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Rapid Evidence Assessments 
(REAs) use a specific research 
methodology to comprehensively 
identify the most relevant studies on 
a given topic, and select appropriate 
studies based on explicit criteria. In 
addition, two independent reviewers 
assess the methodological quality of 
the studies. In contrast to a conventional 
literature review, REAs are transparent, 
verifiable, and reproducible, and as a result, 
the likelihood of bias is considerably smaller.

This REA was conducted by the Center for Evidence 
Based Management (CEBMa) for Novartis, a large 
global pharmaceutical company. Novartis, who 
are involved in projects to enhance organisational 
effectiveness and performance, approached CEBMa 
to undertake a REA to discover what is known in 
scientific literature about the attributes of effective 
teams and workgroups and the effectiveness of 
interventions aimed at increasing team effectiveness. 

This REA attempts to confirm the key attributes 
of effective teams. It also considers the following 
considerations: 

1.	 What makes a team?

2.	 What is team effectiveness?

3.	 What are the attributes of effective teams? 

4.	 What interventions influence team 
effectiveness?

5.	 How reliable and valid are team  
effectiveness models?

What is a Rapid 
Evidence 
Assessment 
(REA)?

Background
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The research failed to provide a clear definition of 
what constitutes team effectiveness. This is because 
the research assessed showed that teams are not 
automatically more effective than a group of individual 
employees. In fact, group performance can decline 
due to several factors, including conflicts between 
individual group members or between individuals and 
group interests, or individuals may do less work in the 
group than they would if they had to complete work 
individually.  

To provide a more meaningful definition this REA 
considered team effectiveness in relation to team 
performance. This enabled the following definition 
of team effectiveness to be confirmed: ‘task 

performance, contextual performance, and/or adaptive 
performance (learning, creativity and decision 
making) . . . some scholars also differentiate between 
performance behaviours and performance outcomes’ 
(Beal, 2003).

Several authors also state that an effective team is not 
necessarily an efficient team. Team effectiveness, it 
was argued, concerns an evaluation of a team’s results 
while team efficiency considers the ‘costs’ of achieving 
those results. Finally, the research stresses that intra-
team processes such as communication, information 
sharing, and conflicts are often considered and 
essential elements of team effectiveness  
(Mathieu, 2008).

What is team effectiveness?2.

The term ‘team’ is simply described as ‘a group of 
people working together to achieve a goal.’ However, 
‘teams’ in the domain of social sciences has a range 
of specific characteristics that differentiate them 
from groups. A widely used definition is ‘a team is 
a collection of individuals who are interdependent 
in their tasks, share responsibility for outcomes, see 
themselves (and who are seen by others) as a social 

entity embedded in one or more larger social system 
(business unit or corporation), and, who manage their 
relationships across organisational boundaries.’ (Cohen, 
1997). Most researchers, however, prefer to summarise 
the characteristics of a typical team as ‘a group of 
employees who are formally established, assigned 
some autonomy, and are interdependent’.

Main findings

What makes a team?1.
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The REA grouped effective team attributes into the 
following categories:

»» Team composition – characteristics of the team, 
including age, gender, level of education and 
career background.

»» Team members’ collective interpersonal 
perceptions and attitudes in teams – these 

perceptions and attitudes can enable and 
support effective teamwork.

»» Team cognition/knowledge – the ways in 
which knowledge that is important to team 
functioning is organised, represented and 
distributed within teams. 

What are the attributes of effective teams?3.

The REA findings revealed that while team 
composition or diversity is one of the most researched 
attributes of effective teams, the link between team 
effectiveness and team composition/diversity is small 
and sometimes negative. Further, research suggests it 
is important to consider and compensate for potential 
negative consequences of team composition on 
communication, cohesiveness and consequently 
performance.

The researchers also noted that of the ‘Big Five 
Personality Traits’ (emotional stability, extraversion, 
openness to experience, agreeableness and 
conscientiousness) within teams, only high levels of 
agreeableness and conscientiousness were related to 
better team performance.

