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But I never stopped collecting literature on flow. Flow would follow me around for years
thereafter.
In my first job as a consultant on strategy and organisational development I mostly
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employees, the very people responsible for realising that mission and vision, included in
the strategic plans. My thinking was that if the employees could be made to experience
flow in pursuit of the corporation’s objectives, the whole organisation would benefit tremendously. And yet no-one wrote about them. The conditions required for experiencing
individual flow were already well-known to science. All that remained to be done was to
implement them at scale, potentially putting whole organisations into a state of collective
flow. How marvellous would that be?
Clearly, the subject of flow had taken firm root in my mind, so I took it to Mathieu Weggeman of the Eindhoven University of Technology, my supervisor and counsellor while
I was graduating from a post-doc programme called Architectural Design Management
Systems a few years earlier. By a strange coincidence, he had recently published an article
introducing the concept of collective flow and arguing its importance in organisations.
With his help, I started my doctoral research into team flow in professional organisations,
the results of which are now happily ready to be shared with the world.
This research project on team flow has taken a while to complete, and if I were to claim
that I was in flow throughout the project I would be lying. Even so, I am entirely satisfied
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Summary
Research has shown that the psychological state of flow delivers great benefits to people
in many areas of life, including work settings. To date, however, flow has typically been
studied at the individual level in work environments, whereas the kinds of complex tasks
performed in professional organisations are often allocated to teams. Studies relating to
‘team flow’ have been relatively scarce. Despite the noted potential for optimal experience
(flow) to enhance effectiveness, productivity, performance, capabilities, and well-being,
there has been little research on how teams can harness the benefits of flow, especially in
the workplace.
The scientific goal of this dissertation was to improve the conceptualisation of flow as
a team-level phenomenon, to develop a dedicated measure to assess team flow, and to
empirically relate team members’ collective flow experiences to both individual-level and
team-level work outcomes. Team flow has been conceptualised by means of a literature
review on flow and team dynamics. Consequentially, field research was performed that
combined a quantitative research approach in which 83 teams (student project teams and
real world business teams) completed a survey (the Team Flow Monitor, or TFM) with a
qualitative approach consisting of in-depth interviews and a comparative analysis of 8 case
study reports from real-life business teams. The case study reports were composed using
Team Flow Monitor data collected monthly from all team members involved and using
semi-structured interview data obtained from team leaders with whom we reconstructed
the story of the teams’ flow experiences over the 6-month period of study.
In this dissertation, team flow is defined as a shared experience of flow during the
execution of interdependent personal tasks in the interest of the team, originating from
an optimised team dynamic and typified by seven prerequisites and four characteristics,
‘shared’ here meaning that individual team members experience flow simultaneously and
collectively while they work to advance the team’s purpose. Team flow starts with the
emergence of a collective ambition. From this collective ambition the team sets the other
6 prerequisites for team flow, which are: a common goal, aligned personal goals, high skill
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integration, open communication, safety, and mutual commitment. The prerequisites,
once in place, enable team members to experience the characteristics of team flow, which
are: a sense of unity, a sense of joint progress, mutual trust, and holistic focus. The empirical findings from the quantitative part of the research support the operationalisation of
team flow as a second-order model that consists of two factors (i.e., the prerequisites
and the characteristics of team flow). Moreover, team flow proved to relate positively to
measures of positive work experiences, subjective well-being, and team positivity. Furthermore, using a qualitative research design, we designed a process model of team flow that
describes the emergence of team flow and reveals how team dynamics conducive to team
flow also enable a boost in team performance, intrinsic motivation, and positive work
experiences, which in turn positively impacts workplace outcomes at the individual and
team levels (such as engagement and well-being).
Research on team flow also has important practical applications. Given its positive
impact on both subjective and more objective work outcomes, increasing the likelihood of
team flow experiences through organisational design could benefit individuals, teams, and
organisations. One practical goal for this research was therefore to arrive at a tested set of
design principles to assist management in the realisation of optimal conditions for team
development trajectories. We created a roadmap for startup teams to create a team flow
climate and an intervention protocol for existing teams to help them decide what specific
interventions could spark team flow in their unique situation.
The research herein described serves both theoretical and practical purposes, as it contributes important insights to the field of organisational behaviour, specifically to research
on positive psychology and team functioning, and offers an instrument for managing
and optimising team dynamics to allow teams and their managers to create the perfect
conditions for team flow experiences.
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Samenvatting
Onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat de psychologische staat van flow mensen vele voordelen
oplevert in allerlei omstandigheden, waaronder ook op het werk. Tot op heden is flow op
het werk echter grotendeels bestudeerd op individueel niveau terwijl de complexe taken
die worden uitgevoerd binnen bedrijven doorgaans juist aan teams worden uitbesteed.
Onderzoek naar ‘team flow’ is vooralsnog zeldzaam. Ondanks het aantoonbare potentieel
van optimale ervaringen (flow) om de effectiviteit, productiviteit, prestaties, capaciteiten
en het welbevinden te verhogen is er nog maar beperkt onderzoek verricht naar hoe teams
de voordelen van flow kunnen benutten, en al helemaal op het werk.
Het wetenschappelijk doel van dit proefschrift was om de theorievorming van flow als
fenomeen op team-niveau aan te scherpen, om een gespecialiseerd meetinstrument voor
team flow te ontwikkelen en om de gezamenlijke flowervaring van teamleden empirisch
te koppelen aan hun resultaten op individueel en teamniveau. Het concept team flow is
vormgegeven middels een literatuurstudie van flow en teamdynamiek. Vervolgens is er
veldonderzoek uitgevoerd. Dat onderzoek verenigde een kwantitatieve benadering waarbij
83 teams (studentenprojectteams en teams in commerciële bedrijven) een vragenlijst
invulden (de Team Flow Monitor ofwel TFM) met een kwalitatieve benadering bestaande
uit diepgaande interviews en een vergelijkende analyse van 8 casestudy-rapporten uit echte
bedrijfsteams. De casestudy-rapporten zijn samengesteld uit data die maandelijks met de
TFM werd ingewonnen bij alle deelnemende teamleden en uit gegevens verzameld middels semigestructureerde interviews met teamleiders waarin wij de flowervaringen van elk
team gedurende de 6 maanden van het onderzoek hebben gereconstrueerd.
In dit proefschrift wordt team flow gedefinieerd als een gedeelde ervaring van flow
tijdens het uitvoeren van wederzijds afhankelijke taken in het teambelang, voortkomend
uit een geoptimaliseerde teamdynamiek en getypeerd door zeven antecedenten en vier
componenten, waarbij ‘gedeeld’ inhoudt dat individuele teamleden tegelijk en gezamenlijk flow ervaren terwijl zij toewerken naar het doel van het team. Team flow begint
met de totstandkoming van een collectieve ambitie. Vandaaruit stelt het team de overige
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zes antecedenten van team flow in. Deze zijn: een gemeenschappelijk doel, afgestemde
persoonlijke doelen, complementaire vaardigheden, open communicatie, veiligheid en
wederkerige toewijding. Eenmaal ingeregeld zorgen de antecedenten ervoor dat teamleden
de componenten van team flow kunnen ervaren. Deze zijn: een gevoel van eenheid, een
gevoel van gezamenlijke vooruitgang, wederzijds vertrouwen en holistische aandacht. De
empirische bevindingen uit het kwantitatieve deel van het onderzoek staaft het operationaliseren van team flow als een model van de tweede orde bestaand uit twee factoren (de
antecedenten en componenten van team flow). Team flow bleek positief gerelateerd met
maten als positieve werkervaring, subjectief welzijn en de positiviteit van het team. Met
een kwalitatief onderzoeksontwerp hebben we bovendien een procesmodel ontworpen
dat de totstandkoming van team flow beschrijft en aantoont hoe een teamdynamiek die
team flow ondersteunt ook een impuls kan geven aan teamprestaties, intrinsieke motivatie
en positieve werkervaringen die op hun beurt weer een positieve uitwerking hebben op
resultaten op de werkvloer op individueel en teamniveau (zoals betrokkenheid en welzijn).
Onderzoek naar team flow heeft ook belangrijke praktische toepassingen. Gezien de
positieve impact van flow op zowel objectieve als subjectieve werkvloerresultaten zou het
verhogen van de waarschijnlijkheid dat team flow wordt ervaren met behulp van organisatieontwerp waarschijnlijk voordeel opleveren voor individuen, teams en organisaties. Een
praktisch doel van dit onderzoek was dan ook om tot een geteste set ontwerpprincipes te
komen die managers kan helpen de optimale omstandigheden te realiseren voor teamontwikkelingstrajecten. We hebben een stappenplan geschreven waarmee beginnende teams
een team flowklimaat kunnen scheppen, en daarnaast een interventieprotocol waarmee
vooral bestaande teams kunnen ontdekken en bepalen welke specifieke interventies hen
zullen helpen meer team flow te ervaren.
Het hier beschreven onderzoek dient zowel theoretische als praktische doeleinden, daar
het belangrijke nieuwe inzichten bijdraagt aan het onderzoeksveld organisatiecultuur, en
dan specifiek onderzoek naar positieve psychologie en teamfunctioneren. Daarnaast biedt
het een instrument voor het beheren en optimaliseren van teamdynamieken zodat teams
en hun managers de ideale omstandigheden voor team flowervaringen kunnen realiseren.
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ChapTer 1
Introduction
In recent years, employees have increasingly organised themselves into groupings like project teams, task forces, self-guided teams and working groups (Carton & Cummings, 2012;
Guzzo & Dickson, 1996). They do so in order to improve their collective performance.
Teaming up is a way for people to join forces and act more swiftly and decisively (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). That is a demand made by the current market. For organisations
to continue to exist, they must deliver high quality against low costs, often against a tight
deadline. As a consequence, employees find themselves in high-pressure environments,
subjected to a lot of stress and its many undesirable effects on performance and well-being.
Flow is a state people experience when they are completely absorbed in and energetically
focused on an activity they are highly motivated to perform (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). In
moments of flow, our thoughts, desires and emotions are in harmony (Csikszentmihalyi,
1997). We usually perform better, feel challenged and experience satisfaction and a sense
of meaning. (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Landhäußer & Keller, 2012).
The experience of flow is most readily attained by people using their unique talent in
a flow-conducive environment. If you create the right conditions for everyone on a team
to act on their strengths in a state of flow together at the same time, you allow people,
teams and organisations to achieve their maximum potential. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi
describes the experience of flow among surgical teams like this: “Surgeons say that during
a difficult operation they have the sensation that the entire operating team is a single
organism, moved by the same purpose; they describe it as a ‘ballet’ in which the individual
is subordinated to the group performance, and all involved share in a feeling of harmony
and power” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 65). Csikszentmihalyi explains the general experience of flow as follows: “When someone invests all their mental energy into an interaction
– with another man, a boat, a mountain or a piece of music – they become part of an
action system that is greater than that of the individual. This system derives its shape from
the rules of the activity, and its energy from the attention of the individual. But it is a real
system – emotionally as real as a family, a company or a team – and the self that is part of

Chapter 1

it pushes its limits and is more complex than it was” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, p. 65). This
description of an individual’s flow experience while working in a team suggests that there
may be such a thing as team flow, a shared experience in which the members of a team
each experience flow as they perform a joint activity. How wonderful would it be if that
existed? What could the consequences be?
To put it simply, if the work environment were organised in a way that allows employees
to experience flow as they tackle shared challenges, it would most likely result in increased
enjoyment, satisfaction, personal development and shared performance. People will perform better together and their experience with team flow will likely encourage them to
tackle new and even greater shared challenges. How great would it be to work somewhere
that had such a social system in place? That is what makes it worthwhile to investigate
whether there really is such a thing as team flow and whether the social system needed to
enable team flow can be realised in the modern workplace.

