findings support the main corollary of this
proposition—that a system will be effective when
all its component teams have a system focus—our
proposition of a U-shaped relationship between the
number of system-focused teams and system-level in-
formation sharing and performance challenges simplis-
tic assumptions.

The key proposition of this paper is that identity
asymmetries have an influence on intergroup col-
laboration. While our study focused on identity
asymmetries between component teams within a
multiteam system—and thus “intergroup” in our
context translates into interteam—arguably, similar
arguments may be made at other levels of analysis.
For instance, within a team, individuals have mul-
tiple foci of identity as they are simultaneously team
members and representatives of demographic or pro-
fessional social groups. Within-team differences in de-
mographic or professional categories can be a strong
foundation for the formation of subgroups—and thus
may represent a situation in which intergroup relations
must be managed within a team (Carton & Cummings,
2012). Importantly, research on team diversity and re-
lational demography has demonstrated that such dif-
ferences can also result in identity asymmetries within
teams. For example, an individual’s dissimilarity to
other members of the team can have different effects
on the extent to which they identify with the team or

with the other social categories they belong to, depend-
ing on status asymmetries (Chattopadhyay, George, &
Ng, 2011; Chattopadhyay et al., 2008; Chattopadhyay,
Tluchowska, & George, 2004). As another example,
an individual’s perception of diversity in their team
mayhavedifferent effects on the extent towhich they
will identify with their team, depending on whether
they see a positive value in diversity (van Dick, van
Knippenberg, Hägele, Guillaume, & Brodbeck, 2008;
van Knippenberg, Haslam, & Platow, 2007). While
these lines of research explain the existence of
identity asymmetries also within teams, they do not
typically address the consequences of such asym-
metries for dyadic interaction—that is, they do not
examine how the fact that two teammembers differ in
their identification with their team influences their
collaboration. Arguments we develop in the present
work may contribute to future research on identity
asymmetries across different levels of analysis.

In this study, we concentrated on the repercus-
sions of differences in relative salience of the team
and the system as a focus of identification of multi-
team systemmembers, and we were largely agnostic
to differences in team and system identification
in absolute terms. While this binary distinction is
suitable for a first investigation of identity asymme-
tries in multiteam systems, undoubtedly we may
obtain a more differentiated understanding of iden-
tity asymmetries by also considering similarities and
differences in absolute levels of team and system
identification on seeker and on source sides. In par-
ticular, prior research has highlighted additive as
well as interactive effects of absolute proximate and
overarching identification on groups’ interaction
with other groups (van Dick, van Knippenberg,
Kerschreiter, et al., 2008) and put an emphasis on
the role of dual identification—situations in which
individuals have high absolute identification both
with the component team and with the overarching
system (Brewer & Brown, 1998; Cuijpers et al., 2016;
Hornsey&Hogg, 2000; Pettigrew, 1998; Richter et al.,
2006). It is important to note here that neither our
conceptualization nor our operationalization of sys-
tem focus imply that this is necessarily a situation of
high absolute system identification and low absolute
team identification (and vice versa for team focus).
Rather, system focus means that, at the margin, indi-
viduals perceive the system rather than the team
boundary as the primary boundary. This can happen
when system identification is high and team identi-
fication is low—but this can also happen when both
system and team identification are high. Indeed, two
pieces of meta-analytic evidence suggest that the
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latter is amore likely occurrence underlying a system
focus than the former. First, the levels of identification
with the proximate and with the overarching groups
tend to be highly correlated (Mesmer-Magnus et al.,
2018). Second, where divergence does exist, team
identification is typically higher than system identi-
fication, because, for instance, the smaller size of the
team relative to the system allows for more intense
interaction and results in greater familiarity (Riketta
& van Dick, 2005). Thus, while this study does not
directly speak to the dual identity hypothesis, its
findings are not at odds with it.

