
Imagine the top management team (TMT) 
of a large pharmaceutical company. The 
team comprises nine experienced execu-
tives, each of whom has a strong track re-

cord in the organizational area for which he or 
she is responsible, whether finance, a business 
unit or a region of the world. They each pursue 
relatively independent and extremely demand-
ing agendas in their respective realms. 

Working as a real team, though a nice idea 
in theory, is hardly feasible in practice – or so 
the TMT members think. And why would it be 
necessary in the first place? Is it not the CEO 
whose job it is to listen to everyone, integrate 

all that information and then make the final 
decision?

In a stable environment, this model may 
perhaps serve the organization well. But the or-
ganization is facing some strategic challenges 
ahead: key patents are due to expire, govern-
ment regulations are changing in certain coun-
tries and insurance companies are discussing 
systemic reforms.

Such challenges cannot be faced by sim-
ply dividing and delegating them among team 
members. To perform well in a turbulent en-
vironment like this requires not just the full 
effort of every single TMT member, but the 
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synergies that arise from a coordinated, well-
functioning team. 

My research is dedicated to understanding 
how top managers can develop and maintain 
such high-performing TMTs.

The focus on teamwork among top manag-
ers may seem at odds with the widespread no-
tion of leadership as an individual act. In both 
public opinion and business media, top man-
agers are treated as lone heroes when things 
go right or renegade villains when things go 
wrong.

And it’s not just a perception. This is, in 
fact, what happens in practice. Professor 
Donald Hambrick of Penn State Smeal Col-
lege of Business once aptly noted that, in many 
TMTs, individual members sometimes behave 
as “semi-autonomous barons” rather than as 
members of the same team. 

This is a mistake. Research indicates that 
a lack of TMT unity can have very serious  

organizational consequences, including a low-
er quality of strategic decisions and decreased 
financial performance. 

My research indicates that the reverse is 
also true: When teams take targeted actions 
to develop certain competencies, they can 
achieve positive results, boosting the orga-
nization’s productive energy, and increasing 
employee well-being as a result.

Model Behavior at the Top
Does the “teamness” of a TMT have implica-
tions for employees? This question was the 
start of a research project that I performed to-
gether with Simon B. De Jong, of Bath Univer-
sity in the United Kingdom, and Heike Bruch, of 
the University of St. Gallen in Switzerland. We 
included 191 TMT members and 5,048 employ-
ees from 63 small and medium-sized organiza-
tions in this study.

Some might argue that what goes on behind 
the closed doors of the C-suite is of no concern 
to rank-and-file employees. Indeed, employees 
do not typically see whether the TMT works as 
a team or not. Moreover, employees may not 
seem to care about their TMT’s behavior, which 
is so far removed from their daily work. 

But this is not the case. TMT behavior does 
leak out, and employees are highly interested in 
the news and gossip they hear on the grapevine. 
Given that teamwork is such an inherent part 
of the design and culture of modern organiza-
tions, we expected that employees would be 
highly sensitive to their TMT’s “teamness,” and 
would use it as a model for their own behavior.

We found that when a TMT modeled a high 
level of “teamness,” middle managers and other 
employees were more excited about their work, 
could better focus their thoughts on their work 
and worked together more cooperatively. In 
other words, these organizations had a higher 
level of productive energy, which has been di-
rectly linked to higher organizational perfor-
mance in other work. 

It’s lonely at the top, or so 
the saying goes. But this 
need not be the case. Indeed, 
those top management teams 
who manage to overcome 
their isolation and model 
high levels of “teamness” 
create positive ripple effects 
throughout the organization, 
boosting productive energy 
and job satisfaction, and 
lowering turnover intentions. 

What’s more, middle 
managers and other 
employees reporting to them 
tend to integrate and align 
their own goals with others, 
as they perceive consistency 
between what top managers 

say and what they do.
Studies by the author into 

this phenomenon highlight 
several competencies that 
contribute not only to the 
smooth functioning of the 
C-suite but also to the 
operational success of the 
entire organization. 