1.1 The Flow experience
A lot of research on flow has been done since Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi introduced it as
an optimal experience in 1975. In his first book, Beyond Boredom and Anxiety, flow was
defined as “a holistic sensation that people feel when they act with total involvement”
(Csikszentmihalyi 1975, p.36). Flow is a mental state that we experience when we are
completely absorbed in an activity. The experience of flow is intrinsically rewarding and
intrinsically motivating, which is why it has been described as an optimal experience.
The sense of enjoyment seems to arise from involvement in the activity itself, rather than
from any external rewards or punishments. What people experience in the process of
performing their task might be more important to them than pursuing any predefined
results. “In the flow state, action follows upon action according to an internal logic that
needs no conscious intervention by the actor. It is a unified experience, flowing from one
moment to the next, in which (s)he is in control of his or her actions, and in which is little
distinction between self and environment, between stimulus and response, or between
past, present and future.” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 36) Flow is also a central topic in
studies on subjective-wellbeing. Flow is used to explain, among other things, such organisational phenomena as engagement (Kahn, 1990; Seligman, 2012), motivation (Kanfer
& Heggestad, 1997), performance (Spreitzer, Quinn, & Fletcher, 1995), and job crafting
(Wrzesniewski, LoBuglio, Dutton, & Berg, 2013). Flow yields positive and/or pleasant experiences and contributes to the subjective well-being of organisation members (Seligman,
2011). Flow therefore holds significant potential for both individuals and organisations.
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Beautiful descriptions of flow experiences from chess players, artists, poets, rock climbers and composers abound in Csikszentmihalyi’s works. To provide a sense of these experiences, some examples published in the relevant literature are provided here.
You are so involved in what you’re doing, you aren’t thinking of yourself as separate
from the immediate activity. You don’t see yourself as separate from what you’re doing.
A rock climber (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 39)
It’s like opening a door that’s floating in the middle of nowhere and all you have to do is
go and turn the handle and open it and let yourself sink into it. You can’t particularly
force yourself through it. You just have to float. If there’s any gravitational pull, it’s from
the outside world trying to keep you back from the door.
A poet (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004, timestamp 11:15)
You are in an ecstatic state to such a point that you feel as though you almost don’t exist.
I have experienced this time and time again. My hand seems devoid of myself, and I
have nothing to do with what is happening. I just sit there watching it in a state of awe
and wonderment. And [the music] just flows out of itself.
A composer (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 44)
The game is a struggle, and the concentration is like breathing – you never think about
it. The roof could fall in and, if it missed you, you would be unaware of it.
A chess player (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 39)
Your concentration is complete. Your mind isn’t wandering, you are not thinking of
anything else, you are totally involved in what you are doing. Your body feels good.
You are not aware of any stiffness. Your body is awake all over. No area where you feel
blocked or stiff. Your energy is flowing very smoothly. You feel relaxed, comfortable, and
energetic.
A dancer (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 39)
If I have enough space, I am in control. I feel I can radiate an energy into the atmosphere. It’s not always necessary that another human being be there to catch that energy.
I can dance for walls; I can dance for floors… I don’t know if it’s usually a control of
the atmosphere. I become one with the atmosphere.
A dancer (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 44)
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A strong relaxation and calmness comes over me. I have no worries of failure. What
a powerful and warm feeling it is! I want to expand, hug the world. I feel enormous
power to effect something of grace and beauty.
A dancer (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 44)
Well, I have found myself at times so super concentrated in a game that nothing else
exists. Nothing exists except the act of participating and swinging the ball. [The other
player must] be there to play the game, but I’m not concerned with him. I’m not
competing with him at that point. I’m attempting to place the ball in the perfect spot,
and it has no bearing on winning or losing.
A handball player (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 45).
The mystique of rock climbing is climbing; you get to the top of a rock glad it’s over but
really wishing it would go on forever. The justification of climbing is climbing, like the
justification of poetry is writing; you don’t conquer anything except things in yourself…
The act of writing justifies poetry. Climbing is the same: recognizing that you are in
flow. The purpose of the flow is to keep on flowing, not looking for a peak or utopia but
staying in the flow. It is not a moving up but a continuous flowing; you move up only to
keep the flow going. There is no possible reason for climbing except the climbing itself; it
is a self-communication.
A rock climber (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 48)
It’s self-catalysing… The moves… create each other. The move you’re planning to do
is also the genesis of the move you’re going to do after you’ve done that one. It’s an
indefinite interrelationship, a kind of crystalline hook-up.
A rock climber (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 85).
You’re so involved in what you’re doing [that] you aren’t thinking about yourself as
separate from the immediate activity. You’re no longer a participant observer, only a
participant. You’re moving in harmony with something else you’re a part of.
A rock climber (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 86)
I get intellectual enjoyment – like the chess player or the academic who studies…
ancient Mesopotamian toothpicks… The craft is enjoyable – like carpentry is in itself
fun…. The gratification of taking an extremely difficult problem and making it go.
A surgeon (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 129).
Clearly, moments of flow can occur during any kind of activity, and just as clearly, the
various elements of the flow experience are linked and interdependent (Csikszentmihalyi,
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1975). Flow experiences have been reported while engaging in sports, making music,
painting, driving, talking with friends, working, and studying (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997;
Eisenberger, Jones, Stinglhamber, Shanock, & Randall, 2005).
The flow experience can range from microflow to macroflow. Microflow experiences are
those simple, unstructured activities that people perform throughout the day that give
little positive enjoyment but are indispensable for normal functioning (Csikszentmihalyi,
1975). Macroflow can be found in the kinds of complex, structured activities that can
sustain full-fledged flow experiences. The activities people choose to engage in for the purpose of experiencing flow fall on a wide distribution. For instance, in Csikszentmihalyi’s
study on ‘flow patterns in everyday life’ he found that some people report having only 6
percent of their microflow experiences during social activities while others reported rates
up to 82 percent (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 16). This suggest that there are different
patterns of microflow characteristics for different people, and we believe that the same
applies to macroflow experiences based on the wide range of activities that people engage
in (from writing poems to climbing mountains) to experience macroflow. The experience
of macroflow tends to be extremely intense, which is why it is also referred to as deep flow.
When someone is determined to achieve an important goal (like climbing Mount Everest
or taking over the family business) and the various activities they engage in in pursuit
of that goal come together in a unified flow experience, they feel like their desires seek
fulfilment without conscious intervention and that their feelings, thoughts and actions
are in harmony. Life, for them, is one big flow activity containing lots of microflow and
macroflow experiences.
Csikszentmihalyi (1975, 2000) investigated the nature and elements of flow by conducting interviews, commissioning surveys and, more empirically, by having study participants
answer the same set of questions at various times over the course of the day prompted by
randomised beepers. By these various means, he collected a mountain of data on which
to base his list of the nine elements that define the occurrence of flow. Of these nine
elements, three can be actively created by the individual as a function of the surrounding
environment, while the other six tend to be emergent, experiential reactions that arise in
some instances of the other three being present (Hamilton & Hurford, 2007; Nakamura
& Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, 2009).
People experiencing flow are in a system in which they: (1) experience a challenge that
tests the limits of their skills; (2) continually strive for a clearly defined and achievable
goal; and (3) receive immediate feedback about their progress. During the flow experience
itself, people often achieve a subjective state in which they: (4) focus completely on the
task at hand, oblivious to distraction; (5) have the sense of being in control, a sense
that they can deal with the situation because they know exactly how to respond to what
happens next, so they have no fear of failure; (6) experience the merger of their actions
and their awareness, leading to spontaneous action; (7) become one with the task and
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experience a loss of the reflective self; (8) lose their sense of time, which seems to stop or
fly by; and most importantly (9) experience the performance of the task as intrinsically
rewarding, such that often the end goal is just an excuse for engaging in the process. One
of the most important findings of Csikszentmihalyi’s studies has been that any activity
can produce the optimal flow experience for individuals, as long as it meets the above
requirements (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993).
The choice to engage in a given activity is also personal. Some people enjoy activities they can share with others (like playing in an orchestra), while others choose more
solitary pursuits. These activities all share the conditions required for a person to experience individual flow, though the shared ones make the experience partially dependent
on the person’s teammates. The different experiences provide different levels and types
of enjoyment. Team activities, for instance, provide more friendship and camaraderie
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975).
In this perspective, an interesting finding is that adults experience flow more often
at work than at leisure (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). At work, people are often placed in
challenging situations that require considerable skill and encourage concentration, creativity and satisfaction. Work activities also tend to have the elements (especially the first
three prerequisites) that enable the experience of flow. It would therefore be interesting
to further investigate the context of flow at work, where teams of people strive towards
collective goals.

1.2 Flow in Business Teams
The reason team flow is here introduced as a new construct is the rising importance of
the team in organisations. In today’s economy, companies face a challenging business
environment in which tasks must be performed that are so complex that teams rather than
individual employees are required to accomplish key objectives. Moreover, the complexity
of these tasks often requires that individuals with different knowledge, skills, and expertise
work together to accomplish them. In response, many large companies have transformed
from hierarchical organisations to organisations defined by purpose, process, and people
(Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1999). This has resulted in middle management perspectives becoming the subject of study, which includes the examination of management roles (Bartlett
& Ghoshal, 1997), delegation (Dobrajska, Billinger, & Karim, 2015), leadership styles
(Beatty & Lee, 1992), and management actions (Mantere, 2008). In this new development, teams play an important role, making the improvement of team performance an
important subject of study. The literature on teams has notably explored what makes
teams effective in terms of efficiency, productivity, response times, quality, customer
satisfaction and innovation (Cohen & Bailey, 1997). For instance, when managers share
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similar mental models of task processes and outcomes, they are more likely to understand
one another’s perspectives, communicate more easily, coordinate more effectively, and improve overall team performance (Salas & Cannon-Bowers, 2001; Wooldridge, Schmid, &
Floyd, 2008). Further potential advantages to using teams instead of individuals include
synergistic levels of performance and creativity, increased flexibility and reductions in
production costs and absenteeism (Delarue, Van Hootegem, Procter & Burridge, 2008;
Larson, 2010; Richter, Dawson & West, 2011).
Unfortunately, teams are also associated with problems of coordination, motivation,
trust, conflict, status and ego (Hackman, 1998; Lencioni, 2002; Steiner, 1972). Although
the value of coherent, high-performing teams is obvious, creating them can be something
of a challenge, especially in the context of ad hoc business teams. One of the keys to
accomplishing this is focusing not just on building a healthy team dynamic, but also on
intrinsic motivation, satisfaction and psychological well-being at the individual and team
levels (Hackman & Wageman, 2005). Indeed, past research has shown a number of connections between these concepts and creativity, productivity, and company performance
(Dolan & Metcalfe, 2012; Fisher, 2010; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005; Wright &
Cropanzano, 2004). It behoves companies, therefore, to focus on intrinsic motivation,
satisfaction and psychological well-being at the individual, team, and even organisational
levels (Fisher, 2010). To give just one example, positive mood correlates to perceived
degrees of skill, interest, and self-motivation in achievement-oriented employees, all of
which contribute to higher performance (Eisenberger et.al., 2005).
Katzenbach & Smith (1993) define a team as “a small number of people with complementary skills who are committed to a common purpose, set of performance goals, and approach for
which they hold themselves mutually accountable” (p.112). There are any number of other
definitions of and perspectives on the team across the literature. Most of them describe
a team as a special kind of group with a well-developed collective identity that works
as a unit to achieve a specific [set of ] goal[s], which in turn makes the team members
interdependent to a significant degree.
Weggeman, Lammers & Akkermans (2007) introduce the term collective flow as an
extension of Csikszentmihalyi’s flow. Collective flow applies to situations in which many
workers experience high-level process aesthetics while working together on the same artefact at the same time and in the same process. According to Weggeman et al. (2007), the
experience of high-level process aesthetics is the experience of beauty people have when
participating in the creation of an artefact. This can happen while playing the violin in a
symphony orchestra, while repairing a machine or while preparing a meal. This description of collective flow is congruent with Csikszentmihalyi’s study among surgeons, where
one of the surgeon explained the flow experience thusly: “It’s very satisfying and if it is
somewhat difficult it is also exciting. It’s very nice to make things work again, to put things
in their right place so that they look as they should and fit neatly. This is very pleasant,
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particularly when the group works together in a smooth and efficient manner: then the
aesthetics [emphasis added] of the whole situation can be appreciated” (Csikszentmihalyi,
1975, p. 129). Weggeman et al. (2007) assume that the whole point of experiencing
‘process aesthetics’ is that beautiful processes often lead to good results. The ability to
produce beauty, whether in the process, the outcome, or both, motivates people to both
start projects and stick with them. How often members of an organisation have aesthetically pleasing work experiences (flow) therefore determines, at least in part, how engaged
they are. This leads Weggeman et al. (2007) to the proposition that organisations should
be designed to foster flow experiences. Collective experiences of flow could then lead to
better results.
Given that teamwork and cooperation are currently much studied and greatly in
demand, it would be useful to study flow at the team level and hopefully contribute
meaningfully to current flow theory and help teams and team members have more flow
experiences. Despite the previously described potential for team flow to enhance a team’s
effectiveness, productivity, performance, and capabilities, studies on the subject are scarce.
No clear conceptualisation of team flow yet exists. Nor has there been a dedicated effort to
asses it and empirically relate team members’ collective flow experiences to work outcomes
at the individual and team level. It is therefore interesting to conceptualise team flow as a
unique construct, to create a measure to assess it, and to develop generic recommendations
that will aid in achieving team flow in the context of a business organisation.