Implicit and explicit coordination. Our findings
furthermore contribute to a better understanding of
the interplay between explicit and implicit coordi-
nation in complex social systems. Theory on team
coordination suggests that,while teams typically use
a mix of explicit and implicit forms of coordination
(Espinosa et al., 2004), there is some substitutability
between explicit and implicit coordination, such
that teams that can rely on implicit coordination to a
greater extent engage in less explicit coordination
(Rico & Sánchez-Manzanares, 2008). Equally, this
implies that teams—or team dyads in our case—that
cannot rely on implicit coordination to the same
extent would compensate by increased explicit co-
ordination. Yet, we did not find that teams who
obtained less information from other teams in an-
ticipation of their needs compensated by obtaining
more information from those teams through making
their needs explicitly known. An explanation for
this may lie in the nature of information sharing as
a coordination mechanism. For instance, work on
transactive memory systems—that is, team’s shared
cognitive systems for the division of cognitive labor
(Hollingshead, 2001; Wegner, 1987)—suggests that
team processes around sharing and retrieving infor-
mation fromeachother benefit frommembershaving
an understanding of who knows what (Mell, van
Knippenberg, & van Ginkel, 2014; van Ginkel & van
Knippenberg, 2009; Wegner, 1995). Expanding this
argument to interteam coordination within a multi-
team system suggests that a seeking team that does
not have an adequate representation of what infor-
mation exists in the system and where it is located
would be less likely to attempt to retrieve it from the
right source. This, in turn, implies that—under such
conditions, at least—the responsibility for ensuring
that information reaches the target in need of it pri-
marily lieswith the source rather thanwith the seeker.
Proactive, anticipatory interteam information sharing
is key for multiteam system effectiveness.

Managerial Implications

In practice, this last insight finds exemplary applica-
tion in policies developed by what we might call “in-
formation professionals” in recent years. Following the
recognition that information barriers between different
U.S. government agencies contributed to the failure to
prevent the attacks on the World Trade Center (9/11
Commission, 2004), the U.S. intelligence community
revised its guidelines for interagency collaboration. Im-
portantly, these guidelines include a shift from a
“need to know” mindset, emphasizing access re-
strictions, to a “responsibility to provide” mindset,
emphasizing proactive information sharing within
the community (Director of National Intelligence,
2009). Adopting such guidelines, however, requires
a cultural shift in which collective identity plays a
key role. In the example of the intelligence com-
munity, information-sharing guidelines went hand
in hand with the establishment of superordinate
entities charged with providing a focal point and
supporting coordination within the community
(Best, 2011)—thereby increasing the salience of the
superordinate community as a focus of identifica-
tion. In other settings, such superordinate entities
exist a priori—for example, the new product devel-
opment team housing multiple interdependent sub-
teams (Hoegl &Weinkauf, 2004)—and the question is
one of managing identity in the multiteam system.

Our results have two implications with regard to
this question. First, our finding that identity asymme-
tries can compromise interteam information sharing
and performance suggests that organizations should
pay attention to organizational arrangements that may
make such asymmetries particularly likely. These can
be situations in which some teams are more central in
the workflow than others, situations in which some
teams are more physically or socially isolated from
the rest of the system than others, or situations in
which team leaders vary in their individual identity
foci and consequent rhetoric. Second, while our re-
sults support the notion that interventions aimed at
increasing members’ identification with the system
can improve system functioning, they highlight that
managing such a transition is not straightforward. Our
finding that team-focused source teams withhold in-
formation from system-focused seeking teams suggests
that even having just one team-focused team on board
maygodisproportionately far in spoiling theproverbial
barrel. Thus, an intervention aimed at shifting the pri-
mary identity focus of only a part of the system holds
limited value. Furthermore, even if the intervention is
aimed at the entire system but—perhaps for practical
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reasons—it is staggered, such that some component
teams receive it later than others, the transition phase
itselfmaybe a source of vulnerability to the systemas it
results in temporary asymmetries, introducing the as-
sociated coordination breakdowns. In sum, our study
suggests that, in order to be successful, interventions
aimed at shifting a system from team focus to system
focus must be all encompassing and simultaneous.

Boundary Conditions

Our theory and results are subject to multiple
boundary conditions. First, implicit in our theory is
the assumption that teams are reciprocally depen-
dent on each other—in each dyad, both teams are
simultaneously seekers and sources and depend on
each other’s information to roughly the same extent.
It is under these conditions that the instrumentality
motive results in more reciprocity-oriented infor-
mation sharing. If, on the other hand, dependence is
asymmetric between teams—the extreme case being
one team depending on another team that does not
depend on the former—we may observe different
patterns of interaction. The exact pattern would de-
pend not only on the composition of the system in
terms of identity foci and information distribution,
but also on the specific configuration and alignment
of the two aspects.

Second, we created a situation in which each
component team’s main goal—eliminating threats—
was equally instrumental to the systemgoal: it did not
matter in which district a possible attack would hap-
pen; for a successful outcome, the entire region needed
to be kept safe. While, at a basic level, a positive func-
tional relationship between the achievement of team
goals and the achievement of system goals is a defining
element of amultiteamsystem (Mathieu et al., 2001), in
practice, someteams’goalsmaybemoreclearlyaligned
with the systemgoal thanother teams’ goals (Rico et al.,
2017).Arguably, strongerdifferentiationamong teams
in terms of goal compatibility could further exacer-
bate the differences in information-sharing behavior,
depending on how goal compatibility and identity
foci are aligned with each other.

