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Introduction 

For more than 40 years, research on teams has relied on a traditional definition of a team as a bounded set 

of individuals who work interdependently to achieve a common goal (e.g. Alderfer 1977b; Cohen and 

Bailey 1997; Guzzo and Dickson 1996; Hackman 1987; Sundstrom et al. 1990). The concept of 

“boundedness” is central to this definition. At its heart is the premise that there is a clear delineation 

between members and non-members. Yet in recent years, this premise has become increasingly 

questionable. As teamwork becomes more dynamic, distributed, and project-driven, team boundaries have 

become less clear. This has substantial implications for how scholars theorize about and empirically study 

work teams, as well as for managerial understanding of how such teams should be designed and 

supported. It is time to update our understanding of team boundaries to take into account their changing 

characteristics.  

 While scholars have begun to make some initial inroads in this direction, their efforts are still just 

scratching the surface of the rapidly changing nature of team membership. Their emerging insights also 

have yet to be integrated into a common framework for reconceptualizing team boundaries and catalyzing 

new research directions. In this paper, we provide such a framework, and explore its implications for 

future research on work teams. We start by discussing the early foundational conceptualizations of work 

teams to illuminate how boundaries have traditionally been understood. We then explain how the 

changing nature of work is leading to team configurations that do not reflect the premise of clear 

boundaries. In particular, we propose that teams increasingly exhibit three features, and review the 

emerging research in each of these three areas. First, team membership is often fluid, as individuals move 

on and off teams during the course of their work. Second, team memberships often overlap, because 

individuals commonly work on multiple teams simultaneously. Third, team members are often dispersed, 

since individuals work in different geographic locations and/or organizational units.   

The increasing fluidity, overlap, and dispersion of teams can help organizations to be more 

innovative, flexible, efficient, and responsive than ever before (for discussions see: Brown and Duguid 
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2001; Gibson and Gibbs 2006; O'Leary et al. 2011a; Schiller and Mandviwalla 2007; Thiry and Deguire 

2007). However, increasing team fluidity, overlap, and dispersion also decrease boundary clarity, since 

each can lead to both individual uncertainty and collective disagreement about who is actually on the 

team. The implication is that the premise of clear membership that underpins classic definitions of teams 

can no longer be taken for granted, highlighting the need to revisit many of the arguments and 

assumptions that underlie our current scholarly theories about what teams are and how they work. We 

illustrate this by exploring how increasing team fluidity, overlap, and dispersion can affect two emergent 

states that research has shown matter for team effectiveness: shared identity and mutual understanding. 

We suggest that teams that are more fluid, overlapping, and dispersed will find it harder to build and 

sustain a shared identity and mutual understanding because of their lack of boundary clarity, as well as for 

other reasons. Finally, we propose that future research can benefit from viewing teams not as by 

definition clearly bounded, but instead as operating along a spectrum from loosely to tightly bounded, 

where the looseness-tightness characterization reflects their fluidity, overlap, and dispersion. By 

characterizing teams using these three dimensions, a more accurate and generative understanding of team 

boundaries and their implications for theory, research, and practice will be possible. 

 
Team Boundaries and Boundedness 

Historical Background 

In a series of seminal works on groups and boundaries, Alderfer (1976b) drew on systems theory to 

propose that boundaries “hold the system together as an organized entity and thus help to distinguish what 

a system is from what it is not” (1976b, p. 1593). He defined a group as: “… a collection of individuals 

(1) who have significantly interdependent relations with each other, (2) who perceive themselves as a 

group by reliably distinguishing members from nonmembers, (3) whose group identity is recognized by 

nonmembers, (4) who, as group members acting alone or in concert, have significantly interdependent 

relations with other groups, and (5) whose roles in the group are therefore a function of expectations from 

themselves, from other group members, and from nongroup members” (1977b, p. 320). Each of these 
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elements contributes to a view of teams as clearly bounded systems, the membership of which is agreed 

upon by both insiders and outsiders.  

Hackman (1987) built on Alderfer’s work in stressing that “real teams” take the form of “intact 

social systems complete with boundaries and differentiated roles among members” (1987, p. 322). 

Hackman also explicitly emphasized that boundary clarity is critical for team effectiveness: “To work 

well together, team members need to know who they are. Members are sure to run into difficulties if there 

is so much ambiguity about who is actually on the team that they cannot reliably distinguish between the 

people who share responsibility and accountability for the collective outcome and others who may help 

out in various ways but are not team members.” (Hackman 2002, p. 44). In this view, the success of a 

team as well as its fundamental definition rests on the premise that a team’s members can be clearly 

distinguished from non-members.  

Taken together, Hackman’s and Alderfer’s conceptualizations yield the foundations upon which 

much subsequent theory and research on teams builds. Their views of boundaries and boundedness have 

been widely cited, with more than 500 citations to Alderfer’s works and almost 3500 to Hackman’s.1 

Additionally, other scholars who themselves are highly cited have built explicitly on this foundational 

work by making the requirement that a group be an intact social entity with clear boundaries central to 

their definition of a team (e.g. Cohen and Bailey 1997; Guzzo and Dickson 1996; McGrath 1984; 

Sundstrom et al. 1990).  

 In these early writings, Alderfer (1976a, b, 1980) also pointed out that teams vary in the extent to 

which their boundaries are permeable, such that it is useful to locate them along a spectrum from “under-

bounded” (highly permeable) to “over-bounded” (highly impermeable). That is, while some teams engage 

in extensive exchanges of information and other resources with their environment, metaphorically 

lowering the walls that surround them, others engage in very little or no boundary-spanning activities or 

                                                            
 
1 As of July 15, 2016, Google Scholar listed 382 citations to Alderfer (1977), 146 to Alderfer (1980), 2470 to 
Hackman (1987), and 1026 to Hackman (2002). 
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resource exchanges, metaphorically heightening those walls and isolating themselves from their 

environments. This view of teams recognizes that the boundedness of team can vary in important ways, 

and it sparked several influential streams of literature on the interactions between teams and their external 

environments, including research on boundary-spanning activities (e.g. Aldrich and Herker 1977; Ancona 

1990; Ancona and Caldwell 1992a; Tushman and Scanlan 1981a, b) as well as more recent research on 

knowledge seeking and network ties (e.g. Cummings 2004; Haas and Hansen 2007; Reagans and 

McEvily 2003). These now substantial bodies of research show the extent and type of resource flows and 

interactions across the team’s boundary can vary, consistent with the concept of boundary permeability. 

Yet both the concept and the related research fundamentally assume that the boundaries of a team are 

basically clear.  

It is worth noting that Alderfer and Hackman recognized that a team’s “concrete” or objective 

boundaries may not always converge with their subjective boundaries. While objective boundaries are 

publicly observable and can be specified by, for example, membership lists or organization charts, 

subjective boundaries “refer to the human feelings that are often associated with concrete boundaries. 

They pertain to how much the individuals and groups develop a sense of territoriality, feel that events 

have begun or ended, and participate in a spirit of cohesion and community with their fellows” (Alderfer 

1976a, p. 114). Alderfer argued that “under long-term stable conditions, concrete and subjective 

boundaries tend to parallel each other” (1976a, p. 114). But many teams today do not operate under such 

conditions, suggesting that their objective and subjective boundaries may not always converge. Moreover, 

a central argument of this paper is that objective team boundaries are increasingly unclear. Indeed, 

Hackman himself observed in some of his later work that field researchers often encounter the reality of 

boundaries that are much less clear than might be expected. For example, he noted that researchers 

sometimes ask managers for membership lists of teams they wish to study, and encounter responses along 

the lines of “Well, that’s not entirely clear – it depends on how you want to define the team” (Hackman 

2002, p. 47). Still, despite such recognition that team boundaries perhaps should not be taken for granted, 
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the basic premise that teams can be defined as clearly bounded systems has remained largely taken for 

granted in the intervening decades since it was framed by Alderfer and Hackman in the 1970s and 1980s, 

as described next.  