1.3 Toward an Understanding of Team Flow
Significant research has already been conducted on intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan,
2008) and the ‘subjective phenomenology’ of intrinsic motivation has been well described
by Csikszentmihalyi (1975/2012). Nevertheless, no systematic empirical research has
yet been performed to clarify the subjective phenomenology of the collective intrinsically
motivated activity that occurs in teams, and which we have therefore dubbed team flow.
There are ample scientific and practical reasons to conceptualise team flow as a unique
construct, to create a measure to assess it, and to develop generic recommendations to aid
in achieving it within a business context.
The elements of team flow can possibly be derived from the elements of individual flow.
Some aspects of organisational theory, such as theories of group and/or team dynamics,
can help to understand the complex concept of the team in the context of professional
organisations and in relation to the team flow experience. Also, knowing which conditions are required for flow experiences to occur leads us naturally to the question of the
degree to which these conditions are present for members of teams and/or organisations.
In order to describe the emergence of team flow and to recommend interventions that will
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promote the occurrence of team flow, we will need to specify all the elements of team flow:
its prerequisites, its characteristics and its consequences. This brings us to the following
research question for this dissertation:
1. What is a useful definition of team flow in the context of professional business
teams?
Once we know how to define team flow, it will be interesting to describe the team flow
experience and its elements, distinguishing between its prerequisites and its characteristics.
Our second research question is therefore:
2. What are the conditions under which team flow occurs in professional organisations
and what are the benefits of the team flow experience?
When the proper conceptualisation of team flow becomes clear, it will be interesting to
develop an instrument to measure the phenomenon. Measuring team flow as a construct
composed of prerequisites and characteristics can give us insight into how the experience
relates to its outcomes (i.e., performance, well-being) on both the individual and team
levels. Hence the following research questions:
3. What is a valid and reliable instrument to measure team flow within professional
organisations?
4. How does the experience of team flow within professional organisations affect individual and team-level outcomes?
If team flow can be assessed and can be shown to lead to positive outcomes, then clearly it
would be beneficial to help professional teams achieve team flow. The distinction between
prerequisites and characteristics is helpful in figuring out how to create circumstances
around these professional teams that make team flow likely to occur. That is why we also
want to answer the following questions:
5. Through what processes does team flow emerge within professional organisations?
If the prerequisites for team flow are clear and we understand the process by which team
flow usually emerges, we can start developing an intervention protocol to spark team
flow in professional organisations. This research is therefore also aimed at developing an
intervention protocol to spark team flow. This intervention protocol will be a helpful tool
for consultants and leaders attempting to spark team flow. The protocol will describe the
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phenomenon of team flow and suggest possible interventions for a number of different
situations. Before such a protocol, the following research question must be answered:
6. How could we help teams achieve team flow within professional organisations?

1.4 Contribution
The scientific goal of this dissertation is to empirically study the elements of team flow
and to increase the relevance of this theory to the study of organisational behaviour. In
doing so, this research will contribute to both flow theory and organisational theory. It
sets out to describe a theory on team flow (as distinct from individual flow) and to test
the proposed elements (prerequisites and characteristics) of team flow. Furthermore, this
dissertation has important contributions to make in the area of increasing subjective wellbeing and performance. If the people involved in organisation design learn how to increase
the likelihood of team flow experiences, individuals, teams, and organisations will benefit.
The practical goal of this research is to design interventions that foster team flow experiences. This is also called the design problem, because it concerns the design and testing
of a method to spark team flow with CIMO logic and is based on “design-based research”
(Andriessen, 2004; Collins, Joseph, & Bielaczyc, 2004; Gorard & Taylor, 2004). In
design-based research, existing theory, case-based evidence, and practical expertise are used
to help solve a problem in the field. In the case of this research, the problem-in-the-field
concerns stimulating team flow in a specific organisational environment. The solution
to be provided will include the development of a team flow model and a programme of
interventions intended to spark team flow. CIMO logic is a tool for understanding the
effect of an intervention. In our case, we want to lead a business team to the outcome (O)
of experiencing team flow by means of a mechanism (M), consisting of the prerequisites
of team flow as triggered in a particular context (C), being the circumstances of the team
involved, using a planned intervention (I) from the design.

1.5 Outline
The chapters of this dissertation cover four studies, presented in sequence: A literature
study, a quantitative survey study, and a qualitative interview analysis with a subsequent
qualitative cross-case-study analysis. The chapters were written to be readable separately,
outside of the context of this dissertation. That made repetition of definitions and explanations of vital concepts unavoidable.
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Chapter 2 is an extensive literature study on flow and team dynamics resulting in a
conceptualisation of team flow theory. This conceptualisation will contain a definition
of team flow (research question 1) as well as its prerequisites, characteristics, and benefits
(research question 2).
The studies in chapter 3 describe the development of the Team Flow Monitor (TFM)
as an instrument to measure team flow (research question 3). The development of the
TFM prompts several empirical studies to validate it and test the distinction between
prerequisites and characteristics. Additionally, the TFM will reveal whether team flow
correlates positively with various outcome variables on the individual and team levels
(research question 4).
Chapter 4 presents two studies that contribute to a better understanding of the emergence of team flow (research question 5) and recommendations on how organisations
might create an environment where team flow is more likely to occur (research question
6). The data in chapter 4 was collected from real-world business teams through interviews
with team members and team experts (such as scholars, practitioners, and business leaders). In addition, a longitudinal study will be presented in which, over a period of six
months, multiple teams were monitored with the TFM, complemented by verbal evaluations (interviews) conducted at various points during the period.
Finally, chapter 5 integrates the findings of the aforementioned studies, explores their
theoretical and practical implications, and answers each of the research questions. This
dissertation then concludes by offering suggestions for further research and some recommendations for practical application.
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ChapTer 2
The Conceptualisation of Team Flow

2.1 Introduction
One of the supposed holy grails of today’s business world is the ability to get top performance from employees through their discretionary efforts over and above the requirements
of the job (Schaufeli, 2006; Schaufeli, Bakker, & Van Rhenen, 2009; Xanthopoulou,
Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009). Most of the research in this area has been focused
on individuals. The reality, however, is that companies face a challenging business environment in which tasks must be performed that are complex enough to require teams rather
than individual employees to accomplish them (Carton & Cummings, 2012). Further
potential advantages to using teams include synergistic levels of performance and creativity, and a reduction in production costs and absenteeism (Delarue et al., 2008a; Larson,
2010; Richter et al., 2011). Although the value of coherent, high-performing teams is
obvious, creating them is something of a challenge, especially in the context of ad hoc
business teams. One of the keys to doing this, however, is focusing not just on building a healthy team dynamic, which has been well-researched (e.g., Guzzo & Dickson,
1996; Katzenbach & Smith, 1993), but also on intrinsic motivation, satisfaction, and
psychological well-being at both the individual (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008) and team
levels (Hackman & Wageman, 2005). Past research has explored how these concepts relate
to constructs like creativity, productivity, and company performance (Dolan & Metcalfe,
2012; Eisenberger, Jones, Stinglhamber, Shanock & Randall, 2005; Fisher, 2010; Lyubomirsky, King & Diener, 2005; Wright & Cropanzano, 2004). It therefore makes sense
for companies to make these concepts work for them at the individual, team, and even
organisational levels (Fisher, 2010).
One of the major correlates of intrinsic motivation, satisfaction, and psychological wellbeing is the ability to have optimal experiences (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) with some degree
of frequency and consistency. In the work domain, several studies have linked flow to posi-
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tive outcomes like job satisfaction, intrinsic motivation, and vigour (Amabile & Kramer,
2007; Bryce & Haworth, 2002; Csikszentmihalyi & LeFevre, 1989; Demerouti, Bakker,
Sonnentag & Fullagar, 2012). Flow experiences are considered to be some of the most
enjoyable, rewarding, and engaging experiences of all, and typically involve automatic and
effortless action coupled with intense focus (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1996, 1997). The
benefits of having flow experiences are still being catalogued, but include improved overall
quality of life, increased self-efficacy, and a stronger sense of self. In this respect, work
produced during a flow experience tends to be more creative and of higher quality, giving
rise to more satisfaction and positive emotion (Bryce & Haworth, 2002; Csikszentmihalyi
& LeFevre, 1989; Fredrickson, 2001; Hektner, Schmidt & Csikszentmihalyi, 2007; Massimini & Carli, 1988). Additional benefits gained from high engagement (potentially
created by flow experiences) are a stronger emotional connection to the workplace and
increased willingness to put in discretionary effort (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001),
which can in turn contribute to high team performance (cf. Kirkman & Rosen, 1999;
Seligman, 2011).
Furthermore, flow is associated with high levels of constructs related to psychological capital (Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 2006) such as self-efficacy (Salanova, Bakker &
Llorens, 2006), self-esteem (Wells, 1988), personal resources such as self-efficacy beliefs
(Salanova et al., 2006), and organisational resources such as social support, which, in turn,
positively affect workers’ ability to marshal these resources to improve their performance
(Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007). Given the role of flow in the promotion
of both well-being and high performance at the individual level, we propose that flow
could have even more benefits and stronger positive effects at the team level by promoting
optimal experiences, well-being, and meaningful experiences in entire teams, all of which
tend to promote more creative production and higher performance (cf. Csikszentmihalyi,
1996, 1997).