She poses several key 
questions to ask yourself, 
aimed at improving your 
cognitive flexibility, 
integrative bargaining, 
mutual influencing and 
creativity in the pursuit of 
more fruitful interactions 
between upper and middle 
management.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

When teams take targeted actions to develop certain 
competencies, they can achieve positive results, 
boosting the organization’s productive energy, and 
increasing employee well-being as a result.
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So, even though few employees may have 
direct TMT contact, TMT behavior does ripple 
down throughout the organization. What starts 
as the opinion of a few may quickly infect col-
lective behavior. As such, the extent to which 
TMTs present a united front can have huge 
ramifications for the overall work climate, con-
ditioning whether lower-level managers and 
employees freely cooperate with one another, 
function well as teams, communicate openly 
and are clear about what needs to be done. 

When employees have positive impressions 
of the TMT, they have greater cognitive capac-
ity to focus on their work, dedicate more energy 
to constructive thinking, experience fewer has-
sles when solving work-related problems and 
generally feel more uplifted in the work they do.

Conversely, TMTs that display fragmented 
or inconsistent behavior trigger negative emo-
tions, such as frustration, irritation and anger 
over the lack of direction and unity. These feel-
ings are exacerbated when TMTs say different 
things at different times to different people.

Inevitably, employees will begin to perceive 
conflicts among the multiple goals they are sup-
posed to achieve. Eventually, they become con-
fused as to which goals are the most important 
and what they must do to achieve them. This 
results in a loss of energy, not to mention all 
the time wasted on idle speculation as to the 
direction in which the TMT actually wants to 
take the organization.

If TMT unity is so important, not only for 
the smooth functioning of the C-suite but also 
for the operational success of the entire organi-
zation, then how can senior managers achieve 
such unity? The following three competencies 
emerged from our research (see Exhibit 1).

1. COLLABORATIVE BEHAVIOR. TMTs that openly 
share information and opinions, and carry out 
their work collectively, outperform TMTs that 
do not. Multiple studies support the finding that 
behavioral integration has important knock-on 
effects for the quality of decisions made, as well 
as on organizational performance. 

Openly sharing information and opinions 
within the TMT should be strongly encouraged. 
The alternative is that TMT members operate 
in separate spheres without much contact or 
information sharing. They may also seek to in-
fluence decisions by politicking, and thereby 
inhibit true collaboration. 

Team Competencies 
That Matter

Use this measurement scale to help you to focus on 
where improvements may be needed.

The University of Con-
necticut’s Zeki Simsek 

et al. developed a reliable 
measure of TMT behav-
ioral integration, based on an 
earlier conceptualization by 
Donald Hambrick. We used 
this construct to capture the 
“teamness” of TMTs. Mea-
sure your own performance 
to highlight areas of deficit 
among your own teams, and 
then take action to develop 
competencies as appropriate.

Collaborative Behavior
Using a five-point scale 
ranging from 1 (“strongly 
disagree”) to 5 (“strongly 
agree”), assess the extent to 
which you agree with the fol-
lowing statements regarding 
the behavior of your team:

1. “When a team member is 
busy, other team members 
often volunteer to help 
manage the workload.”

2. “Team members are 
flexible about switching 
responsibilities to make 
things easier for each 
other.”

3. “Team members are 
willing to help each other 
complete jobs and meet 
deadlines.”

Information Exchange 
Think of situations when your 
top management team made 
important decisions regard-
ing your firm’s future. Using a 
five-point scale ranging from 
1 (“low effectiveness”) to 5 
(“high effectiveness”), assess 
your team on:

1.	Quantity of ideas
2.	Quality of solutions
3.	Level of creativity and  

innovation

Joint Decision-Making
Using a five-point scale 
ranging from 1 (“strongly 
disagree”) to 5 (“strongly 
agree”), assess the extent to 
which you agree with the fol-
lowing statements regarding 
the behavior of your team:

1. “Team members usually let 
each other know when their 
actions affect another team 
member’s work.”

2. “Team members have a 
clear understanding of the 
joint problems and needs of 
other team members.”

3. “Team members usually 
discuss their expectations 
of each other.”

SOURCES: “Modeling the Multilevel Determinants of Top Management 
Team Behavioral Integration” by Z. Simsek, J.F. Veiga, M.H. Lubatkin and 
R.N. Dino (Academy of Management Journal, 2005). Also, “Top Manage-
ment Groups: A Conceptual Integration and Reconsideration of the ‘Team’ 
Label” (Research in Organizational Behavior, 1994) and “Fragmentation 
and the Other Problems CEOs Have With Their Top Management Teams” 
(California Management Review, 1995) both by D.C. Hambrick.

exhibit 1
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