Subsequent Views of Team Boundaries and Boundedness: A 25-year review 

To assess conceptualizations of boundaries and boundedness in subsequent research on teams, we 

conducted a review of articles on teams published between 1990 and 2015 in a sample of five top 

management journals.2 We found a total of 231 articles (199 empirical and 32 theoretical), but in order to 

maintain comparability across the sample, we dropped 47 that focused on top management teams, 

yielding a final sample of 184 articles (154 empirical, 30 theoretical).3 

Of the 184 articles in the sample, only 18 (3 theoretical and 15 empirical) explicitly define teams. 

All three of the theoretical articles build on the view of teams as clearly bounded systems laid out by 

Alderfer and Hackman. O’Leary et al. (2011a) argue that “teams are bounded sets of individuals who 

work interdependently toward a shared outcome”; Carton and Cummings (2012) state “…a team is a 

group (e.g., project team or management team) whose membership and task are formally recognized by 

the organization”; and Hinds and Bailey (2003) define teams as “…groups of individuals that work 

together interdependently to accomplish a task, constitute distinct social entities, and jointly manage their 

team boundaries."4  

Of the 15 empirical articles, only Wageman (2001) explicitly refers to boundaries in her 

definition, arguing that teams are “…bounded social systems with clear membership that is reasonably 

stable over time, thereby providing the capability for members to behave as a collective.” Three empirical 

papers define teams without explicitly referring to team boundaries, but implicitly assume that the team’s 

                                                            
 
2 We included all articles with the term “team” in the title that were published between 1990 and 2015 in the 
following journals: Organization Science, Management Science, Academy of Management Journal, Academy of 
Management Review, and Administrative Science Quarterly. 
3 Performing the analyses with the full sample yielded similar results. 
4 Looking at the remaining 27 theoretical papers that do not directly define teams, five cite Hackman (one of which 
also cites Alderfer) and two more cite articles directly drawing on Hackman or Alderfer. 
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boundaries are clear through references to defined membership and/or by differentiating the team from 

the rest of the organization. For example, Edmondson (1999) states: “Organizational work teams are 

groups that exist within the context of a larger organization, have clearly defined membership, and share 

responsibility for a team product or service." Ancona (1990) refers a team as “…a set of organization 

members who see themselves as a group, are seen by others as a group…” And Gibson and Gibbs (2006) 

state: "Teams—a set of interdependent parties, small in number, who recognize themselves as a team and 

have some degree of shared accountability." The only authors who explicitly address a lack of 

boundedness are Peretti and Negro (2006, p. 760), who note: “A team can be regarded as an open and 

complex system made up of a set of members who perform specific functions and interact through a 

coordination network with one another, as well as with the larger social context in which the team is 

embedded.” The remaining 10 empirical papers with definitions do not address boundedness directly. A 

typical example is Mathieu and Shulze’s (2006, p. 605) definition: "Work teams are interdependent 

individuals who share responsibility for specific outcomes for their organization,” or Ellis (2006, p. 576) 

who notes: “Organizations were shifting to team-based work structures, in which two or more employees, 

each assigned a specific role or function to perform, interact interdependently toward a common and 

valued goal or objective”. 

To gain some insight into how teams are conceptualized in the remaining 166 articles (27 

theoretical and 139 empirical, all of which include team in the title but provide no explicit definition), we 

examined the citations in those papers. We found that five of the theoretical papers directly cite Alderfer 

or Hackman, while two more cite papers that themselves define “team” in line with Hackman and 

Alderfer (such as Cohen and Bailey 1997; Guzzo and Dickson 1996; Sundstrom et al. 1990), indicating 

that they view teams in line with Hackman and Alderfer’s conceptualizations. Of the empirical papers, 38 

(28%) cite Hackman, three of which (2%) also cite Alderfer.5 An additional 16 (12%) cite papers that 

                                                            
 
5 None of the papers in the sample cite Alderfer without also citing Hackman 
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them themselves explicitly define teams in line with Hackman and Alderfer (such as Cohen and Bailey 

1997; Guzzo and Dickson 1996; Sundstrom et al. 1990). Two studies focus specifically on boundary-

spanning behavior, but assume that the boundaries spanned themselves are clear (Ancona and Caldwell 

1992a and Marrone et al, 2007). 

Taken together, the evidence indicates that one-third of theoretical papers and 45% of empirical 

papers in our sample draw on the intellectual tradition of boundedness laid out by Alderfer and Hackman, 

either explicitly or implicitly. Importantly, the remaining papers offered no alternative competing 

definition of teams or discussions of boundedness that contest, replace, or refine those put forth by 

Alderfer and Hackman. This leaves boundedness a largely unexplored issue in our current thinking about 

teams and raises the question of whether the perspective on boundedness taken by Hackman and Alderfer 

is as applicable today as it was when they put it forth, or whether changes in the nature of team 

membership make it necessary to reexamine how we think about boundedness in teams. 

  
Changing Nature of Team Boundaries: Fluidity, Overlap, and Dispersion 

As outlined above, much of the extensive literature on teams is built on the premise that clear team 

boundaries are the norm. This is the case even in those studies that address issues directly related to 

boundaries and boundedness, such as boundary spanning behavior (e.g. Ancona 1990; Ancona and 

Caldwell 1992a; Joshi et al. 2008), boundary objects (e.g. Carlile 2002, 2004), role transitions across 

boundaries (e.g. Ashforth et al. 2000), boundary perception (e.g. Watson-Manheim et al. 2002), and 

entitativity (e.g. Castano et al. 2002; Lickel et al. 2001). However, in recent years we have begun to see 

the emergence of a growing body of scholarship that suggests that teams are increasingly fluid, 

overlapping and dispersed. These changes in team boundaries have important implications for boundary 

clarity, in the form of increased potential for both individual uncertainty and collective disagreement 

about where the team’s boundaries lie.  
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Team Fluidity 

Team fluidity refers to the extent to which the team’s membership changes over time as individuals enter 

or leave the team in response to the evolving demands of the team’s work and its environment. It is driven 

both by the number of individuals who enter and exit the team over time (e.g. a team in which 75% of 

membership changes over a 6-month period vs. one in which only 10% changes) and by the frequency of 

these changes (e.g. teams in which membership change occurs daily, weekly, or monthly). Teams thus 

vary along the dimension of fluidity such that teams with high fluidity change more members and/or 

change members more frequently than teams with low fluidity.  

Team fluidity is becoming common in many organizational settings. In one recent study of 123 

teams in a large semiconductor manufacturing company, for example, 84% had changed their 

membership over the life of the team (Espinosa et al. 2012); in another study of 285 teams in a 

multinational conglomerate, 69% had fluid membership (based on author correspondence regarding data 

in: Cummings and Haas 2012;  and Espinosa et al. 2012 respectively). A primary reason for this growing 

phenomenon is that teams are increasingly designed around project-based tasks that require specific skills 

and expertise that change over the duration of the project (Prencipe and Tell 2001). In such teams, domain 

experts are often brought in to fulfill unique, short-term needs and released once that expertise is no 

longer needed (Zika-Viktorsson et al. 2006). Since team members start and end their work on the project 

at different times, the composition of the team changes, often substantially, over the project’s lifespan. 