2.2 Flow Theory in the Context of Work Teams
2.2.1 Defining flow
As noted above, much of the research on flow has been done at the individual level (Fisher,
2010). Flow can be considered as the enjoyable experience of having one’s attention
completely absorbed in the present moment while working on the challenges at hand.
The subject’s thoughts, feelings, wishes, and actions are in harmony, and the activity is
perceived to be intrinsically rewarding (Bryce & Haworth, 2002; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990,
1997; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). While experiencing flow, there is a sudden
and enjoyable merging of action and awareness, such that actions follow one upon the
other spontaneously and unselfconsciously (Rathunde & Csikszentmihalyi, 2007). To
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incorporate flow into theories of knowledge, performance, and social networks, Quinn
(2005) defines flow as the experience of situational awareness merging with the automatic
application of activity-relevant knowledge and skills, but his definition strays from most
research-based and canonical conceptions of flow.
Flow is more likely to occur when people perceive a challenge or an opportunity for
action that meets (or slightly exceeds) their skill level, which promotes deeper engagement (Abuhamdeh & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009; Asakawa, 2004; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990;
Moneta & Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). At that level of challenge relative to skill, individuals
stretch their abilities, which is likely to cause them to enhance their skills and increase
their self-efficacy and personal complexity (Csikszentmihalyi & LeFevre, 1989; cf. Ullén
et al., 2012). When people focus on what they are doing and are intrinsically motivated to
pursue their chosen activity (both elements typical of a flow experience), likely outcomes
include better performance and a desire to engage in the activity again in the future (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Landhäußer & Keller, 2012).
Flow activities tend to be characterised by nine key elements (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990;
Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). Three of them have been identified as prerequisites
for entering the flow state: 1) Clear proximal goals at every stage of the activity; 2) Clear
and relatively immediate feedback on one’s actions and progress (see Amabile & Kramer,
2011, for the value and importance of immediate feedback); 3) Perceived challenges, or
opportunities for action, that require high levels of skill. That last element generally refers
to activities with balanced, if high, levels of challenge and skill, but see Abuhamdeh &
Csikszentmihalyi, (2009).
With these elements in place, a person is able to experience six subjective states, which
account for the other six elements of flow: 4) A sense that one has control over the situation and no fear of failure, that is, a sense that one can deal with the situation because
one knows how to respond to whatever happens next (Hektner et al., 2007; Jackson &
Eklund, 2004); 5) Intense and focused concentration on the activity at hand, such that
all of one’s thoughts, effort, and attention are directed at the current task, and distractions
are totally excluded from consciousness; 6) A merger of action and awareness, meaning
that one’s involvement in an activity is so intense that the correct behaviour becomes
spontaneous and automatic; 7) The loss of reflective self-consciousness, such that all
concern for the self disappears and the person perceives a sense of unity with the activity
(i.e., loss of awareness of oneself as a social actor); 8) A distorted sense of the passage of
time (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1996); and finally 9) Autotelicity — the activity is done for
its own sake or is intrinsically rewarding, such that the stated goal tends to be an excuse for
engaging in the process. “An autotelic person is one who is able to enjoy what he is doing
regardless of whether he will get external rewards for it” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 22).
Three of the subjective characteristics of flow are easier for the individual to recall than
the others and could therefore function as triggers for entering the flow state. This is aided
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by the fact that people are partially able to influence these aspects. Through conscience
effort, with practice and/or training, a person should be able to achieve a certain level of
concentration. People are also quite capable of excluding from their work environment
any distractions that might damage their concentration on the task at hand. Therefore,
complete concentration on the present moment (where distractions are excluded from
consciousness) can also be seen as a prerequisite of the flow experience.
The same applies for the sense that one can control one’s actions. When one is in control
of the situation, one is not concerned about failing because one knows how to respond
to any situation, stimulus, or event that could possibly arise. When performing a task,
a person is able to influence the task environment, so it may be possible to eliminate
certain factors that cause people to worry about the possibility of failure. Besides that, a
person may choose to accept that factors beyond their control may affect the outcome of
their efforts and commit to perform to the best of their ability regardless. In this view,
situations are determined by the individual’s actions and their reactions to external influences, which implies that the individual is sufficiently in control of the self relative to the
situation/environment. Both approaches indicate that this element of flow can be seen as
a prerequisite as well as a characteristic of the flow experience.
It is also easier for people to recall the experience of an activity as intrinsically rewarding
when the activity they chose to engage in was one they love. This element of flow is known
as autotelicity, a term derived from the Greek auto, meaning “self ” and telos, meaning
“goal” (Nakamura, Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). Autotelic goals fit and feed the identity of the
people that choose them in a way that provides those people with purpose and meaning.
The autotelic experience can also be considered a prerequisite of flow. People who know
what they love to do just for the sake of doing it can choose to engage in that activity.
For instance, one can choose to play a specific instrument, or a specific kind of sport, or a
specific position (task or role) in a team.
The three remaining elements (merging of action and awareness; loss of reflective
self-consciousness; distortion of temporal experience) cannot be considered prerequisites
of the flow experience. Trying to create these elements for oneself invariably backfires
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, & Damon, 2001), causing people
to experience their exact opposites. Therefore, these elements are truly inherent characteristics of the flow experience.
To summarise, there are nine elements that define the flow experience and when an intense flow experience occurs, all nine are present. Three of these elements are prerequisites
for the flow experience and depend on the external task environment, three others bridge
the gap between the external environment and the internal experience of the subject, and
the last three are purely internal and strong indicators of whether flow is being experienced
(see table 1).
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Table 1. Classification of the nine elements of flow
1) Challenges matched to skill level
prerequisites

Elements that need to be created, or at least present, in the
work environment

2) Clear proximal goal(s)

Chapter 2

3) Clear and immediate feedback

Characteristics

4) Total concentration; Oblivious to distraction
Elements that can be influenced (like prerequisites) but are
also indicative of flow (like characteristics)

5) Sense of control; No fear of failure
6) Intrinsic motivation; Autotelic experience
7) Merging of action and awareness

Elements describing internal states that only occur during
flow experiences

8) Loss of reflective self-consciousness
9) Distorted experience of time passing

Flow is a highly desirable state that is worth promoting by ensuring its prerequisites are
present in work contexts. Although we have seen that flow has may positive aspects,
research shows that there are also some downsides to the flow experience. The definition
of flow reveals that people will incur great costs to achieve it because the experience is so
enjoyable (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). This urge can make people expend too much time,
money, and physical effort, and cause them to disregard other goals, jeopardising their
psychological growth (Schüler, 2012). Schüler (2012) goes on to explain that each of the
conditions of flow has a particular downside. The loss of reflective self, for example, could
lead one to neglecting one’s long-term or future goals and personal values, and complete
concentration on the task at hand could cause on to exclude situationally irrelevant but
still vitally important information, such as social cues about the inappropriateness of one’s
behaviour, or forgetting time in the context of time-sensitive tasks. In short, flow experiences can potentially lead to short-sighted, self-centred and/or high-risk behaviours. We
should be aware of these negative consequences when conceptualising team flow.
Schüler (2012) further states that flow experiences show some overlap with addiction,
referencing Csikszentmihalyi’s statement that “when a person becomes so dependent on
the ability to control an enjoyable activity that (s)he cannot pay attention to anything else,
then he loses the ultimate control: the freedom to determine the content of consciousness”
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 62). In our view, the experience of flow is never the reason
people get addicted, but it may serve as a potentially harmful coping mechanism for
people who are dealing with psychological difficulties with any number and combination
of physical, mental, circumstantial and emotional factors. Therefore, addiction should not
be considered a negative aspect of flow. Nor does addiction need to be considered when
applying the conceptualization of flow to the context of work teams. It is enough that
people be made aware that flow-seeking behaviour may be indicative of an underlying
psychological disturbance, especially when undertaken to excess.
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To experience flow, people seek out significant challenges to test their skills against.
Naturally, these challenging activities are often accompanied by significant risk (Rheinberg, 1991). Similar points have been made in other studies over the years, suggesting that
the loss of reflective self may impair risk-assessment skills and that the desire to have more
(inherently pleasurable) flow experiences may increase risk acceptance (Rheinberg, 1991;
Sato, 1988; Schüler & Pfenninger, 2012). When considering these previous findings, it is
important to remember that in many activities, risk-taking is appropriate, if not downright
necessary, behaviour. Most businesses stand to benefit enormously from promoting flow in
their teams and individual employees, even if it does incur some measure of risk. Mitigating that risk is best accomplished within the team, by keeping lines of communication
open, staying aware of what each team member is attempting, and flagging unacceptable
risks before they lead to catastrophe. Even acceptable risks will occasionally lead to failure,
but failure and the ability to tolerate and learn from failure are what allows team members
to operate at the peak of their ability while at the same time allowing them to grow their
skills.
One final point is that flow can be experienced in any kind of activity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), even those undertaken in antisocial contexts (Csikszentmihalyi & Rathunde,
1993), like aggression, violence and crime. Whether these experiences are truly satisfying
and/or gratifying is questionable. Most of these behaviours and their likely underlying
causes seemingly have little to do with “doing something for its own sake,” and more
with significant psychological and socio-economic factors such as emotional disturbance,
poverty, mental illness, and drifting social norms in small groups. Flow-seeking may play a
role, but that does not make it any more inherently harmful than is basic pleasure-seeking.
Overall, we think that flow should be considered a positive experience. It is a gratifying,
holistic experience arising from engaging in a challenging but doable activity. When flow
is experienced in an unhealthy context or while engaged in a damaging activity, there will
likely be negative consequences. Though these consequences may be severe, ranging from
feelings of regret to real and lasting damage to people’s lives, flow is at worst a contributing
factor, never a direct cause. On the individual level, these downsides can be mitigated
through awareness and vigilance. In the context of team flow, such mitigation is likely
to be much more effective, since there is a whole team of people ensuring that each team
member keeps contributing to the team’s overall objectives.
2.2.2 Defining teams
In order to consider the application of flow to teams (as opposed to artistic ensembles,
etc.), we must define what constitutes a team and give some initial indication of how flow
can be integral to the nature of a team. As a working definition of a team, we will use
Katzenbach & Smith’s (1993): “a small number of people with complementary skills who
are committed to a common purpose, set of performance goals, and approach for which
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they hold themselves mutually accountable” (p. 112). This is in line with most definitions
for teams in the work context (e.g., Forsyth, 2009) and highlights several key aspects of
a team’s makeup. First, it maintains that a team is small, which is important because it is
difficult for all of the members of a large group to be part of the same dynamic (e.g., flow
experience; Moreland, Levine, & Wingert, 1996). Second, the mention of complementary
skills highlights one of the main purposes for having a team in the first place: there is
a job to be done that one person alone cannot do. Indeed, if everyone had the same
skills, then the group would likely devolve into individuals engaged in parallel processing. Complementary skills allow for the synergy that high-performing teams exhibit and
utilise (Moreland & Levine, 1992). Members of a team must hold each other mutually
accountable, whereas members of a group need not. Being collaborators, team members
are utterly dependent on one another’s contributions, whereas a group can consist of
mostly independent operators engaged in parallel processing. The common purpose is a
core aspect of the team’s definition. It guides the actions of all members and forces each
member to rely on the complementary skills of each other member in order to achieve the
team’s shared goals. Performance benchmarks and accountability inform the provision of
feedback, which maintains the cohesiveness of the team and guides both the team dynamic
and the application of each individual’s unique skill set (Katzenbach & Smith, 1992),
which ties in nicely with several of the aforementioned characteristics of flow experiences.
2.2.3 Overview of extant research on collective flow at work
Few studies have been conducted into flow experiences among team members of professional teams at work. An overview of the most important research that has been done on
the subject is here provided to frame our conceptualisation of team flow in a business
context.
One of the pioneers in this specific area of study is Keith Sawyer, who defined group
flow as “a collective state that occurs when a group is performing at the peak of its abilities”
(Sawyer, 2003, p. 167). His work is mainly based on groups in the performing arts, such
as jazz bands and improvisational theatre companies. Sawyer (2007) contends that group
flow emerges in contexts where ten key flow-enabling conditions are present. They are: (1)
the group’s goal, (2) close listening, (3) complete concentration, (4) being in control, (5)
blending egos, (6) equal participation, (7) familiarity, (8) communication, (9) moving it
forward, (10) the potential for failure. These conditions were arrived at through qualitative
research methods and not validated by quantitative measures.
Sawyer (2006) defines group flow as a property of the group as a collective unit: “Group
flow is not the same thing as the psychological state of flow. It depends on interaction
among performers and it emerges from this process. The group can be in flow even when
the members are not [emphasis added]; or the group might not be in flow even when the
members are. The study of group flow thus requires a fundamentally social psychology and
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must proceed by examining the interactional dynamics among members during performance” ( p. 159). While we concede that a group can attain a ‘collective state of mind,’ we
disagree with Sawyer’s view that group flow allows for individuals not to experience flow.
This is supported by studies on athletes experiencing flow in group sports (cf. Jackson &
Eklund, 2004; Jackson, Kimiecik, Ford, & Marsh, 1998; Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi,
1999; Russell, 2001), as well as a report on flow in motorcycle gangs in Japan (Sato, 1988),
which show that it is the individual who experiences flow as a function of participating in
a group activity and when all individuals share this flow experience, team flow occurs. For
instance, Russel (2001) mentioned the importance of team interaction as an antecedent
for flow in sports teams, whereas Jackson (1995) spoke of partner unity.
Armstrong’s definition of group flow is based on Sawyer’s definition and was applied
in a study among small groups of students in a mathematics classroom. In this study,
they found that sufficient decentralisation of these small groups is necessary to reach
an experience of group flow. Armstrong found that a balance between the number of
shared structures and the nature of the collective goal (extrinsic or intrinsic) supports the
achievement of group flow. He stated that “the more extrinsic the goal, the more shared
structures are required to ensure that the group is able to achieve this goal in an effective
manner” (Armstrong, 2008, p. 103). Approaching this idea from the other side, he goes
on to say “when the group is problem-finding—then fewer shared structures are required,
and the group’s performance can be more exploratory and improvisational.” (Armstrong,
2008, p. 103) Moreover, he argues that as group flow emerges, so do psychical behaviours
such as posture, positioning, gestures, and facial expression, and verbal behaviours such as
modulated tone of voice, echoing, repeating words or phrases, altered rates of speech, and
fragmentation of speech. Team members also start synchronising their actions.
To incorporate flow into theories of knowledge, performance, and social networks,
Quinn (2005) defines flow in knowledge work as the merging of situational awareness
with activity-relevant knowledge and skills. He defines collective flow as the experience
of people “moving together toward shared or complementary goals, adjusting in real time
to each other’s expectations, needs, and contributions, and learning how others work
and how to interact effectively along the way” (p.637). In his doctoral thesis, Quinn
(2003) identified three key differences between individual and collective flow, which he
described as additional antecedents for the experience of collective flow. They are (1) the
coordination of activities between members of the collective through both cognitive and
affective processes, (2) a collective goal that takes precedence over the other elements of
the collective structure, and (3) the need for comparable levels of skill.
Walker (2010) coins the term social flow to refer to the experience of flow in a social
context and argues that social flow must be similar to solitary flow because in order to
experience the former, all the conditions for the latter must be met first. On the other
hand, social and solitary flow may be qualitatively different experiences. “After all, people
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act, think, and feel qualitatively differently within a group than they do by themselves
(cf. Allport, 1954; Asch, 1956; Latane & Darley, 1968; Lewin, 1952; Milgram, 1965;
Zimbardo, 1969)” (p 4.).
Walker (2010) describes a specific type of social flow, interactive social flow, which occurs
when team members interact intensively in situations where they are highly interdependent and must cooperate to coordinate their performances within the established team,
possibly serving as agents of flow for each other. Walker (2010) describes this form of flow
as mutual and reciprocal and states that “interactive social flow should be easily seen in
highly cohesive teams, in teams where there is agreement on goals, procedures, roles, and
patterns of interpersonal relations and the competency of team members is uniformly high
(Hackman, Wageman, Ruddy, & Ray, 2000) (p. 4).” Moreover, he found that when the
level of social interdependence was manipulated, participants in highly interdependent
teams reported more joy in flow than individuals performing less interdependently.
Walker (2010) suggested that more research is needed to uncover why more social tasks
lead to a form of flow that provokes more joy. He surmised that the contagious nature of
emotion could be one reason. Another factor could be that having people work together
actually raises the challenge of a task—this would certainly tally with previous research
showing that groups take more risks than individuals. In the context of this study, highly
interdependent participants were seen raising the challenge by passing the ball behind
their backs or under their legs. Walker also pondered whether social flow experiences
are subject to some emergent collective phenomenon that potentially makes them more
intense than the individual flow experiences of everyone involved.
Snow (2010) introduces the term interpersonal flow in the work context as:
The state in which two people are mutually engaged in a shared activity such that
both individuals would describe their the experience as (a) having their perspective
broadened by the other person, (b) feeling a shared sense of identity, (c) not feeling
self-conscious with each other, (d) not worrying about what outsiders think, (e)
having total concentration on the shared activity, (f ) feeling able to respond almost
instantly to presenting situations as a pair, (g) time passing more quickly or slowly
than usual, and (h) enjoyable and intrinsically rewarding. ( p. 2)
Interpersonal flow was predictive of the exchange of knowledge. Specifically, interpersonal
flow characterised by an interaction focus uniquely predicted the bestowal of knowledge,
whereas a task focus uniquely predicted the absorption of knowledge. These two focus
styles, of which team members may well be conscious as they cooperate on a task, could
help team members achieve a smoother collaboration and even a team-level flow experience.
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Sawyer, Snow, and Walker conceptualised their constructs of group flow, interpersonal
flow, and social flow, respectively, using sets of constituent constructs just as we will in
later paragraphs. An overview comparing and contrasting the building blocks of these four
different conceptualisations of plural flow as well as those of Csikszentmihalyi’s conceptualisation of individual flow is provided in table 10 in appendix 1.
Aubé et al. (2014) have studied the role of individual-level flow in work teams, testing the
relationship between flow, team goal commitment and team performance among students
working in a project management simulation. They found that flow was positively related
to team performance and influenced by goal commitment and the level of information
exchange. The practical recommendations they made after finishing their study included
that managers should implement interventions that foster the flow experience in their
teams, while at the same time encouraging information exchange between team members.
The research published by Aubé et al. did not include a broad conceptualisation of the
flow experience in teams. Collective flow should be considered as something more than
the sum of the individuals’ flow experiences. One reason to do that would be that in social
situations flow shows contagion effects (Bakker, 2005; Bakker, Oerlemans, Demerouti,
Slot, & Ali, 2011; Engeser & Schiepe-Tiska, 2012) and is derived from interdependent
taskwork (Keith, Anderson, Dean, & Gaskin, 2014; Sawyer, 2006; Walker, 2010) that
places additional prerequisites on the experience of flow and adds something to the experience because of this interdependence.
Keith et al. (2014) introduce the importance of mutual commitment to the conceptualisation of team flow and define team flow as a situation that “occurs when a team is able
to become completely immersed in an interdependent task that members are intrinsically
gratified together” (p.2). They argue that team flow is affected more by the nature of the
task itself (i.e., enjoyment, time dissociation, control, curiosity, immersion, communication) than by team cohesion, which is determined by how team members evaluate each
other (i.e. pride, unity and social relations) and found support for their argument while
doing research with teams participating in collaborative video gaming.
In another study, where secondary school students played a collaborative game that
merged digital and urban spaces, aggregated individual flow experiences predicted game
performance (Admiraal, Huizenga, Akkerman, & Dam, 2011).
In a study about flow at work, Salanova et al. (2006) found evidence for their contention that personal resources (i.e. self-efficacy beliefs) and organizational resources (i.e.
social support and clear goals) facilitated work-related flow among secondary school
teachers. They defined flow as work absorption, work enjoyment and intrinsic work
motivation. In turn, these flow experiences had a positive influence on those resources,
which provides support for the conceptualisation of flow as a virtuous cycle. In a study
elaborating on their earlier work, Salanova, Rodríguez-Sánchez, Schaufeli, & Cifre (2014)
extended Csikszentmihalyi’s (1975, 1990) flow model to the collective level (work groups)
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by including collective efficacy beliefs as a predictor of collective flow. They found that
collective efficacy beliefs predict collective flow over time, and that the two constructs are
reciprocally related.
In a study among talented Dutch soccer players, Bakker et al. (2011) showed that
environmental resources, particularly social support from the coach, and performance
feedback during the soccer game were positively related with performance measures. Flow
at the team level was more prevalent when the match resulted in a draw or win than
when the match resulted in a loss. This finding supports the idea that the individual flow
condition of a balance between challenge and skill is also applicable at the team level.
Baumgartner (2015) studied the relation between individual flow and performance
while engaging a small team of five in an airport simulation. Her findings suggest that
flow is deleterious for performance requiring adaptive responses and that it inflates reports
of subjective adaptive performance partially through positive affect. We also believe individual flow can have that effect, since its effects are limited to (one or more) individuals.
However, if flow were measured as a team-level construct composed of individual flow
experiences, we would expect the ‘adaptive responses’ to correlate positively with those
measurements. The reason we believe that is that, in a climate where team members correct and coach each other as they pursue a common goal, this collective effort may cancel
out the effect of ‘losing oneself in one’s personal task.’
Heyne, Pavlas, Salas et al. (2011a) set up an experiment with three-person teams that
were asked to complete a complex problem-solving task. In the study, researchers assessed
the aggregate level of individual flow along with the standard deviation of this aggregated
individual measure as a team-level measure. The results showed a correlation between
a team’s flow state and task performance and between its flow state and the processes
members engage in. This suggests that flow functions similarly in teams and individuals,
with the understanding that teams are subject to additional considerations, specifically
team communication, information sharing, and team member perceptions of teammate
performance and effort. Heyne et al. (2011a) support the idea of developing and testing a
comprehensive measure of flow at the team level (cf. Salanova et al., 2014; Walker, 2010).
Our intention to study team flow follows from the suggestion that collective flow ought
to be studied more extensively and from a broader perspective. Our research subjects
therefore include both the experiences of the individual (aggregated or otherwise) and the
context in which they occur (Fisher, 2010; Salanova et al., 2014; Sawyer, 2006; Walker,
2010). As noted by Snow (2010), little work has been done on the dynamics of team flow
experiences in the workplace outside the context of creative production. To remedy that,
our focus here is on group flow experiences as they apply to work teams. This necessitates
a more nuanced conception of team flow: one that includes a definition, its elements (a
description of how each element of individual flow is represented in the dynamics of the
team), and its benefits (the consequences and outcomes of team flow experiences). To
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that end, we review the literature regarding flow at the individual and group levels and
apply these findings to the context of work teams. From there, we distil a definition for
team flow in the work context and present a testable model of team flow that includes the
elements of the team flow experience.