Finally, as we note above, the importance of pro-
active information sharing relative to reactive infor-
mation sharing depends on the nature and structure
of the task, and, with this, on the ability of multiteam
system members to engage in proactive and reactive
information sharing effectively. In this study, members
lacked knowledge of who had what information—
limiting their ability to effectively requestwhat they
needed. Conversely, on tasks structured such that

members canmore easily develop anunderstanding
of who knows what—for instance, in the presence
of clear expert roles—members have been shown
to engage in more information retrieval, triggering
more reactive information sharing (Mell et al., 2014).
At the same time, in the present study, members had
the knowledge of who needed what information—
increasing their ability to sharewhat they knew. If the
taskwere structured such thatmemberswere less able
to anticipatewhowill needwhat information in order
to perform their part, proactive information sharing
may not only be less prevalent, but also less effective:
pushing information to recipients for whom it is ir-
relevant would increase counterproductive informa-
tion overload (Ellwart, Happ, Gurtner, & Rack, 2015).
Insum,effective information sharingdependsonboth
motivation and ability to seek and to share informa-
tion (Reinholt, Pedersen, & Foss, 2011). While the
focus of our study lies on motivational antecedents,
teams’ ability to seekand to share—inparticular, such
ability as arises from features of the task—is an im-
portant boundary condition.

Limitations

As discussed in the preceding section, the absence
of knowledge of who knows what in our setting may
havemade itmore difficult for participants to engage
in requesting information from other teams, result-
ing in a relatively low base rate and low variability of
reactive information sharing. While this setup is not
unrealistic—inmany situations, information seekers
do not know who has the information that they
need—wecannot exclude thepossibility that the low
variability may have limited our statistical power to
detect differences in reactive information sharing
between our conditions. Thus, our test of Hypothesis
1b may have been underpowered.

In the present study, we examined the interplay be-
tween proactive and reactive information sharing in ag-
gregate form.While this allowed us to identify the effect
of the identity manipulations on the total of a team’s
information-sharing activity, examining the temporal
patternof this interplay is an intriguingavenue for future
research. For example, newmethods capable of captur-
ing the complexity of group interaction over time could
allow researchers to examine hypotheses about tempo-
ral sequences of proactive and reactive information
sharing (Leenders, Contractor, & DeChurch, 2016;
Schecter, Pilny, Leung, Poole, & Contractor, 2018).

Although the laboratory setting of our main study
presents several advantages, it also poses limita-
tions. There is certainly a difference in the intensity
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of the identification that can be created in the lab as
compared with what exists in the field where teams
collaborate over long time spans and team interac-
tions are settled in the context of power and status
differences, long-standing relationships, and orga-
nizational politics. These factors, along with many
others, can shape social identities as well as interteam
collaboration patterns independent of or in interaction
with identity concerns. Insofar as our study abstracts
from this context, it is naturally a simplification of real-
ity. On one hand, this ability to isolate a focal construct
and investigate its implications while holding constant
potential confounding factors is a core strength of the
experimentalmethod. At the same time, future research
examining the role of these factors as antecedents or
potential moderators of the effect of identity asymme-
tries would be highly valuable.

A further limitation of our study inherent in the
laboratory setting is the relatively short duration of
the task interaction. It isplausible that, over thecourse
of prolonged interaction, component teams’ identity
foci may shift as a result of initial asymmetries and
consequent interaction patterns. The dynamic nature
of identity asymmetries and their consequences re-
mains a subject for future research.

Finally, as with any experimental study, there is the
question of the extent to which its findings are general-
izable to the field. As several decades of work on social
identity have shown, identification can bemeaningfully
manipulated in the lab (Hornsey, 2008). As a recent
meta-analysis furthermore suggests, the effects of social
identity foundinthe labgenerallyparallel those foundin
the field (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2018). Thus, although
thereareclear limitations to the labasa setting, given the
evidenceprovidedby this streamof research as awhole,
we have little reason to believe that the relationshipswe
find are unique to this setting.