Notably, Hackman himself came to recognize the increasing importance of project-based work and its 

implications for team membership, when he introduced the concept of “sand dune teams” (Hackman and 

Wageman 2004). He argued that such teams “are not in any traditional sense a bounded work team at all” 

because they have fluid rather than fixed composition and “form and re-form within a larger 

organizational unit as external demands and requirements change” (Hackman 2011). Such teams, he 

noted, may be especially well suited to the shifting demands of managerial and professional work within a 
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stable organizational unit, such as analytic work in the policy unit of a government agency (Hackman and 

Wageman 2004).  

In response to the increasing fluidity of many organizational teams, Edmondson (2012) recently 

advocated a shift from thinking about teams to thinking about “teaming” as an ongoing process through 

which teams are constituted and re-constituted. Fluidity is increasingly seen not only in temporary project 

teams within organizations, but also in teams with greater longevity and ongoing work. In such teams, 

membership changes have come to be viewed as a means to promote knowledge transfer, stimulate 

creativity, and reenergize the members (Kane 2010; Kane et al. 2005). Additionally, fluidity is 

characteristic of the growing domain of teams whose membership is comprised of individuals who come 

from different organizations or work as independent contractors (e.g. Barley and Kunda 2004; Belous 

1989; Davis-Blake and Uzzi 1993; Evans et al. 2004). These range from disaster relief teams (Majchrzak 

et al. 2007) to film crews (e.g. Bechky 2002, 2006), to product design teams (e.g. Majchrzak et al. 2000; 

Malhotra et al. 2001). Like many intra-organizational teams, such cross-organizational or non-

organizational teams tend to have shifting membership as individuals are brought on to the team on as 

add-needed basis.  

Team Overlap 

Team overlap refers to the extent to which members of a team are concurrently members of other teams. 

It is a function of how many of a team’s members are simultaneously working on other teams (e.g. one, 

some, or all members), and of how many other teams they work on simultaneously (e.g. members work 

on the same other team or on different other teams). As with fluidity, teams vary along the dimension of 

overlap, such that teams with high overlap share more members and/or share members with more other 

teams than those with low overlap.  

Concurrent membership of several teams is sometimes referred to as “multiple team membership” 

(Mortensen et al. 2007; O'Leary et al. 2010) or “multi-teaming” (Matthews et al. 2011). A major driver of 

the growing prevalence of such work arrangements is the increasing complexity of many team 
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assignments, especially in knowledge-based organizations (Argote et al. 2003; Bunderson 2003; Dahlin et 

al. 2005). As the work of many teams becomes more complex, teams increasingly share members in an 

effort to leverage differentiated skills (Cross et al. 2008; Lindkvist 2004; Rulke and Galaskiewicz 2000). 

Consequently, overlapping team membership is very common in firms where specialists devote a portion 

of their time to several projects simultaneously, such as management consulting firms, or in parts of 

organizations such as R&D units where highly technical skills are required in cross-functional teams. For 

example, in a study of 425 individuals across multiple industries, approximately 80% of those working on 

teams reported working on more than one team at a time (O'Leary et al. 2011b). In a sample of over 1200 

employees at Intel, more than 60% were members of three or more teams concurrently (Chudoba et al. 

2005). And in a study of 83 individuals in an Italian consulting firm, members worked simultaneously on 

8.92 project teams (Bertolotti et al. 2013).  

Some teams whose members are concurrently members of other teams adopt a “core and 

periphery” structure, where the core members devote all or most of their time to the focal team while the 

more peripheral members devote a smaller proportion of their time to several teams simultaneously. For 

example, in Haas’s (2006) survey-based study of 1,021 members of 120 project teams in an international 

development agency, team leaders were readily able to identify “core” and “noncore” members from lists 

of names of those who had contributed to the team. In other teams, all the members devote part of their 

time to the focal team and part of their time to one or more other teams: In their study of time allocation 

across teams in a multinational conglomerate, for example, Cummings and Haas (2012) found that the 

2,055 individual team members in the study spent an average of between 20-40% of their time on the 

focal team in an average work week, and worked on an average of 5.3 other teams at the same time as the 

focal team. The result of such multiple team memberships is that each team has a partial claim on an 

individual’s limited time and attention (e.g. Cummings and Haas 2012; Hobday 2000; Zika-Viktorsson et 

al. 2006).  
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Team Dispersion 

Team dispersion refers to the extent to which members of a team are geographically and/or 

organizationally dispersed. Team members are geographically dispersed when they are physically located 

in different sites, cities, or countries; they are organizationally dispersed when they belong to different 

functional areas, divisions, or business units within an organization, or to different organizations 

altogether. Teams vary along the dimension of dispersion such that more dispersed teams have members 

who are distributed across more geographic and organizational areas, whereas less dispersed teams have 

members who are more geographically and organizationally concentrated.  

While traditional views of work teams typically assume that effective teams are – and should be – 

fairly small in size, often in the range of 5-12 members, scholars have recognized for some time now that 

many teams are larger (e.g. Hackman 2002). The pull toward larger teams is partly a function of a 

tendency toward over-inclusiveness for political or administrative reasons, but in recent years, it has been 

amplified by the increase in cross-border, cross-functional, and cross-organizational teams. For example, 

one survey of 600 employees of multinationals found that approximately 80% of workers collaborated 

with colleagues in different geographic locations, with almost 63% reporting that nearly half of their team 

worked outside their home country (Solomon 2010); another survey by the Economist Intelligence Unit 

of over 400 managers found similar numbers (78%) worked virtually with people in other locations 

(Witchalls et al. 2010). Meanwhile, cross-organizational teams are increasingly common, in contexts 

ranging from strategic alliance teams  (e.g. Leung and White 2006) to teams involved in megaprojects 

(e.g. Edmondson et al. 2015). 

The result of the increase in geographic and organizational dispersion within teams is that many 

teams effectively operate as “multi-team systems” (Mathieu et al. 2001) – collections of sub-teams (or 

“component teams”) that pursue different proximal goals but work together toward a common 

superordinate goal. Another possible consequence is that teams whose members are geographically or 

organizationally dispersed may be more likely to splinter into informal subgroups or cliques, along 
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“faultlines” arising from differences in time zones, languages, or cultures between their members (e.g. 

Carton and Cummings 2012; Polzer et al. 2006), or from differences in “thought worlds” in different parts 

of the organization (Dougherty 1992a). These resulting barriers between team members can impede 

communication and knowledge sharing within the team (e.g. Haas and Cummings 2014). 

 
Implications of the Changing Nature of Team Boundaries 

Why does the fluidity, overlap, and dispersion of team membership matter? We argue that the increasing 

fluidity, overlap, and dispersion of teams in many organizational settings has substantial implications for 

boundary clarity, in the form of increased potential for both individual uncertainty and collective 

disagreement about where the team’s boundaries lie. The resulting reduced boundary clarity, in turn, has 

the potential to undermine two emergent states that are important for team effectiveness: shared identity 

and mutual understanding. Additionally, increased team fluidity, overlap, and dispersion can also 

undermine shared identity and mutual understanding directly, even if the team’s boundaries are 

reasonably clear. These arguments are summarized in Figure 1 and developed more fully below. 

