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Abstract

This dissertation includes two papers. The first paper reports on a field study of collective efficacy. Two major relationships are examined: (1) the effects of a group’s prior collective efficacy on current efficacy and (2) the effects of members’ distribution across work facilities (versus collocation) on efficacy. Also examined are the moderating effects of three communication variables: communication frequency, advanced technology use, and use of formalized agendas to organize group work. Data was drawn from a three-year longitudinal field study of 79 groups in a multinational energy firm. Results confirmed a positive effect of prior collective efficacy on current efficacy and a negative effect of members’ distribution on efficacy. Some communication behaviors strengthened the positive effect of prior efficacy on current efficacy and reduced the negative effects of member distribution on efficacy. Specifically, higher meeting frequency and electronic mail use strengthened the prior-to-current efficacy relationship; that is, these communication behaviors helped groups to improve their sense of collective efficacy over time. These same two communication behaviors also helped to diminish the negative effects of member distribution on collective efficacy. The effects of formal agenda, however, were mixed. Use of formal agendas to organize group work helped the prior-to-current efficacy relationship; however, formal agendas did not mitigate the negative effect of distribution as expected. The results show how group communication behaviors can reinforce a group’s efficacy over time and, in some cases, reduce the negative effects of member distribution. 

The second paper focuses exclusively on distributed groups and examines how communication behaviors influence collective efficacy and performance. Eighteen 5-person groups enrolled in a global executive MBA program at Duke University serve as the data source for this study. Using survey data, a significant positive relationship between collective efficacy and performance is observed. Similar to the first paper, use of formal agendas did not improve group efficacy; however, a direct, positive effect of this communication behavior on group performance is observed. Contrary to expectations, neither electronic communication frequency nor advanced technology use improved group efficacy or performance. In fact, groups benefited the most from use of traditional technologies (e.g., telephone) to coordinate their work. To further explore the communication dynamics of these groups, messages posted to each group’s electronic bulletin board space were examined over a 35-week period, comparing high versus low-performing groups. Four participation patterns characterized the higher performing groups: (1) uneven participation across members, (2) distinct phases of high communication activity over time, rather than consistently high levels of communication, (3) two dominant group members in any one period of communication, and (4) no more than three group members playing a dominant communication role during the life of the group. These results contradict much of the literature on communication in face-to-face groups, which suggests that even participation, consistent communication, and avoidance of domineering communication can improve group performance. To test the robustness of the study’s findings in a more controlled setting with larger sample size, the paper will conclude with a simulated experiment. Pending the results of the simulation, the paper suggests the need to revisit communication advice given to distributed groups. It may be that very different communication strategies are needed in distributed versus collocated groups.  
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