2.3 Team Flow Theory
In this section, we will describe how individual team members derive flow from the team
dynamic and aggregate it into a shared, team-level experience. First, we will introduce the
proposed theory by delineating the nature and experience of team flow. Second, we will
clarify the relationship between this new theory and the extant theories about the nature
of both flow and team dynamics.
2.3.1 Team flow definition
In this dissertation, team flow is defined as a shared experience of flow during the execution
of interdependent personal tasks in the interest of the team, originating from an optimised team
dynamic and typified by seven prerequisites and four characteristics. In this definition, ‘shared’
means that individual team members are experiencing the mental state of flow simultaneously and collectively while executing their personal tasks for the team’s purpose. Team
flow experiences can occur when multiple team members experience individual flow at the
same time and in pursuit of the same goal, provided all of the prerequisites for team flow
are present. Because some of the elements of team flow are co-created and maintained by
the team, there are group-level aspects to team flow, so the theory of team flow presented
here is consistent with both Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990; 2002, 2009) and Sawyer’s (2003,
2006, 2007) theories.
An important difference between team flow and individual flow is that individual
experiences of flow arise from a set of circumstances created, maintained, and eventually
terminated by the individual. By contrast, in team flow the individual takes part in a team
dynamic over which they have limited control and which also limits their control over the
situation and circumstances in which they (and the team) work. That team dynamic can
have profound effects on both the individual and the team. For this reason, we concur
with Walker (2010) and Snow (2010) when they challenge the notion that flow must be
entirely in the control of the individual. In addition, while all flow research to date has
made the construct contingent upon a flow activity, we are examining a flow experience
that occurs because of a team dynamic that is centred around a common activity.
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Consistent with Kozlowski and Klein’s (2000) multilevel approach, as well as Gully,
Incalcaterra, Joshi, and Beaubien’s (2002) contention that constructs experienced at the
individual level can (and should) be aggregated when they are being assessed at the team
level, we maintain that when a team’s members are experiencing flow while pursuing
the team’s common purpose, there is a collective flow experience that we call team flow.
Several research teams, including Csikszentmihalyi (1990) and Marotto, Roos, and Victor
(2007), concur with this view of team flow as an individual phenomenon aggregated at
the team level. For example: “Surgeons say that during a difficult operation they have the
sensation that the entire operating team is a single organism, moved by the same purpose;
they describe it as a ‘ballet’ in which the individual [emphasis added] is subordinated
to the group performance, and all involved share in a feeling of harmony and power”
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 65).
When analysing flow at the team level, the elements of individual flow must be reconceptualised, since they operate differently in a team context. If our view is that those
elements can be created by a participant in any given activity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993),
then extending that idea to the team level suggests that each participant has the ability to
facilitate the creation of the elements of individual flow both for themselves and for other
team members. As such, these elements become embedded in the team dynamic such
that each member can derive a flow experience from that dynamic, and the individual
flow experiences can aggregate into a team-level experience, which is to say that the teamlevel experience is greater than the sum of the individual flow experiences from which it
emerges. For example, team members can set goals together, give and receive feedback
on one another’s progress, raise the difficulty level of the tasks (i.e., the challenge), make
additional skill(s) available, promote safety measures to assuage any fears of failure, or help
team members maintain focus by removing distractions and making timely contributions
to the team’s progress. In each example, and indeed in each element of team flow, an
element of individual flow is merged with an aspect of team dynamics, as detailed below.