----- Insert Figure 1 about here ----- 

Implications of Team Fluidity, Overlap and Dispersion for Boundary Clarity 

Boundary clarity is a function of both individual certainty and collective agreement about the team’s 

membership. Individual uncertainty arises when a team member is unsure about who is and is not a 

member of the team, whereas collective disagreement arises when team members have different views on 

who is and is not a team member. In recent years, scholars have started to become aware of the 

possibilities of both individual uncertainty and collective disagreement about team membership (e.g. 

Edmondson et al. 2007; Fiol and O'Connor 2005; Wageman et al. 2012; Wageman and Hackman 2010; 

Watson-Manheim et al. 2002), and both have been identified as growing trends (Hackman and Katz 2010).  

Individual uncertainty about team boundaries. Each team member holds his or her own 

individual mental model (or psychological representation) of who is and who is not a team member. As 

Mortensen (2014) pointed out, this mental model may be based on a variety of possible criteria for who 
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should be considered a team member. An individual may consider the team’s membership to be 

composed of the set of individuals named on an official team roster (a formal criterion); those who are 

labeled as team members by themselves or by other team members (an identity-based criterion); or those 

whose patterns of interaction identify them as team members (an interaction-based criterion). Notably, 

there may be inconsistencies across the set of team members that emerges under each criterion: the 

official roster may not match the list of those who are labelled as team members, which in turn may not 

match the network of those who interact most frequently, and so on. Thus, as Alderfer recognized many 

years ago in distinguishing between concrete and subjective team boundaries, there is considerable room 

for individual uncertainty about team membership simply as a result of lack of alignment among these 

different perspectives on the criteria for establishing team membership. 

Beyond this, however, increasing team fluidity, overlap, and dispersion further increases the 

potential for individual uncertainty about who is and is not a team member. Mental models are 

strengthened and reinforced over time (see Mohammed et al. 2010 for a review). Accordingly, stable team 

boundaries make the team’s membership increasingly obvious over time. But when teams are fluid, an 

individual team member has to be sure to update his or her mental model of the team’s membership every 

time someone enters or leaves the team, if it is to remain current. Such mental updating takes time and 

effort (Rentsch and Hall 1994; Rentsch and Klimoski 2001), and existing team members may sometimes 

fail to invest the necessary time and effort, especially if the team’s membership is changing frequently. 

Consistent with this, work on “dynamic teaming” (Matthews et al. 2012) finds that membership change 

makes it more difficult for members to hold a cohesive picture of their team. Meanwhile, new team 

members are often thrown into the deep end of the team’s work and left to figure out for themselves who 

is who, rather than being carefully introduced to all the members of the teams they join. As a result, 

members of a team with fluid boundaries may find themselves uncertain about who the current members 

of their team actually are at any given point in time.  
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Additionally, when teams overlap such that members simultaneously belong to other teams, those 

members will have more competing demands on their attention (Cummings and Haas 2012). These 

competing demands may distract them from paying enough attention to ensure that they are clear about 

the membership of the focal team. Concurrently being on multiple partially overlapping teams can also be 

a source of confusion because team members are uncertain as to which boundaries are relevant for which 

teams (Bresnen et al. 2004).  Thus, the more other teams a member works on simultaneously, and the 

lower the proportion of their time assigned to the focal team, the less likely they are to be clear about who 

all the members of that focal team are.  

Increasing team dispersion likewise increases the potential for individual uncertainty about team 

membership. Keeping track of everyone on the team can become increasingly difficult when teams are 

more dispersed, as it is likely that a more geographically or organizationally dispersed team will divide up 

into subgroups where each individual tends to interact primarily with a small subset of the other team 

members (Desportes and Lemaine 1988; Levine and Moreland 1998 ). Because team members interact 

primarily with those within their own subgroups, their knowledge of the team’s complete membership 

may be shaky. Even if they make an effort to communicate electronically, team members in different 

locations have fewer opportunities to interact face-to-face, which makes it harder for them to get to know 

each other (Hinds and Mortensen 2005). They may also be more likely to view their distant colleagues 

more abstractly, resulting in stereotyping and making them harder to distinguish from each other (Wilson 

et al. 2013). Thus, individuals may be uncertain about who is and is not a member of their team as a result 

of the physical, social and psychological distance created by increased dispersion. 

 Not only can increased team fluidity, overlap, and dispersion all independently increase 

individual uncertainty about team membership, but they can also interact with each other to create further 

uncertainty. For example, there is a compound effect of overlap and fluidity, such that individuals who 

belong to other teams simultaneously are less likely to expend additional time and effort updating their 

team membership models when the members of that focal team change as individuals enter and leave the 
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team. There is a compound effect of dispersion and fluidity, such that it will be even harder for members 

of teams with more dispersed members to be fully aware of who all the other members of their team are 

when those other members of their team are changing more frequently. And there is a compound effect of 

overlap and dispersion, such that team members who work on more other teams simultaneously are less 

likely to be able and willing to devote the greater time and effort required to ensure that they know who 

all the members of a focal team are when that team includes members who are more geographically or 

organizationally dispersed.   

Collective disagreement about team boundaries. Even if individual team members feel 

reasonably certain in their own minds about who is and is not a team member, they may disagree with 

each other on the team’s membership. In a study of 24 product development teams in five organizations, 

for example, Mortensen and Hinds (2002) found that teams frequently did not agree upon their 

membership, with up to 25% of a team’s membership disagreed upon at any point in time. Building on 

this, Mortensen developed the concept of “membership model divergence”, defined as “misalignment 

among team members’ models of who are - and who are not - team members” (2014, p. 911). Such 

misalignment can arise because individual team members are relying on different underlying assumptions 

about how to define their team; that is, members may vary in whether they view the team’s membership 

as defined by formal, identity-based, or interaction-based criteria. While one individual views team 

membership as defined by the official roster, for example, another may view team membership as defined 

by identification with the team, and another may view team membership as defined by interaction 

patterns. Even if they utilize the same underlying assumptions for how team membership should be 

defined, however, individuals may still disagree on the membership of their team because of the lack of 

clarity created by increasing team fluidity, overlap, and dispersion.   

When individuals belong to teams with more fluid membership, they may hold different mental 

models of the team’s membership because they are assessing the team’s composition based on different 

criteria – in this case, different points in time (Mortensen 2014). Individuals form mental models as a 



16 
 
 

result of their experiences (for a review, see: Mohammed et al. 2010), but in teams with fluid boundaries, 

those experiences are not the same. One longstanding member may be thinking about the team’s 

membership prior to a recent membership change, for example, while another longstanding member may 

have taken that change into account. New team members may have a different picture of the team’s 

membership than established members because they have not yet been fully exposed to everyone on the 

team – or because they have been more fully briefed on its current membership than some established 

team members who have not been made fully aware of recent changes. 

Similarly, when individual members belong to other teams simultaneously, they may be more 

likely to disagree with each other about the membership of a focal team because they spend less time with 

that team and therefore are less well informed about that team’s membership. This is consistent with Van 

den Bulte and Moenart (1998)’s findings that information flow was strongly shaped by the subgroups 

with whom team members interacted most, in that case due to geography. Additionally, individual 

members may be less likely to hold converging models of the team’s membership because they have 

spent less time together developing a joint understanding of the team. For example, in his analysis of 38 

product development teams in a multinational software company, Mortensen (2014) found evidence that 

belonging to more teams simultaneously was associated with members dedicating less time to the focal 

team, which in turn was associated with increased membership model divergence among them. 

