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We Invest Billions in Team
Development, Yet Many
Teams Still Struggle to Learn

Organizations face a paradox: team learning is critical
for performance and innovation, yet our
conventional investments often miss the mark.

e The Aspiration: Learning and development are
seen as critical drivers of innovation and navigating
technological change (Accenture, 2018; IBM, 2017).

» The Reality: Interventions are often chosen based
on intuition or vendor promises, not evidence. We
focus on direct interventions like team-building
workshops and new software.

* The Core Problem: We try to directly control team
learning, but it emerges from complex interpersonal
dynamics that resist direct managerial control. The
result is a gap between effort and impact.

Results
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The Evidence Reveals We’ve Been Focusing on
the Wrong Levers

A landmark 2020 meta-analysis synthesizing 50 studies across 4,778 professional teams provides a
clear, evidence-based answer. The most powerful drivers of team learning are not direct
organizational programs, but the team’s internal, “emergent states.”

“The most powerful drivers of team learning are not the
programs organizations typically prioritize, but rather the
contextual conditions that foster psychological safety,
shared cognition, collective efficacy, and cohesion.”

— Nellen, Gijselaers, & Grohnert (2020)

Key Insight: Organizations cannot mandate learning. They can only shape the conditions that
allow four key psychological states to emerge.
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A Team’s Internal State Explains More Than Any
External Intervention

The statistical evidence is unambiguous. How a team feels and thinks together is a far
better predictor of its ability to learn than the resources or programs it is given.

What Drives Team Learning?

Emergent States

(Psychological Safety, Shared Cognition, Potency, Cohesion)

Job Resources r=.41

(The single strongest organizational lever)

Other Levers o i
(Culture, Leadership, Infrastructure) (e.g.,r=.28,r=.26)

The path to team learning is indirect. The goal is not to manage learning,
but to cultivate the emergent states that enable it.
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The Team Learning Ecosystem: An Indirect Pathway to Performance

Think of team learning not as a target for direct intervention, but as the outcome of a healthy ecosystem.
Organizations can’t control the core, but they can strategically influence the conditions that feed it.

\ndirect Leverg

Job

Infrastructure
Resources

pirect Driverg

Psychological
Safety

Team
Learning

The Ultimate
Outcome

Shared
Cognition

Top-Level Culture &
Leadership Climate
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The Single Most Powerful Lever is Providing Better Job Resources

Effective Approaches
CDI’FE|3ﬁOI"‘I W|th Team Learnlng r= -41 Autonﬂmy & Empowerment: Give teams
Explains ~17% of variance. decision-making authority over their own
work and processes.

time for reflection, after-action reviews,

@ Dedicated Time & Space: Formally allocate
and collaborative problem-solving.

The Mechanism

Information Access: Provide broad access
to strategic context, customer feedback,
and performance data from other units.

Job resources work through a dual pathway: -
they directly support learning activities AND =
foster the critical emergent states of

psychological safety (r = .40) and shared @ Job Enrichment: Assign diverse challenges

cognition (r = .44). and novel problems to stimulate cognitive
engagement.
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Case in Point: How Job Resources Fuel Learning in
Practice

4 r"" ."‘"
:ﬁé AstraZeneca ), Belgian Hospitals O3S} gusp ;;.::mutlve
Pharmaceuticals Healthcare T _

( ) W ag ) =222 (Manufacturing)
Action Action Action
Granted product development Invested in better staffing ratios Provided protected time for teams
teams “bounded autonomy”— and real-time monitoring tech for to pause production and
greater control over timelines and ICU teams. troubleshoot problems collectively.
resources within clear strategic
parameters. Result
Result Reduced constant “fire-fighting,’ Reﬁulh_: Y

. allowing for reflective dialogue that An initial dip in output was

Faster problem-solving and more led to fewer medical errors and followed by long-term productivity
innovative solutions as teams felt better patient outcomes. gains from optimized processes
safe to experiment. and reduced error rates.
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A Supportive Culture Shapes the
Psychological Conditions for Learning

Data Snapshot Box
Correlation with Emergent States: r = .38

Correlation with Team Learning: r = .28

The Mechanism

Culture works primarily by creating the psychological
safety and shared understanding that makes learning
possible. It's less about directly telling teams to learn

and more about creating an environment where
learning feels safe and valued.