2.4 elements of Team Flow
The team dynamic is the sum total of all actions, processes, and changes that occur within
and among teams (Forsyth, 2009). It is the collection of forces that influence a team’s
behaviour and performance. Team dynamics are created by the nature of a team’s work,
the personalities within that team, their working relationships with other people, and the
environment in which the team operates. Team dynamics can be good, such as when they
improve overall team performance and/or get the most out of individual team members.
They can also be bad, such as when they cause unproductive conflict, demotivate the team,
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or prevent the team from achieving its goals. The following paragraphs will describe which
positive aspects of team dynamics facilitate team flow (see also table 9 in appendix 1). In
doing so, they will also explain how the dynamics in the team allow every single member
of the team to experience team flow.
2.4.1 Collective ambition
In general, a flow experience involves engagement in an activity that one feels intrinsically
drawn to or driven to perform. When all members of a group or team experience flow
together, they will each feel increased intrinsic motivation to engage, as a team, in the
same flow-producing activity in the future. This, in turn, reinforces the raison d´être (the
mission, as it were) or collective ambition of the team (Posner, Kouzes, & Schmidt, 1985;
Ready & Truelove, 2011; Weggeman, 2007). A team’s collective ambition is shaped by
its members’ reasons for collaborating, their values and beliefs about how they should
accomplish their goals, and their recognition of one another’s complementary skills. This
shared intrinsic motivation therefore involves the construct of ‘group potency,’ which is
the collective belief within a group that it can be effective (Guzzo, Yost, Campbell, &
Shea, 1993).
This feeling and that recognition form the basis for a shared identity that is also mentioned as a condition for interpersonal flow by Snow (2010). This collective ambition is the
starting point of team formation and the underlying reason everyone feels connected as a
team. We therefore define collective ambition as the shared sense of intrinsic motivation to
operate and to perform as a team based on shared values and the recognition of complementary
skills, and classify it as a prerequisite for team flow.
With a collective ambition, we find autotelicity at both the individual and team levels. It
is characterised by an intrinsic motivation to both (a) participate in the activity for its own
sake and (b) convene with the team to tackle additional challenges.
2.4.2 Common goal
Teams require a clear common goal, internalised by all members of the team (cf. Sawyer,
2007). It should be an ambitious goal that promotes growth and is compatible with the
team members’ personal goals. It is important for the goal to be clear and supported by
all concerned. Only then can team flow be achieved. The difference between a collective
ambition and a long-term common goal is that the latter is more concrete, like medalling
at the Olympics, whereas the former is about striving to be an excellent rowing squad by
moving through the water smoothly, powerfully, and at tremendous speed.
The common goal can be classified as a prerequisite of team flow. During team flow,
the team’s common goal or goals are: (a) Clear and meaningful to all members of the team,
(b) compatible with the members’ individual goal(s), and (c) internalised by all team
members.
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One of the characteristics of individual flow is a clear proximal goal, which we define as
an object or aim that an individual strives to attain (cf. Locke & Latham, 1990). As long
a person is committed to the goal, has the resources and abilities required to attain it,
and has no conflicting goals, research shows a positive, linear relationship between goal
difficulty and task performance (cf. Hackman & Oldham, 1980; Locke & Latham, 1984).
Moreover, challenging, important, and meaningful goals can promote not only feelings
of success, but also of growth (Locke & Latham, 2006; O’Leary-Kelly, Martocchio, &
Frink, 1994).
But because of the need to avoid conflicting goals among team members, groups add a
layer of complexity. In order for a team to achieve a difficult goal, research shows that each
team member’s personal goals need to be compatible with the specific, clearly-established
goal of the group (O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1994; Seijts & Latham, 2000). Furthermore, clear,
shared goals help teams to define tasks for their members, coordinate their actions, and
develop efficient work procedures (Klein & Mulvey, 1995).
Having group members participate in the goal-setting process has the potential to
enhance intrinsic motivation and performance (Hackman & Oldham, 1980). A group
might begin with the goal that was the reason for their initial formation and develop additional ones as their collaboration develops. Ideally, individual team members contribute
to the definition of the team’s goal (or goals) and adopt it (or them) as personal (Ellemers,
Gilder, & Haslam, 2004). “A functional team must make the collective results of the group
more important to each individual than individual members’ goals” (Lencioni, 2002, pp.
217–218). Otherwise, individual members are not effectively part of the team, meaning
they do not contribute to the team dynamic and will not be able to derive team flow from
it. Goals need to be clear to all members of the team, such that they understand how their
actions contribute to the overarching goals of the team (Weggeman, 2007). The same
requirement can ensure that the team refrains from continually rehashing old business so
that it can make consistent progress toward the goal or goals that define it (Amabile &
Kramer, 2011; Sawyer, 2007).
In the context of team flow, team members must generate for themselves clear proximal
goals that derive from, are consistent with and contribute to a clear and shared team goal.
2.4.4 High skill integration
Another aspect of individual flow is the balance between challenge and skill. This translates
readily to teams, because a major reason for assigning a task to a team in the first place is
that the task is too difficult, too big, or too complex for any one person to perform (Salas,
Cooke, & Rosen, 2008), requiring instead the complementary skills of a team (TrausanMatu, Stahl, & Sarmiento, 2006).
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Tasks should be distributed with due consideration for each team member’s skill set
(Katzenbach & Smith, 1992; Salas et al., 2008) so that the optimal balance is struck for
each team member between their abilities and the challenge assigned to them, facilitating the attainment of the team’s goals and supporting the team dynamic. It is therefore
necessary for all team members to be aware of each other’s abilities and contributions in
their operational environment (Salas & Fiore, 2004) and to adjust their own contributions
accordingly. To generate the flow prerequisite of ‘challenges matched to skill level’ for the
whole team and achieve team flow, every member of the team must be facing an individual
challenge that matches their skill level at the same time. For that to happen, each team
member’s actions should be directed toward achieving the common goal via coordinated
action, creating “the situation where optimal working relations are established within the
team and members execute task activities in an integrated and timely manner” (Gevers,
2004, p. 8).
High skill integration acts as a prerequisite for team flow and is characterised by: (a)
team members knowing each other’s strengths, interests, and skills; (b) team-level goals
that necessitate the high-level use of team members’ complementary skills, (c) matching
the challenge assigned to each team member to their abilities, and (d) coordinated action.
2.4.5 Open communication
Research shows that clear and unambiguous feedback fosters individual flow (Nakamura
& Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). That feedback needs to be sufficiently timely and consistent
for the individual to know whether their actions-of-the-moment contribute to achieving
the goal (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, 2008). At the team level, performance monitoring and
feedback behaviours include monitoring other team members’ contributions as well as
monitoring overall team progress, identifying errors, providing constructive feedback,
and offering advice for performance improvement (Guzzo & Salas, 1995), all of which
contribute to goal-oriented situational awareness at the team level (Kozlowski & Bell,
2012; Marks & Panzer, 2004; Salas, Prince, Baker, & Shrestha, 1995). This also implies
that team members hold themselves and each other mutually accountable for achieving
the group’s goal and understand themselves to be interdependent (Hülsheger, Anderson &
Salgado, 2009; Isaksen & Lauer, 2002). However, team members only accept those conditions when they buy into the team’s goals and adopt them as personal (Csikszentmihalyi,
1996; Eisenberg, 1990; Sawyer, 2007).
All of this is predicated upon the team’s communication. Informal interpersonal
communication is the principal way in which information flows through organisations,
and involves the exchange of both explicit and tacit knowledge (Koskinen, Pihlanto, &
Vanharanta, 2003). Compared to explicit knowledge, tacit knowledge is more complex,
ambiguous, and subjective. It is accumulated through observation, imitation, and repeated
interactions (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) and requires close listening to be understood
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fully and efficiently. During close listening, members of the team do not plan what they
are going to say ahead of time. Their statements are genuinely unplanned, appropriate
responses to what they hear (Sawyer, 2007).
Research has also shown that positive social interactions are particularly conducive to
the flow experience (Aubé, Brunelle & Rousseau, 2014; Jackson, 1995; Walker, 2010).
From such social interactions (which include giving and receiving feedback), the team can
develop new knowledge to use in pursuing their goal (Tsoukas, 2003) and build a shared
mental model (Mathieu, Heffner, Goodwin, Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 2000) that can
serve as an internalised, tacitly-understood basis for clear, unambiguous feedback in spite
of the subtleties of informal communication. This requires that team members hold similar cognitive representations of the situation or phenomenon they are facing (Klimoski
& Mohammed, 1994). Maintaining such shared mental models, however, requires both
coordination and cooperation (Lewis & Herndon, 2011). Coordination helps to define
what feedback is appropriate to offer at which times, and cooperation actually delivers the
feedback in a timely fashion and creates the openness needed to receive it.
For such an interactional dynamic of immediate, constructive, and supportive feedback
for all team members to develop, a system of open communication is required. In this open
system, any two parties will perceive each other to be willing and perceptive listeners who
will refrain from responses that might be interpreted as negative, needlessly judgmental,
or non-accepting (consequently inducing distraction or fear of failure) (and consequently
distracting or inducing a fear of failure; Driskell, Goodwin, Salas, & O’Shea, 2006; cf.
Redding, 1972). One surgeon offered the following impromptu definition of appropriate
communication: “You’re nicest to people when the operation is difficult; you need them
to perform well. You ignore personal gripes—Criticise later” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p.
135).
In summary: to generate ‘timely, unambiguous feedback’ for each member of the team,
there must be an open system of communication. Open communication can be classified as
a prerequisite for team flow that (a) is clear and unambiguous, (b) is timely and consistent,
(c) arises out of mutual accountability, (d) connects individuals’ contributions to the team
goal(s), (e) uses close listening, and (f ) is genuinely constructive and appropriate.
2.4.6 Safety
An environment in which people can face challenging situations unafraid of failure can
be structured or designed, at least partially, at both the individual (Hamilton & Hurford,
2007) and team levels (cf. Isaksen & Lauer, 2002). When there is no possibility of failure,
there is no incentive for teams to exert themselves and no need for them to apply the level
of skill needed to tackle a tough challenge (Sawyer, 2007). Although the potential for
failure is inherent in high levels of challenge, team members should not fear such failure.
Bold action allows team members to do what they must, including taking appropriate risks
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that might bring spectacular payoffs (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). As Sawyer (2007) notes,
it is important that failure be embraced as an occasion for learning and growth, especially
in light of the fact that not every endeavour can become a success. Consequently, it is
important for failure to be acknowledged as a potential reality, but not a damning one.
To create a safe environment, unnecessary and unacceptable risks are eliminated, but the
possibility of failure must still exist for each team member. After all, the team goal was
designed to be challenging, inviting team members to fully apply themselves.
Another reason people fear failure is really their fear of judgment by other team members or close observers. Eliminating that fear requires constructive feedback; When team
members can be ridiculed or castigated for failing (whether explicitly or tacitly), they are
not likely to feel safe applying their talents outside their comfort levels, and thus surely
will not contribute to team flow. The focus should therefore be on (tacit and/or explicit)
encouragement, which can help an individual to overcome fear of failure or reframe the
goal so that failure becomes less relevant. As such, the individual flow characteristic of ‘no
fear of failure’ is best represented at the team level by safety. A safe environment reduces
the fear of failure in all team members and gives each individual team member the opportunity to feel in control of what they are doing.
Our construct of safety matches what Edmondson (1999) describes as team psychological
safety. “Team psychological safety is defined as a shared belief that the team is safe [emphasis
added] for interpersonal risk taking. It reflects a sense of confidence [emphasis added] that
the team will not embarrass, reject, or punish someone for speaking up. This confidence
stems from mutual respect and trust among team members” (Edmondson, 1999, p. 354).
In this description of team psychological safety, Edmondson also distinguishes a shared
belief that the team is safe (which we call the prerequisite of safety) from the shared sense of
confidence (which we call the characteristic of mutual trust and will describe in paragraph
2.4.10).
Safety can be classified as a prerequisite for team flow. Safe environments are places that:
(a) encourage and reward effort rather than success, (b) allow necessary risks to be taken,
(c) do not punish failure, (d) foster the feeling of being in control, and (e) encourage
learning and growth.
2.4.7 Mutual commitment
As described above, both Csikszentmihalyi (1990) and Sawyer (2007) acknowledge the
importance of full attention upon the task at hand (distractions being excluded from consciousness), which could be designed or arranged by those engaged in the task (Hamilton
& Hurford, 2007). It is worth noting that concentration emerges from the exclusion of
distractions. At the team level, this would involve freeing team members from having to
deal with distractions external to the team’s goals, allowing them to focus instead on each
other (due to their interdependence) and on the common goal, in keeping with Lencioni’s
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conclusion that “the ultimate dysfunction of a team is the tendency of members to care
about something other than the collective goals of the group” (Lencioni, 2002, p. 216).
In a task-based view of teams, to suggest that a group is ‘focused’ effectively means that
the group, as a whole, is progressing toward a goal (Isaksen & Lauer, 2002), which often
implies that team members are keeping one another on task.
Even when each individual is performing a different task, the interdependence of the
team members and the need for a synergistic product create an interplay that demands
focus as a corollary to participation. This interplay effectively removes distractions from
the individual members, or even reorients those who might be losing the thread of the
activity (Hamilton & Hurford, 2007). This means that team members should help each
other direct their work to support the team’s efforts and integrate their activities with
the team’s while causing the least possible disruption. Mutual awareness in a team reduces the number of distractions available to each member, which makes it possible for
everyone to concentrate on the task at hand. This mutual awareness is about keeping all
team members cognizant of one another’s activities and the overall progress of the team,
facilitating alignment and smooth cooperation (Bardram & Hansen, 2010; Dourish &
Bellotti, 1992; Schmidt, 2002). Team members have to build a shared representation of
their collective task and agree on how the task should be organised and executed. This
implies that the implementation and coordination of joint tasks is best regulated by the
team itself (Gevers, 2004).
The degree of commitment of the individuals is often mentioned as a potential mediating mechanism to high performance, and this is likely due (at least in part) to the resultant
enhanced focus (Aubé et al., 2014; Landhäußer & Keller, 2012; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). When mutually committed, team members are intensely involved in a
shared, meaningful activity and able to maintain focus for as long as required to achieve
the common goals. Committed teams totally agree on clear and timely decisions and move
forward with complete buy-in. “They understand that reasonable human beings do not
need to get their way in order to support a decision, but only need to know that their
opinions have been heard and considered” (Lencioni, 2002, p. 207).
In summary, to generate the element of ‘total concentration; oblivious to distraction’
for each person on the team, the members should commit themselves to enhancing each
other’s contributions. Mutual commitment helps eliminate distractions by ensuring that
team members keep each other on task and help each other maintain complete focus
on the task at hand. Mutual commitment can therefore be classified as a prerequisite
for team flow that must be present to some degree, and which is characterised by: (a)
full attention at the individual level, (b) awareness of the common goal and each other’s
contributions to it, (c) disregarding distractions external to the team’s common task, (d)
keeping one another on task, (e) cognizance of the team dynamic, (f ) alignment with the
team’s purpose and reason for being.
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2.4.8 Sense of unity
A key aspect of a team’s makeup is what actually prompts people to identify as members.
This is called cohesion: “[a] dynamic process that is reflected in the tendency of a group to
stick together and remain united in the pursuit of its instrumental objectives and/or for
the satisfaction of member affective needs” (Widmeyer, Brawley, & Carron, 1986, p. 3).
Thanks to cohesion (which, like the collective ambition, reflects a shared intrinsic motivation to engage as a team), team members experience a sense of unity. This terminology was
chosen with the aim of integrating several concepts. The first is Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990)
notion of a loss of self-consciousness, which is a flow characteristic that refers to focusing
primarily upon the activity at hand rather than one’s own needs. In the context of a team,
this means focusing on contributing to the team’s goals and/or purposes as a result of having internalised the collective ambition. In accepting the shared goals of the team, joining
with the collective effort, and investing in the cohesion of the team, one also necessarily
loses self-consciousness. In turn, this is analogous to how the loss of self-consciousness
affects one’s ability to merge action and awareness in individual flow. The other concept
underlying the sense of unity is that of shared team identity, the idea that team members
derive part of their identities and self-worth from their membership of the team. This is
enhanced by optimal experiences in that team (cf. Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel, 1981;
Tajfel & Turner, 2004).
As such, the team flow element sense of unity can be classified as a characteristic of team
flow and involves: (a) cohesion; (b) the loss of self-reflective consciousness (Snow, 2010);
and (c) blending of egos (Sawyer, 2007).
2.4.9 Sense of joint progress
During flow, action and awareness merge. In a team, this means one is integrated into
the team dynamic and the team’s identity. When all team members are so integrated,
the team’s collective awareness merges with its coordinated and synergistic actions. One’s
attention is narrowed to the scope of the team’s activities, which reflects a unity of purpose
and application of skill that is analogous to a team-level application of Csikszentmihalyi’s
(1996) conception of merging action and awareness. For a given team member, all actions
taken are in the service of the team’s goals and/or purposes, which results in synergistic
interactions (cf. Stewart, 2006) and creates the sense of joint progress. Everyone on the
team is so intent on the pursuit of the goal that all communications and applications of
skill are centred on the task(s) the team must complete. The convergence, and consequent
merging, of this focus on the team’s tasks and of the actions team members take constitutes an interactional synchrony (cf. Bernieri & Rosenthal, 1991) that evokes a sense of
joint progress. This feeling (or its absence) provides everyone with feedback on how well
the team is doing and informs decisions about what collective action to take next and
what personal contributions that requires. In this way, everybody feels able to provide
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instantaneous responses at both the individual and team levels to any unfolding situation
(cf. Snow, 2010).
Experiencing a sense of joint progress is integral to experiencing team flow. Surgeons,
for instance, are much more likely to experience flow when they lose themselves in a difficult or challenging operation that goes well, as exemplified by the following statements
from interviews with surgeons: “An unusual case is most satisfying—particularly when the
patient does well,” and “It’s very satisfying and if it is somewhat difficult it is also exciting.
It’s very nice to make things work again, to put things in their right place so that it looks
like it should, and fits neatly. This is very pleasant, particularly when the group works
together in a smooth and efficient manner: then the aesthetics of the whole situation can
be appreciated” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 129).
A sense of joint progress can therefore be classified as a characteristic of the team flow
experience. It is characterised by: (a) synergistic interactions; (b) the direction of all activities at the pursuit of the collective goal; (c) building on each other’s work; and (d) creating
a comprehensive feeling of accomplishment and satisfaction.
2.4.10 Mutual trust
When a person is in control of a situation, they are not concerned about failing because
they know how to respond to any situation, stimulus, or event that might arise, and are
likewise unconcerned about factors beyond their control that could affect the outcome.
Therefore, the feeling of control has become an important characteristic in flow research
(Engeser & Schiepe-Tiska, 2012).
Due to the interdependence required of team members as they work to achieve the
common goal, each member must trust that they will have sufficient control over the
application of their skill set and their own actions that they need not fear failure. When
team members do not fear failure, that means they trust each of their teammates to perform their tasks at a level commensurate with their respective skills. This represents a safe
environment and a pervasive sense of confidence in both the self and each member of the
team, which evokes feelings of mutualtrust.
Formally, trust is usually defined as: “the willingness to be vulnerable” (Mayer, Davis, &
Schoorman, 1995), which includes a willingness to accept limits on the degree of control
one has over the final outcome as well as a willingness to depend on the other team
members. In the context of teams, trust creates a climate where team members stop worrying about failure and feel empowered to act thanks to the acceptance and support they
receive. Consistent with the extant research on trust, team members in a safe environment
are more likely to seek and receive feedback from others, act to resolve conflicts and ensure
smooth interpersonal relations among team members, communicate more openly, and
pool information in decision-making (Costa, Roe, & Taillieu, 2010; Dirks, 1999). The
psychological safety that comes from appropriate feedback, encouragement, and a sense
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of progress (Amabile & Kramer, 2011) promotes self-efficacy in team members at the
individual level, which can aggregate to the team level as mutual trust (sometimes also
referred to as “team potency” and “team efficacy”; Gully et al., 2002).
Research has shown that group cohesion can reduce willingness to disagree with other
members and challenge their views, as in the phenomenon of groupthink (Janis, 1982),
implying a lack of interpersonal risk-taking. A safe climate is essential for interpersonal
risk-taking and thus a vital part of the team flow experience (Edmondson, 1999).
In our analysis, safety can be classified as a prerequisite of team flow and mutual trust
as a characteristic. Mutual trust is characterised by: (a) a willingness to be vulnerable, (b)
mutual respect, (c) confidence in the working environment, and (d) team potency/efficacy.
2.4.11 Holistic focus
Mutual commitment in the team helps create an environment in which team members
can concentrate on their personal task and/or their contributions to the team’s common
goals. What is more, the way team members pay attention to what the others are doing
and consider how best to contribute implies an intentional focus beyond the scope of an
individual task. When all team members are completely focused on their personal task
in support of the team’s purpose (being cognizant of how their tasks fit into the team’s
overarching goals), the team attains a shared state of holistic focus. This state of mind is
characterised by a deep understanding of the self as part of a larger whole and the complete
alignment of one’s thoughts and actions to the objectives of that larger whole. In this state,
each team member focuses on their particular task while keenly aware of its connection to
the common purpose, which in turn incites them to pay attention to the present moment
(cf. Weick & Roberts, 1993). This is comparable with Snow’s (2010) condition ‘having
total concentration on the shared activity’ for work relationships, but we contend that it
also applies to the team as a whole.
In addition, when team members are fully concentrated on performing their individual
tasks together and on the overall performance of the team at the same time, what emerges
between them is a form of concentration at the team level. As a consequence, it becomes
quite easy to lose track of time and experience the individual flow characteristic of time
distortion (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Consequently, this team-level holistic focus is classified
as a characteristic of team flow and characterised by (a) all team members concentrating
on the task at hand, (b) complete alignment of each of those tasks to the common goal,
and consequently (c) complete focus of the team as a whole on its common goal.
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The previous headings each identified and described one of the elements of team flow and
classified it as either a prerequisite or characteristic of team flow.
The prerequisites of team flow involve teamwork, here defined as team members’ interactions as they direct, align, coordinate, and monitor taskwork to achieve collective
goals. Taskwork implies an interaction with tasks, tools, machines, and systems (Bowers,
Braun, & Morgan, 1997; Marks, Mathieu, & Zaccaro, 2001). This means that creating
the prerequisites for team flow requires the optimisation of interpersonal interactions for
the fulfilment of the team’s purpose. In many cases, teams in the field can create for
themselves each of the prerequisites of team flow, thereby making it more likely they will
experience its characteristics.
Teamwork activities must ensure that the prerequisites for team flow are present for
every single team member during the performance of their tasks (i.e., taskwork). Team
members can experience flow from both taskwork and teamwork activities. If flow occurs
in teamwork activities, it is more likely that flow will occur in taskwork activities because
good taskwork depends on good teamwork. In short, teamwork flow facilitates taskwork
flow, and when both of those experiences become part of the team dynamic, team flow
can emerge. However, because we consider teamwork and taskwork to be integral parts
of working in teams, we do not distinguish between the two in our conceptualisation of
team flow.