Lastly, when individual members belong to teams that have more geographically or 

organizationally dispersed members, they may be more likely to disagree with each other because their 

views of the team are partial rather than complete as a result of subgroup-based myopia. That is, because 

they interact primarily with a subgroup of the team’s membership, their understanding of the team’s entire 

membership may be inaccurate. Moreover, the inaccurate view of a team member from one subgroup is 

likely to be different from the inaccurate view of a team member from a different subgroup, given their 

different vantage points. Thus, for example, the members of a global team that spans Brazil, France, and 

China may disagree with each other because the Brazilian members interact primarily with the French, 
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and have only a hazy sense of who the Chinese members are, and the Chinese members have a similarly 

hazy sense of who the Brazilian members are, while the French have a more accurate sense of who the 

Brazilian and Chinese members are. Situations like this echo the findings of Mortensen and Hinds (2002) 

who found that geographic distribution increased disagreement over team boundaries, and Mortensen 

(2014) who found that a larger team size reduced the mean level of interaction in the team and increased 

the variance in patterns of interaction, which again led to increased membership model divergence. 

As with individual uncertainty, collective disagreement about team membership is likely to be 

greater when teams are both fluid and overlapping, fluid and dispersed, overlapping and dispersed, or all 

three. For example, the members of the Brazilian subgroup above are even more likely to disagree with 

the members of the Chinese subgroup about who is on the team if their understanding of the Chinese 

membership is even less clear because those team members change more often, or devote less of their 

time to the focal team because they are working on other teams simultaneously. And at the same time, if 

the members of the Chinese subgroup change more often, or devote less time to the focal team, they will 

have an even less clear understanding of the Brazilian membership in return. Thus, there is increased 

potential for membership model divergence as a result of increased inaccuracies in both the Chinese’ 

views of the Brazilians and the Brazilians’ views of the Chinese.   

We have argued so far that increased team fluidity, overlap and dispersion can result in reduced 

boundary clarity, as manifested in both individual uncertainty and collective disagreement about team 

membership. Next, we propose that reduced boundary clarity matters because it can undermine two 

emergent states that are important for team effectiveness: shared identity and mutual understanding. 

Moreover, increased team fluidity, overlap and dispersion can undermine shared identity and mutual 

understanding not only via their effects on boundary clarity, but also directly. 

Implications of Team Fluidity, Overlap, and Dispersion for Shared Identity 

Shared identity refers to the extent to which the members of a team hold the same identity, or 

sense of who they are. A substantial body of research on social identity theory posits that individuals use 
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social categories (for example, “teammate”) to simplify and make sense of their environment (for a 

review see Hogg and Terry 2000). A category is constructed based on an individual’s sense of its 

prototypical member, representing the “central tendency” of category members (Medin et al. 1984). That 

category is then subsequently used in the creation of that individual’s own identity, and shapes 

individuals’ perceptions of, and attitudes towards, those categorized as “ingroup” versus “outgroup” 

members (Tajfel and Turner 1986). Within a team, a strong sense of shared identity can reduce conflict 

and (Hinds and Mortensen 2005), encourage the internalization of team values, norms, and roles 

(Ashforth and Mael 1989), and increase group cohesion (Reynolds et al. 2003), support (Wiesenfeld et al. 

1999), effort (Shapiro et al. 2002), rapport and consensus building (Moore et al. 1999), and learning (van 

der Vegt and Bunderson 2005), ultimately improving team performance (Bezrukova et al. 2009). 

Increased team fluidity, overlap, and dispersion can undermine the emergence and maintenance of a 

shared identity, however, both through their effects on boundary clarity as well as more directly. 

First, increased fluidity, overlap, and dispersion can undermine shared identity through their 

effects on boundary clarity. When individual team members are uncertain about the membership of their 

team, it is more difficult for them to confidently construct a clear mental prototype of what a “team 

member” is. The less clear that prototype, in turn, the less strongly they will identify with the team. Lack 

of boundary clarity also reduces the vividness and therefore the salience of the team as a social category, 

an important driver of identity strength (Hogg and Turner 1987). Additionally, prototypes are highly 

contextual, based on and maintained by features of the immediate context (Fiske and Taylor 2008), and 

group members’ interactions with other group members thus shape their interpretation of what group 

membership entails (Postmes et al. 2005a; Postmes et al. 2005b). To the extent that lack of boundary 

clarity arises from disagreement across team members, it can lead to misaligned reference groups 

(Lawrence 2006) and thus divergent prototypes, introducing the potential for identity conflict and further 

impeding the development of a strong shared identity (Mortensen 2014). Moreover, lack of boundary 

clarity also reduces a team’s sense of entitativity, where “entativity” refers to the degree to which a group 
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of individuals is perceived as being bonded together in a coherent unit (Hamilton et al. 1998; Lickel et al. 

2001; Lickel et al. 2000). Entitativity is an important shaper of a shared sense of identity as it ensures that 

a team is readily distinguishable from other teams and the rest of the organization (Castano et al. 2002; 

Lickel et al. 2000). 

Second, increased fluidity, overlap, and dispersion can also undermine shared identity directly. 

Individuals construct their identities in part through narrative rationalization of their experiences (Ibarra 

1999; Ibarra and Barbulescu 2010), but to the degree that team members’ experiences vary – due to 

different entry and exit times, different demands from other teams, or different experiences within the 

focal team –  they will be more likely to hold an independent, isolated self-images, thereby weakening 

their identification. Team fluidity means that membership is constantly changing, which means in turn 

that a sense of shared identity must be constantly rebuilt; every time a member leaves or a new member 

joins the team, the each team member’s definition of the prototypical team member must be reassessed 

(Fiske and Taylor 2008). Furthermore, as members enter and exit at different times, they reduce the 

amount of time others have to learn about each other and to reinforce and strengthen the identities they 

have constructed. Thus, changes in team membership weaken the strength and increase the variance of 

identification, even in teams in which membership is clear. Team overlap means that members have 

competing demands not only on their attention but also on their loyalties. This provides a source for 

identity conflict and confusion (Ashforth and Johnson 2001) by increasing the salience of multiple, 

misaligned identities and providing potentially attractive alternative targets for their identification. To the 

extent that they spend more time on other teams, or time on more other teams, these team members may 

be more likely to identify with those other teams rather than with the focal team. And team dispersion 

means that a shared identity must be forged among a set of individuals who are more geographically or 

organizationally distributed and diverse. Teams are more likely to forge strong shared identities when 

they are smaller or more homogeneous, in part because being linked to widely variant external contexts 

decreases the likelihood of a single prototypical identity matching all team members (Jetten et al. 1997, 
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1998)  When team members have less in common, they are likely to find it more difficult and be less 

motivated to view themselves as “we” rather than “us and them”. Additionally, as groups get larger, their 

relative salience decreases (Mullen 1991), which has been shown to affect strength of identification (Shih 

et al. 1999).  

Taken together, the implication is that as teams become more fluid, more overlapping, and more 

dispersed, team members are likely to identify less strongly with the team, both because greater fluidity, 

overlap, and dispersion reduces boundary clarity, which in turn reduces shared identity, and also because 

greater fluidity, overlap, and dispersion can reduce shared identity directly.  