Effective Approaches

v

w

5

Prioritize Learning Over Blame: Use |leader
storytelling and recognition to celebrate
learning moments, not just wins.

Establish an ‘Error Management Climate’:
Treat errors as data. Use blameless postmortems

to analyze failures systematically.

Normalize Cross-Boundary Communication:
Make it safe and expected for junior members to
challenge senior colleagues.

Ensure Perceptions of Justice & Fairness:
Transparent and fair organizational processes
signal that the organization values its people,
building trust.
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Senior Leaders Shape the Environment,

Not the Team’s Every Move

Data Snapshot Box

Correlation with Emergent States: r = .37

Correlation with Team Learning: r = .26

The Mechanism

The impact of top-level leadership is overwhelmingly
indirect. They foster team learning by creating “top
cover, demonstrating integrity, and shaping the
psychological and structural conditions teams
experience daily.

Effective Approaches

v
\

Demonstrate Visible Commitment: Personally
participate in learning activities and speak
consistently about learning as a strategic priority.

‘Walk the Talk’ (Behavioral Integrity): Ensure
actions consistently match stated values. This
builds the credibility required for teams to trust
that learning behaviors will be supported.

Adopt a Servant Leadership Orientation: Focus
on removing obstacles and facilitating team
success rather than command and control.

Communicate the ‘Why': Clearly connect team
activities to the broader organizational mission
and customer impact.
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Well-Designed Infrastructure Must Reinforce,
Not Contradict, Your Culture

Effective Approaches

, _ * o i, * Implement Integrated HR Systems: Bundle supportive
Correlation with Team Learning: " = .34 7/\7  practices (e.g., team-based incentives, hiring for

. collaboration) to create mutually reinforcing signals.
Note: Effects are highly context-dependent

and not statistically robust across all studies. O . * Design for Interaction, Not Just Storage: Knowledge
O management systems should connect people to people
23 (e.g., expert locators, communities of practice), not just
people to documents.

The Mechanism e Measure What Matters: Performance management

should include team-level outcomes and learning goals,

HR systems, knowledge platforms, and not just individual task results.

performance management processes act as

powerful signaling mechanisms. They either . » Provide Formal Coordination Mechanisms: Use shared
reinforce the commitment to learning or | 7|  planning tools and structured protocols to reduce
undermine it. Consistency is key. ' ambiguity, especially for distributed teams.
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The Shift: From Direct Control to Systemic
Environmental Design

The Old Playbook The Evidence-Based Playbook
(Direct Intervention) (Systemic Design)
e Focus: Individual competencies e Focus: The team’s environment
e Tools: One-off training programs, team- e Tools: Job resources, culture, supportive
building events leadership, aligned infrastructure
e Goal: “Fixing” the team e Goal: Creating the conditions for learning
e Assumption: We can directly manage to emerge
learning behaviors e Assumption: We indirectly influence
learning by cultivating key emergent
states
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Your Most Critical Leading Indicators Are a Team’s Emergent States

The four emergent states are not “soft” constructs; they are measurable leading indicators of a team’s learning capability
and future performance. They are both inputs to and outputs of team learning, creating powerful virtuous cycles.

Learning
Behavior

Better
Performance

Stronger
Emergent
States

How to Actively Cultivate Them

Psychological Safety Shared Cognition - Team Potency/Efficacy
Use frequent, brief pulse Periodically assess team Engineer early wins for new
surveys to track perceptions of alignment on tasks, roles, and teams to build collective
interpersonal safety. interaction patterns. confidence.

Establish predictable team
rhythms and rituals to
intentionally build relational bonds.
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The Evidence-Based Mandate: Where You Invest Determines Your Return

Building learning-capable teams is not a mystery. The evidence provides a clear hierarchy for investment and focus.

1. The Foundation: Cultivate Emergent States.
The internal dynamics that explain the most
variance in team learning (r = .60).

2. The Primary Driver: Provide Job Resources.
The single biggest organizational lever you can pull,
explaining 17% of variance in team learning.

3. The Enablers: Shape Culture & Leadership. The indirect
forces that create the psychological environment for success.

4. The Reinforcement: Align Infrastructure.
The systems that must support and reinforce all other efforts.

These are not marginal differences—they represent the difference between teams
that continuously improve and teams that stagnate.