2.6 The Benefits of Team Flow
Given the positivity of the team flow experience and the many benefits related to flow
(see Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, for an overview), it is no surprise that team flow likewise
engenders many positive results. A number of those results contribute to maintaining or
reinforcing the prerequisites of team flow, which means team flow experiences beget more
team flow experiences.
For instance, in flow, one is fully dedicated to the task at hand with an intense focus and
full concentration. The performance of the task seems to happen spontaneously, without
any effort (effortless action; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990b, 1996; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). This optimal experience that deeply motivates participants to persist in their
activities will tend to lead to better performance (Landhäußer & Keller, 2012). Also,
team members who have confidence in their team are likely to expend greater and more
persistent effort (cf. Bandura, 1982). The fact that mutually committed team members are
reluctant to let fellow team members down is yet another contributor to team performance
(Lencioni, 2002).
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In flow, people operate in a situation of high challenge where they have to show high
levels of (sometimes new) skills to control the situation (Asakawa, 2004). Following their
intrinsic motivation (or desires) provides team members with satisfaction, enjoyment, and
a sense of well-being, just as it does for individuals experiencing flow—it might even be
possible that these post-flow feelings are stronger after flow was experienced at the team
level. Walker (2010) found that highly-social, interdependent dyads during a paddleball
game reported more joy than individuals who performed less interdependently, which
suggests that one of the causes for the increased level of joy is the additional challenge
of coordinating one’s performance with that of others. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) suggests
a similar explanation regarding other dyadic activities, such as conversation. Also, these
stronger experiences of satisfaction, enjoyment, and well-being can be enhanced by sharing them with teammates. “A community that knows how to create autotelic personalities
will be more happy and more efficient than one that relies only on external motivation”
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 22). Very probably, this also applies to teams and to organisations in which teams are heavily used. Teamwork activities, for instance, are a great source
of friendship and camaraderie (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975).
It is likely, then, that team flow leads to many advantages. Many of those advantages are
readily apparent from the description of the elements of team flow. The advantages listed
in the theoretical overview of team flow elements include, among many others, focus,
mutual trust and respect, progress, unity, and shared motivation.
In teams, teammates greatly enhance each other’s chances of exhibiting high levels of
skill by giving feedback that allows for real-time improvement on task performance. In
this regard, Aubé et al. (2014) found that the flow experience correlates positively with
team performance and that this relationship is influenced by team goal commitment and
the level of information exchange between team members.
During the team flow experience, each member is contributing to the team’s common
goal as part of their holistic focus, which is more likely to occur when all team members
find that goal meaningful and buy into it completely (which correlates with higher levels
of internal motivation; Appelbaum & Batt, 1994; Campion et al., 1993). Meaningfulness
is enhanced by teams perceiving their work to be worthwhile and important, and task
meaningfulness at the group level links positively with collective performance (Stewart,
2006).
Higher performance does not mean that the team ‘wins’ necessarily, but rather that,
all else being equal, the team performs better than in a situation in which team flow is
less prevalent. Indeed, when team members experience team flow, better performance
becomes more likely due to the fact that team members can correct and support each
other with constructive or positive feedback. Such higher performance connotes mastery
experiences that can enhance self-efficacy at both the personal and team levels (see Gully
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2.7 Discussion
Business is changing and becoming more dynamic. With the advent of the Knowledge
Era, expertise and creativity are becoming the bases of commerce, which is causing jobs
and tasks to become increasingly complex and is forcing people to specialise (Rousseau,
1997). Because of this, there is greater focus on heuristic tasks (creativity) rather than
algorithmic tasks (cf. Amabile, Conti, Coon, Lazenby & Herron, 1996; Hennessey &
Amabile, 2010). This increased complexity also means that many tasks require multiple
specialists to complete them, which necessitates the formation of a team. That is why it
is so important to know how to maximise team performance. Flow is a means to creativity and high performance (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, among others), but has mostly been
explored at the individual level, whereas we have extended the concept to business teams.
The essence of a team is shared commitment. Without it, teams perform as clusters of
individuals; with it, they become powerful units of collective performance. The best teams
invest a tremendous amount of time into shaping a purpose that they can own. They
also translate their purpose into specific performance goals, and members of successful
teams pitch in and become accountable with and to their teammates. The fundamental
distinction between teams and other forms of work groups revolves around the means for
attaining high performance. A work group relies on the individual contributions of its
members for group performance, but a team strives for something greater than what its
members could achieve individually (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). An effective team is
always capable of more than the sum of its members’ abilities. For managers, the key is to
know how to build a team of people with a mission and complementary skills, and then
empower them to develop the prerequisites of team flow.
Team flow could be a strong indicator that a group is flourishing, and its absence can
suggest a need for intervention long before problems (e.g., low performance, low motivation) arise. As such, the presence or absence of team flow becomes a valuable diagnostic,
and observing which aspects of the construct are missing can provide clues to a set of
factors to adjust instead of having to modulate single, isolated factors to discover which of
them are inhibiting higher performance.
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et al., 2002, for a review; cf. Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1997), which can, in turn, motivate
team members to reconvene to tackle even greater challenges (Sawyer, 2007).
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2.8 Implications of Defining Team Flow
Team flow is a shared experience of flow during the execution of interdependent personal
tasks in the interest of the team. Because Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 1996, 1997) described
flow in terms of individual experience, one conception of team flow suggests that each
member of the group experiences flow, and that this is related to the team dynamic because of the common activity. Another conception of group flow was generated by Sawyer
(2003, 2006, 2007), and is based on the idea that the group as a unit experiences flow, and
thus group flow is a collective phenomenon. While most of the current research supports
the former definition, there is a body of research that supports Sawyer’s view, and we have
endeavoured to unite the two understandings by defining team flow as the instance in
which the individual team members share flow experiences together in a highly synergistic
fashion. In our view, the team dynamic is structured by eleven elements, with seven prerequisites and four characteristics that typify the team flow experience. The prerequisites
are (1) a collective ambition, (2) a common goal, (3) aligned personal goals, (4) high
skill integration, (5) open communication, (6) safety, and (7) mutual commitment. The
characteristics are: (8) a sense of unity, (9) a sense of joint progress, (10) mutual trust, and
(11) holistic focus.
The more team members agree on the presence of the team flow prerequisites, the more
they share the experience of the team flow characteristics. Experiencing the team flow
characteristics signifies that team members are experiencing flow together during the
execution of their interdependent tasks. This is how the team flow experience is distinct
from Sawyer’s group flow. Putting all the prerequisites in place is what makes for a resilient
and effective team.
We believe that team flow puts the team into a state where its members are all completely involved in their common activity; a state whose synergistic nature supports the
creation of more team flow in a virtuous circle. During experiences of team flow, the team
is in control as a unit, reacts swiftly as a unit, and accomplishes goals as a unit. Each of the
team members’ actions will flow naturally from what came before and overall performance
will increase with every moment the team stays in flow. Those who have experienced team
flow describe it as a unique experience they wanted to perpetuate or, failing that, at least
experience again.
In summary, the occurrence of team flow likely improves team performance and provides
individual team members with a meaningful and satisfying experience. Team flow also
fosters a desire to reconvene as a team (autotelicity) and represents a mastery experience
that extends the team’s capabilities.
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This proposed conception of team flow raises a number of important questions that future
research will need to address. The first is a comparison of holistic and concatenative conceptions of team flow. For instance, it may be possible for a group to experience flow at a
holistic level even as some individuals do not have an individual flow experience (Sawyer,
2003, 2007), and it is theoretically possible (though we contend that it is unlikely) that
all of the individuals can be experiencing flow as a result of the group’s dynamic without
a group-level flow experience. But do either of these situations qualify as team flow? Similarly, what happens if most of the team is deriving flow from the team dynamic, but not
everyone is, and there is no team-level experience—does that still constitute team flow? In
response to those concerns, we posit the existence of both partial team flow, which occurs
when only some members of the team experience flow as a function of the team dynamic,
and full team flow, which is when the entire team is experiencing flow as a function of the
team dynamic. Future research will need to ascertain empirically whether having every
member of the team deriving a flow experience from the team dynamic necessarily yields
a team-level experience.
Future research could also examine whether the construct of team flow as defined and
described in this dissertation is as useful to artistic and sports groups as it is to professional
teams and whether it is more or less useful in that context than Sawyer’s conceptualisation
of group flow (e.g., Sawyer, 2007).
Another interesting aspect of flow is that individual flow experiences can range from
microflow to macroflow. Microflow experiences occur during the simple unstructured
activities that people perform throughout the day that give little positive enjoyment but
are indispensable for normal functioning (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). Macroflow experiences, sometimes called deep-flow experiences, are full-fledged flow experiences produced
by complex structured activities. Elaborating on this distinction, whether an individual
team member experiences microflow or macroflow depends on the effort they must expend to fulfil their personal task. It is important for team members’ individual macroflow
experiences to maintain or improve the team’s harmony (the sense of unity), maintain
or improve its position (contributing to the sense of joint progress), and maintain (i.e.,
not disrupt) shared focus and trust. For instance, individual flow could be disruptive
when someone is striving too hard to optimise their personal performance (too much ego)
without taking into account the team’s overall performance. Take for example that one
striker on the team who takes impossible shots at goal in a bid for glory while ignoring
those of his teammates who are in a better position to score. This person may experience
individual flow, but is not contributing to the team dynamic and is therefore inhibiting
the experience of team flow for themselves and the rest of the team. So, the execution
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of a team member’s personal tasks needs to support the team dynamic that leads to the
experience of team flow.
Team flow, then, is what happens when all members of a team experience flow (be it micro or macro) that originates from a team dynamic and where its members share in feelings
of harmony and power. Consequently, team flow can differ in its intensity depending on
the degree to which the elements of team flow are present. In this dissertation, team flow
is defined as a shared experience of flow during the execution of interdependent personal
tasks in the interest of the team, originating from an optimised team dynamic and typified
CHAPTER 2: THE CONCEPTUALISATION OF TEAM FLOW
by seven prerequisites and four characteristics.
On a similar note, future studies should consider whether there is a ‘tipping point’ at
experience
an episode
as team
well. Likewise,
according
to Engeser
and Schiepe-Tiska
which a certain
amountofofflow
partial
flow creates
the conditions
required
for team flow
(2012),thethe
more individuals
interacting,
the greater
thisquestion
contagionof effect.
A further
around
remaining
membersare
of the
team. There
is also the
how experiencing
complication
is
the
fact
that
the
characteristics
of
the
flow
experience
interact
non-linearly
flow from the team dynamic occurs in people, and how it spreads to become team flow.
& Navarro,
2011),
and no
study such
to datethat
has analysed
all of
Is (Lucía
there aCeja
contagion
effect
within
teams,
flow starts
in the
justcharacteristics
one or two using
people
and
infects the
others,
or there
doesisitaemerge
forofeveryone
(or to
a majority)
simultaneously?
For
non-linear
models.
Thus,
great deal
research still
be conducted
on this question.
example, Bakker (2005) shows that the more often music teachers experience flow, the
more
their students are to experience an episode of flow as well. Likewise, according
2.10likely
Conclusion
to Engeser and Schiepe-Tiska (2012), the more individuals are interacting, the greater
Our conceptualisation of team flow posits that team members experiencing team flow are
this contagion effect. A further complication is the fact that the characteristics of the flow
part of a team dynamic established by seven prerequisites and four characteristics that are
experience interact non-linearly (Lucía Ceja & Navarro, 2011), and no study to date has
extensions of Csikszentmihalyi’s original flow conditions, informed by Sawyer’s conception
analysed
all of the characteristics using non-linear models. Thus, there is a great deal of
of
group
flow,
other
research on
flow, and existing theories on team dynamics (see
research still
to be
conducted
oncollective
this question.
figure 1).