Implications of Team Fluidity, Overlap, and Dispersion for Mutual Understanding 

Mutual understanding refers to the extent to which team members have a commonly held view of 

their team’s expertise, task, and context. Such shared mental representations can benefit teams by 

reducing coordination costs (DeChurch and Mesmer-Magnus 2010; Klimoski and Mohammed 1994; 

Kraut et al. 2002; Mohammed et al. 2010) and intra-team conflict (Jehn 1997), while facilitating the 

storage and retrieval of information (Lewis and Herndon 2011). With respect to mutual understanding 

about the team’s expertise, for example, researchers have shown that a key contributor to effective 

coordination is an understanding of “who knows what” (Fussell and Krauss 1992). This is highlighted in 

the growing body of research on “transactive memory systems” (TMS) – a division of labor for the 

encoding, storage, and recall of information that is understood and shared by all the team members 

(Wegner 1987). As a team’s members develop a mutual understanding of where particular expertise lies 

within the team, they become increasingly specialized in the information they both hold and attend to 

(Hollingshead 2001) and consequently more efficient at information storage, access, and retrieval. An 

effective TMS is characterized by specialization, coordination, and credibility (Lewis 2003; Liang et al. 

1995), and can lead to improved coordination of activities (Jarvenpaa and Majchrzak 2008) and 

ultimately to better performance (Jeong-Yeon et al. 2014; Moreland and Myaskovsky 2000). With respect 

to mutual understanding about the team’s task, similarly, researchers have shown that greater similarity in 
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mental models of the task can increase collective sensemaking abilities (Hill and Levenhagen 1995) and 

improve decision-quality (Cannon-Bowers et al. 1993), resulting in better team performance (Lim and 

Klein 2006). Conversely, a lack of mutual understanding about the team’s task, including who is 

responsible for specific sub-tasks, predicts team breakdowns (Foushee 1984; Wilson et al. 2007) and task 

conflict is more common when team members hold different understandings of the work being done (Jehn 

1997) And with respect to mutual understanding about the team’s context, research on geographically 

distributed teams in particular has shown not only that lack of a shared context increases the difficulty of 

making and interpreting references to physical objects (Schober 1998), but also that in the absence of a 

shared understanding about each other’s context, team members have difficulty establishing common 

behavioral norms (Hinds and Bailey 2003) and communicating effectively (Cramton 2001), often 

resulting in increased conflict within the team (Hinds and Mortensen 2005).     

Increased team fluidity, overlap and dispersion can impede the development and maintenance of 

mutual understanding through their effects on boundary clarity. When individual team members are 

uncertain about the membership of their team, their ability to create and maintain an accurate individual 

mental model of the team’s expertise, task, and context is reduced, as they are not clear about whose 

expertise, task, and context should be taken into account (Mortensen 2014). Absent an accurate mental 

model of the team, individuals may find it difficult to coordinate the encoding of new information or the 

retrieval of information already held in the team – for example due to uncertainty about who is the most 

knowledgeable person in the team about a particular topic, or whether a recognized expert can be trusted 

with the team’s proprietary information. This, in turn affects the team’s ability to make good decisions, 

establish common norms, communicate effectively, and avoid breakdowns. Similarly, to the extent that 

lack of boundary clarity arises from disagreement across team members as to where team boundaries lie, 

members of the team may include different information in their mental models, reducing the extent to 

which they are shared. For example, when two teammates disagree on whether a third individual is or is 

not a team member, that individual’s expertise will be included as part of the shared team repertoire for 
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one but not for the other, leading to a different overall model of the team’s knowledge and potentially its 

capabilities. Ultimately, each team member’s behavior will reflect his or her model of the team – resulting 

in actions that other team members have difficulty interpreting through the lens of their own model of the 

team. The resulting unpredictable behavior can drive reduced trust (for a discussion see: Mayer et al. 

1995). This underlies the negative relationship between membership model divergence and performance, 

mediated by transactive memory system effectiveness (Mortensen 2014). 

While team fluidity, overlap and dispersion thus can reduce mutual understanding as a result of 

their effects on boundary clarity, they can also reduce mutual understanding directly. Multiple studies 

have shown that effective creation of shared cognitive models requires time together in a group (Liang et 

al. 1995; Moreland and Myaskovsky 2000). The less time a team has had working together, the less likely 

it is that the members are able to establish a shared understanding of their team’s knowledge and abilities 

(Moreland, 1999). That team’s understanding must be repeatedly reconstructed as old members exit and 

new members enter the team. The information that is uniquely held by old members must be noted, made 

explicit rather than left implicit, and ideally codified in transferable form if it is to be retained in the team 

once they leave, and the information that is uniquely held by new members must be actively elicited when 

they join. Without deliberate efforts to retain and elicit such uniquely held information, the team is 

increasingly likely to fall prey to a “common knowledge effect”, whereby members tend to raise and 

discuss information that is shared by the other members rather than their uniquely held information 

(Larson et al. 1994). This can create a false sense of mutual understanding that leaves potentially valuable 

ideas and insights unrecognized in the team. When teams have overlapping boundaries, members must 

concurrently manage the formation of multiple partially-overlapping mental models, increasing the 

likelihood they experience cognitive overload as a result of the need to manage across and develop mutual 

understandings with multiple teams simultaneously (Zika-Viktorsson et al. 2006). In addition, members 

have less time to dedicate to any one focal team, leaving them less able to invest the requisite effort to 

ensure that they develop a strong understanding of the team’s expertise, task, and context. Finally, when 
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teams are more dispersed, the members experience higher barriers to mutual understanding because as 

their geographic and organizational dispersion increases, there is less “common ground”, both physical 

and psychological, in the team (Clark and Brennan 1991). That is, the greater dispersion of the team 

means that its members have to cover a larger and more varied terrain in order to understand each other’s 

diverse knowledge, views, and contexts. Having to bridge more significant physical distances and 

cognitive gaps between thought worlds makes it more difficult to ensure that information is shared across 

the team, and that it is understood when it is shared (e.g. Dougherty 1992b; Dougherty and Dunne 2012). 

 
Discussion 

The increasing fluidity, overlap and dispersion of many teams’ membership suggest that new ways of 

studying and theorizing about teams are needed. By describing how the changing nature of team 

membership affect the clarity of team boundaries as well as the emergence of shared identity and mutual 

understanding in the team, we advance a perspective that illuminates promising directions for future 

research. In this section, we highlight the implications of rethinking team boundaries for how we 

conceptualize teams, how we develop theoretical insight into how they work, and how we conduct 

empirical research in this domain. 

Conceptualizing Teams: From Clearly Bounded to Tightly versus Loosely Bounded 

As described earlier, the classic conceptualization of a team holds that – by definition – a team is a clearly 

bounded system, with a membership that is known and agreed upon by both insiders and outsiders (e.g. 

Alderfer 1977a; Hackman 1987). Despite the long history and continuing prevalence of this definition in 

academic research on teams, as summarized in our literature review, it is becoming increasingly apparent 

that many task-performing units that are appropriately called “teams” do not actually meet this definition. 

In reality, many teams today are fluid rather than stable, overlapping rather than separate, and dispersed 

rather than concentrated both geographically and organizationally – and accordingly, there is often 

individual uncertainty and collective disagreement rather than clarity about their membership. This 
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growing disconnect between our predominant scholarly definition of a team and the reality of many teams 

today suggests that our definition needs revisiting. 