The following findings had the strongest 
impact on team effectiveness:

»» Intra-team trust is positively related  
to team performance.

»» Intra- team trust or trust within 
teams is most critical when teams 
physically work together and at the 
same times, they rely on each other’s 
input and resources to complete 
a task, decision making is shared 
equally, and they have a shared work 
history and an expectation to work 
together in the future.  

»» Group-level psychological safety (the 
ability of people to feel confident to speak up 
and suggest new ideas or processes in a safe 
environment free of ridicule or derision)  
has a moderate to large positive impact on  
team performance.

»» Team cohesion has a moderate to large impact  
on team performance.

Team composition

Team attitudes due to 
individual team members’ 
experiences

4.

5.
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»» Information sharing, the faith in and usage 
of the team’s collective memory of processes, 
procedures and information (Transactive 
Memory System) and the degree to which a 
team interprets and communicates issues in 
a similar way (Cognitive consensus) all have a 
large, positive impact on team performance

»» Team learning does not automatically lead  
to performance improvement.

»» Teams need to regularly reflect on how the 
team is performing and what works and doesn’t, 
otherwise the positive impacts of information 
sharing, TMS and cognitive consensus on team 
performance will decrease.

»» Team building has a moderate positive effect 
on team performance. Research reveals that the 
impact on team building is greater when:

-- The initiator is external, rather than internal 
to the team.

-- The rationale is corrective, rather than 
preventive.

-- Team members are not involved in the 
planning of the team building initiative.

-- Focus is on both the team’s goals and 
interpersonal relations.

-- Team building is planned together with 
other interventions.

-- Team building is led by both an internal 
and external consultant.

-- Focus is on the group, not the individuals.

-- Team building initiative is supported by 
higher management.

»» Teamwork training has a large, positive effect on 
team performance.

Team cognition/knowledge

What interventions influence 
team effectiveness?

6.

7.

»» Social cohesion has a moderate to large impact 
on a team’s behavioural performance.

»» Teams that don’t physically work together or at 
the same time (virtual) must have a high level  
of intra-team trust and social cohesion in 
order to effectively work together. This can 
be achieved by managers ensuring that they 
include an initial or several ‘face to face’ team 
meetings to prepare people to work together  
in virtual settings.

»» Social cohesion is strongly associated with  
team inclusion.

»» Team identification has a positive effect 
on social cohesion and consequently team 
performance.

»» Staff turnover has a negative effect on  
social cohesion and consequently team 
performance.



7

The attributes of effective teams are one of the most widely 
researched topics in Industrial-Organisational psychology. 
Most of the research assessed showed that effective teams are 
not so much determined by their composition, but through 
the presence of the following factors: trust, psychological 
safety, social cohesion, the level of information sharing, 
cognitive consensus and TMS.

You can access more information in the Rapid Evidence 
Assessment (REA) Attributes of Effective Teams and 
Interventions Increasing Team Effectiveness, a summary  
of scientific literature, December 2019.

Conclusion

More information

Whilst some models contain factors that have been 
shown to be strong predictors of team performance 
(i.e. social cohesion, goal clarity and trust) underlying 

psychometric research of popular models is 
inadequate to establish their reliability and validity. 

How reliable and valid are team 
effectiveness models?

8.

»» Debriefing sessions have a moderate to large 
positive effect on team performance. Debriefs 
are most effective when the following are met:

-- The focus should be about learning and 
improvement, rather than evaluation or 
judgement. This approach yields more 
honest and accurate feedback and enhances 
experiential learning.

-- Focus on specific activities, episodes or 
events, rather than performance or results  
in general.

-- Informed by a variety of perspectives and 
evidence sources (i.e. include data from 
multiple participants and at least one 
additional source of evidence).

-- Facilitated and highly structured debriefs 
have a greater effect on team performance 
than non-facilitated or loosely structured 
debriefs.

»» Setting group goals has a moderate to large, 
positive effect on team performance.
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