CONCLUSION

Managing interteam collaboration is a critical task in
multiteam systems and other complex organizational
arrangements. Social identity plays a key role in this
process. The present study not only contributes causal
evidence for this claim, but also further extends our un-
derstanding of the role of social identity in multiteam
systems by shedding first light on the implications
of differences in identity foci between interdepen-
dent teams for collaboration and performance.
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APPENDIX A: MATERIALS FOR STUDY 2

1. INTRODUCTION TO SCENARIO

Please imagine the following situation:

You are working as an intelligence officer in Task-
force Delta. Delta’s main mission is to ensure the se-
curity of Kazbar, a city in a conflict region that
regularly faces terrorist threats. This is a map of Kaz-
bar (Figure A1):

Because Kazbar is a fairly large city, your taskforce
consists of five teams: Team Center, Team North,
Team East, Team South, and TeamWest.

Each team has intelligence officers and field special-
ists. Intelligence officers gather information about
potential threats from different sources. Field spe-
cialists use this information to neutralize these
threats. Each team is primarily active in their own
district, but together your objective is to secure the
city of Kazbar.

As an intelligence officer, you regularly talk to your
sources. Sometimes, you learn information about threats
in your district and sometimes you learn information
about threats in other districts. Similarly, intelligence
officers in other districts sometimes learn information
about threats in your district from their sources.

When you learn useful information from your sources,
you write this information in a memo and send it to the
field specialist for whom it will be relevant. Because
there is never enough time, you often need to prioritize
and choose between sending different memos to differ-
ent taskforce members.

2. IDENTITY FOCUS MANIPULATION

Team Focus

You are part of Team Center. While both your
membership in Team Center and your membership
in Taskforce Delta are important to you, when you
think of yourself, you usually see yourself as a
member of the team first—and a member of the
taskforce second.

You have shared many experiences with the other
members of the teamand, as a result, you feel a strong
sense of attachment and unity with the team. You

FIGURE A1
Map of the City of Kazbar
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often compare your team to other teams operating in
the other districts and you are proud of what you
have achieved together with your team so far. You
view the cooperationwith the othermembers of your
team as something particularly special.

All in all, even though you feel connected to both
your team and the overarching taskforce, you feel
particularly at home in your team. When you think
about your team, you think “we.” When you think
about the other teams, you think “they.” (See also
Figure A2.)

System Focus

You are part of Team Center. While both your mem-
bership in Team Center and your membership in
Taskforce Delta are important to you, when you think
of yourself, youusually see yourself as amember of the
taskforce first—and a member of the team second.

You have shared many experiences with the other
members of the taskforce and, as a result, you feel a
strong sense of attachment and unity with the
taskforce. You often compare your taskforce to
other taskforces operating in other cities and you
are proud of what you have achieved together as a
taskforce so far. You view the cooperation with the
other members of your taskforce as something par-
ticularly special.

All in all, even though you feel connected to both
your team and the overarching taskforce, you
feel particularly at home in your taskforce. When

you think about the other teams in the taskforce,
you always think “we”—just the same as when you
think about your own team—never “they.” (See also
Figure A3.)

3. INFORMATION SCENARIO

When you talked with your sources today, you have
learned about two potential threats: one in the North
district and one in the South district.

Apart from the information about the threats, your
sources had some additional insights for you.

Theymentioned that TeamNorth has just established
a connection to a new source with ties to the Center
District. Thismeans that TeamNorth is likely to learn
a lot of information about the Center District in the
foreseeable future.

They also mentioned that one of Team South’s key
sources of information about the Center District has
just gone underground. This means that Team South
is not likely to learn any information about the Center
District in the foreseeable future.

4. RECIPROCITY-BASED INFORMATION
SHARING: TIME ALLOCATION

Because time is limited, you have to split your time
betweenwritingmemos. Themore time you spend
on a memo, the more useful it will be for the field
specialist who receives it.

FIGURE A2
Structure of Taskforce Delta
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Howwill you split your time? You can give between
0% and 100% of your time to any of these two
memos, but it has to add up to 100%.

5. INSTRUMENTALITY MOTIVE

How would you generally think about your team’s
relationshipwith the other teams on the task force?

(1) I would think more about what other teams
can do for my team than what I can do for
them.

(2) I would tend to contact other teams only when I
need something from them.

(3) Themain reasonwhy relationshipswith other
teams would be important to me is because
they help me accomplish my team’s goals.

(4) My relationship with another team would be
basedonhowproductive it is, rather thanonhow
much I enjoy it.

(5) If the nature of my team’s task changed and an-
other team wasn’t helpful anymore, the rela-
tionship probably wouldn’t continue.

(6) Iwould likea teamthat isnotuseful tomyteamless
than I would like a team that is useful to my team.
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