In light of this, we propose that teams should no longer be conceptualized as clearly bounded by 

definition. Instead, teams should be conceptualized as falling along a spectrum from “tightly bounded” to 

“loosely bounded.” To the extent that a team’s membership is more fluid, overlapping, and dispersed, it is 

more loosely bounded; to the extent that a team’s membership is more stable, separate, and concentrated, 

it is more tightly bounded. This approach is consistent with recent work suggesting that teams can be 

characterized empirically in terms of where they fall on a dimensional scale that captures key team 

attributes (Hollenbeck et al. 2012), but it focuses on attributes that are particularly relevant for the 

changing nature of work in today’s organizations. An important corollary of this shift in the 

conceptualization of a team is that it is likely that where a team falls on the spectrum from tightly to 

loosely bounded will depend substantially on its task. To the extent that the task itself is more dynamic, 

distributed, and project-driven, the membership of the team is likely to be more fluid, more overlapping, 

and dispersed, and thus more loosely bounded.  

Theoretical Directions for Future Research 

Conceptualizing teams as tightly versus loosely bounded rather than as clearly bounded by definition 

raises important questions about our existing theories of teams, as well as opening up promising new 

directions for scholarly research. Scholars have already begun to explore some of these avenues in the 

studies on team fluidity, overlap, and dispersion already discussed, but many questions still remain to be 

explored. 

Boundary conditions on existing theories. One set of questions relates to the need to recognize 

that existing theories may need to be modified to recognize the boundary conditions created by the 

assumption that teams are clearly bounded entities. For example, consider theories of identification in 

loosely bounded teams. When a team has clear boundaries, identification will be driven by the same 

underlying factors that have been extensively studied in the past, such as observation of ingroup members 
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or group norms (e.g. Ashforth and Kreiner 1999; Postmes et al. 2005b). But when teams are loosely rather 

than tightly bounded because they are fluid, overlapping, or dispersed, the effects and strength of those 

underlying factors will be constrained by the team’s boundedness and the extent to which it is perceivable 

as a cohesive, “entitative” unit (Castano et al. 2002; Sherman et al. 1999). Consequently, phenomena like 

subgroup faultlines (e.g. Bezrukova et al. 2009; Jehn and Bezrukova 2010)  may be more likely to emerge 

– but they may be based on different criteria than those that have received most attention in research to 

date, such as demographic characteristics (e.g. Lau and Murnighan 2005); instead, in teams with fluid, 

overlapping or dispersed membership, subgroups may emerge around the criteria of old timers versus 

newcomers, core versus peripheral members, or local versus distant members (e.g. Mansour-Cole 2001; 

Webster and Wong 2008).  

Similarly, consider theories of transactive memory systems in loosely bounded teams. Research 

on transactive memory originated with studies of the ultimate clearly-bounded group: couples (Wegner et 

al. 1985). Subsequent research on TMS in teams has assumed that the membership of those teams 

remains clear and agreed upon. Such research has identified three clear pre-requisites for effective TMS: 

specialization, credibility, and coordination (e.g. Lewis 2003). What remains unclear, however, is whether 

and how these three conditions can be established in teams that are loosely bounded. Specialization 

requires that members of a TMS have differentiated domains of knowledge expertise; credibility requires 

that members of the system trust in the accuracy and completeness of the knowledge of others; and 

coordination requires that members know where within the system any required piece of knowledge lies. 

When a team’s members are changing, overlapping, or widely dispersed, however, it can become difficult 

to ensure there is clear differentiation in team member knowledge, and members may lack the time 

required to establish the trust needed for credibility or to learn enough about one another to establish 

effective coordination. Taking these concerns together suggests that prior findings as to the drivers and 

consequences of TMS may not apply well to teams that are loosely bounded. We may, therefore, have to 
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limit our application of prior TMS research to those teams that are tightly bounded – and explore new 

avenues of research or constructs for conceptualizing TMS in loosely-bounded teams.  

Extending current theories. Another set of questions that arise when teams are conceptualized as 

tightly versus loosely bounded relates to the opportunity to revise and extend our existing theories and 

research to address the changes generated by the changing nature of teams. For example, returning to our 

discussion of TMS, while tightly bounded teams can facilitate the development of effective transactive 

memory systems among their fixed sets of members, transactive memory systems in loosely bounded 

teams may be understood as the product of processes and knowledge sources both inside the team and in 

its broader context. Thus, a TMS shifts from a single-level to a multi-level phenomenon, where there may 

be both positive and negative cross-level effects of states and processes at each level. Recognizing such 

possibilities, some researchers have recently begun to explore the relationship between team-level 

transactive memory systems and the team’s context (e.g. Mell et al. 2014), but much work remains to be 

done (for a review, see: Lewis and Herndon 2011). And many new questions remain to be explored, such 

as how team members can incorporate extra-team resources into their TMS, or how a TMS can be 

effectively established when the membership of a team is uncertain. 

Another area that could benefit from revisiting in light of rethinking team boundaries as we have 

proposed is the extensive literature on team boundary spanning. This literature has greatly advanced 

research on teams by drawing attention to the importance of the interactions of team members with others 

outside the team (e.g. Aldrich and Herker 1977; Ancona and Caldwell 1992a, b; Tushman and Scanlan 

1981a, b), but the underlying assumption that the boundary of the team itself is clear. If instead we 

recognize that a team’s boundary may be fuzzy, the concept of “boundary spanning” starts to seem 

outdated and in need of revisiting. When teams are fluid, overlapping, and dispersed, we may need to 

reconceptualize the work of their members not as spanning a clear boundary but instead as continually 

generating and integrating inputs such as information from sources both “internal” to the team and 

“external” to the team, in ways that are much more seamless and multi-directional than theorizing about 
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boundary spanning typically assumes. Some recent approaches to studying teams have made some 

progress in this direction by emphasizing the importance of interaction patterns for understanding teams. 

For example, social network researchers have suggested that teams can be viewed as networks of actors 

(e.g. Murase et al. 2012), and that this approach can allows scholars to leverage established techniques for 

identifying clusters or cliques that can facilitate the identification of groups “from the bottom up” (for a 

review see Carton and Cummings 2012). Others have suggested viewing teams as adaptive systems 

driven by intra-group and group-context interactions, and using computational modeling to assess and 

understand them (e.g. Arrow et al. 2000). Such approaches can offer valuable methods for identifying 

teams whose membership is fluid, overlapping, and dispersed, but it is important to note that they still 

implicitly require the existence of a common task, to avoid mistaking “coacting groups” (such as a row of 

five spectators interacting at a baseball game) for teams that have a collective task to perform (for a 

discussion, see: Hackman and Katz 2010). 

Catalyzing the development of new theories. Another promising set of opportunities that opens 

up when we recognize that teams are increasingly loosely rather than tightly bounded lies in the need to 

better understand the positive aspects of organizing work in loosely bounded teams. In this paper we have 

focused on explaining how increasing team fluidity, overlap, and dispersion can undermine boundary 

clarity, shared identity, and mutual understanding. But of course, we do not mean to suggest or imply that 

these changes in the nature of team membership are always or necessarily negative in their effects. In fact, 

organizations are making clear choices to utilize teams that are loosely rather than tightly bounded 

because they view such teams as offering important benefits. There are enticing opportunities here for 

organizational scholars to develop theoretical insight into what these benefits might be, and to empirically 

test whether, to what extent, and under what conditions such benefits can actually be realized in 

organizations. For example, one possible benefit is flexible knowledge utilization; another is efficient 

resource allocation. Some questions that could be addressed to help develop greater insight into the 

potential value of these benefits include: Do teams with fluid membership facilitate the timely 
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deployment of expertise and avoid inefficient allocation of valuable human resources to a project when 

they are not needed, and how can such teams minimize delays in accessing necessary expertise and loss of 

valuable knowledge when members leave? Do teams with overlapping membership enable specialists to 

contribute to multiple teams simultaneously and transfer learning across them, and how can these teams 

ensure that they get the attention they need from members with multiple assignments? Are teams with 

dispersed members able to be more responsive to conditions and opportunities in different locations, or to 

access and integrate knowledge from different parts of the organization, and how can these teams 

overcome the barriers to their effectiveness that arise from their dispersion? Does being loosely bounded 

promote the recombination of information across and within teams in novel ways that increase team-level 

creativity or innovation?  

Finally, while the increasing fluidity, overlap, and dispersion of teams have important 

implications at the group level, such as their effects on shared identity and mutual understanding, they are 

also likely to affect both the experience and the conduct of work at the individual level, opening up 

additional new directions for theorizing and research. For instance, when teams are more fluid, their 

members may be less likely to build individual commitment to the group, since they have fewer 

opportunities to receive the social support and interaction required to build that commitment (e.g. Bishop 

et al. 2000). When teams are more overlapping, their members may be more likely to experience overload 

and burnout due to the competing demands on their attention (e.g. Zika-Viktorsson et al. 2006). And 

when teams are more dispersed, their members may feel isolated (Finholt and Sproull 1990), and be less 

likely to speak up about problems or engage in prosocial behaviors that can assist others or contribute to 

group cohesion. 

Conceptualizing teams as tightly versus loosely bounded thus has substantial implications for the 

theoretical questions we choose to engage and address as well as for the theories we develop to address 

them. Moreover, recognizing the increasing fluidity, overlap, and dispersion of team membership also 

requires that researchers reconsider their traditional empirical methods for studying teams.  
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Empirical Considerations for Future Research 

In teams characterized by fluidity, the membership of a team varies over its life cycle, such that it depends 

on the point in time at which the team’s boundary is assessed. However, with the exception of a small 

number of studies that explicitly examine the implications of membership change as their central 

phenomenon, either experimentally (e.g. Choi and Thompson 2005; Kane 2007; Kane et al. 2005; Lewis 

et al. 2007) or in the field (e.g. Chandler et al. 2005), our current research methodologies for studying 

teams rarely address the possibility of changing team boundaries. Typically, experimental studies of team 

dynamics constrain the possibility of ambiguity in team boundaries by design, with most experimental 

studies relying on stable sets of people working together on a task in a laboratory. Likewise, data 

collection instruments in many field studies are typically designed to eliminate any ambiguity in team 

membership, for example by providing respondents with a list of members and asking them to respond 

with respect to that list (e.g. Ancona and Caldwell 1992a; Ancona and Caldwell 1992b).  

The problems with assuming team stability are most clearly visible in longitudinal studies, since 

team fluidity raises the question of whether the relevant set of team members under study at time n are in 

fact the same as that considered at time n+1. In correlational studies, the frequent use of questions that 

refer to a team by name without time-bounding the period over which the phenomenon is assessed run the 

risk that the data being compared are in fact measuring different sets of individuals. Even if membership 

does not change during data collection itself, assuming that all members respond with reference to the 

same set of actors may be incorrect when data collection does not explicitly delineate a reference time 

period. Even qualifiers such as “current” leave room for interpretation, which may yield differing 

reference points when teams have fluid boundaries. The consequence is that researchers may be relying 

on inaccurate empirical measures and overlooking unobserved heterogeneity in team membership when 

modeling the relationships between team inputs, processes, and outcomes.  

Likewise, an important implication of team overlap is that membership is not exclusive, since 

individuals serve on multiple teams simultaneously, necessitating that teams be treated as interdependent 
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rather than independent units. Yet most current studies overlook this reality of much contemporary 

teamwork, and assume that teams operate essentially in isolation from one another, rather than taking into 

account how they share key resources such as team members (for exceptions, see the recent lab and field 

studies explicitly testing the theoretical models put forth by O’Leary and colleagues, (e.g. Bertolotti et al. 

2013; Woolley et al. 2013). Furthermore, when team members devote only a small proportion of their 

time to a focal team, it can be difficult to decide whether or not they should be included in the formal 

roster of team members. If they are included and treated like full team members, with their attitudes and 

behaviors given the same weight in research studies, they may be given disproportionate representation 

relative to their contributions to the team.  If they are excluded, on the other hand, key contributors may 

be overlooked entirely in analyzing the team’s inputs, processes, and outputs. 

Additionally, changes in team dispersion have implications for researchers that include the 

importance of accurately understanding the distribution, diversity, and size of a team at any given point in 

time. A substantial part of the challenge here lies in the need to consider and address the possible 

existence of sub-team structures when examining larger teams. Is the team under scrutiny a simple 

autonomous entity? A component team within a multi-team system? Or a complete multi-team system? 

This is critical not only to ensure accurate and informative identification of team members, but also 

because recent scholarship suggests that researchers should pay careful attention to the faultlines that may 

divide the members of teams that span geographic, cultural, demographic or other forms of distance (e.g. 

Cummings and O'Leary 2002; Gibson and Gibbs 2006), as well as to the configuration of members in 

different locations (O'Leary and Mortensen 2010; Polzer et al. 2006). 

Going forward, such concerns about the empirical implications of team fluidity, overlap, and 

dispersion should lead scholars to more consistently consider and explicitly address the possibility of 

changes in team membership, multiple team membership, and membership dispersion in their studies of 

teams, in order to improve their data collection processes and strengthen the internal and external validity 

of their research. Furthermore, statistical tools such as the intra-class correlation (ICC) and within-group 
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reliability (rwg) statistics are widely used in studies of teams to justify the aggregation of data to the team 

level, yet both measures require a defined group over which to assess agreement, posing problems for 

loosely bounded teams. In cases of greater team fluidity, overlap, and dispersion, it may be unclear whose 

ratings must be compared to calculate ICC or rwg statistics. In addition, individual uncertainty or 

collective disagreement about team boundaries may result in overly weak ICC or rwg statistics due to 

divergent mental models of the team’s membership. Both cases suggest that such statistics must be used 

with considerable care if they are to be valuable for research on teams with boundaries that are fluid, 

overlapping, or broad in scope. Finally, recognizing that teams are increasingly fluid, overlapping, and 

dispersed may require more sophisticated forms of analytic modelling, such as models that take 

temporality into account and multi-level models that can incorporate individual, subgroup, team, and 

environmental variables simultaneously (Klein et al. 1999; Klein et al. 1994). 

Conclusion 

As teams become more fluid, more overlapping and more dispersed, our traditional conceptualization of 

teams as clearly bounded systems is increasingly challenged. To reduce the disconnect between our 

theoretical and empirical approaches to studying teams and the phenomenon they are intended to address, 

we must recognize that today’s teams vary along a spectrum from tightly bounded to loosely bounded. 

Where teams lie along this spectrum has implications for emergent states such as shared identity and 

mutual understanding, and also raises a wealth of new questions for future theoretical and empirical 

consideration. These include the extent to which our current insights about teams depend on underlying 

assumptions about boundedness, how increasing team fluidity, overlap, and dispersion affects processes  

and outcomes at both the group and individual level, and whether our typical approaches to data collection 

and analysis rely on inaccurate assumptions or artificially induced constraints. Engaging with such 

questions provides a critical and compelling research agenda for scholars concerned with understanding 

how today’s – and tomorrow’s – teams function, and how they can function more effectively.  
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Figure 1. Implications of the Changing Nature of Team Boundaries 
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