Figure 1: A preliminary model of team flow
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members an even stronger feeling of belonging to this team (shared identity), and incite in them
a desire to convene again and again to tackle ever greater challenges. We expect that team flow
can give team members more positive outcomes in terms of satisfaction, performance (also in
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Our conceptualisation of team flow posits that team members experiencing team flow
are part of a team dynamic established by seven prerequisites and four characteristics
that are extensions of Csikszentmihalyi’s original flow conditions, informed by Sawyer’s
conception of group flow, other research on collective flow, and existing theories on team
dynamics (see figure 1).
When all of the elements of team flow are present, the team has made progress in expressing its existence (raison d’être) or fulfilling the collective ambition. In turn, this might give
team members an even stronger feeling of belonging to this team (shared identity), and
incite in them a desire to convene again and again to tackle ever greater challenges. We
expect that team flow can give team members more positive outcomes in terms of satisfaction, performance (also in terms of creativity), skill development, and meaning. Team
flow will result in (what Hackman and Wageman (2005) consider to be) greater team
effectiveness in terms of productive output, better use of social processes in the context
of carrying out the work, and higher personal well-being for individual team members.
Considering the positive outcomes of experiencing flow as part of a team, flow gives team
members at work an opportunity to maximise their potential to succeed.
Flow is a helpful gauge of team functioning whose absence can signal trouble before
actual problems reveal themselves. As such, it is a highly valuable tool for monitoring team
dynamics or similar aspects, and can be a benchmark for figuring out what a team needs to
perform at a higher or more synchronous level. We intend for our theory on team flow to
provide a common language for scholars and practitioners and shed light on unanswered
questions in the literature relevant to flow and work teams. Much work remains to be
done if we are to make the most of this theory of team flow. We need to operationalise
the model, test its validity, and collect empirical confirmation of the effects of team flow.
We submit this theory to the research and practitioner communities as an invitation to
partner with us to find new, maximally effective ways to enable the highest levels of team
performance.
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Measuring and Testing Team Flow

3.1 Introduction
A number of studies show that the psychological state of flow is related to numerous
positive outcomes (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009; Quinn, 2005; Spreitzer et al.,
1995). Flow has typically been studied at the individual level in work environments, but
complex tasks are often allocated to teams. In today’s economy, product life cycles keep
getting shorter while product complexity continues to increase (Helfat et al., 2007). This
has necessitated increasing amounts of teamwork. Consequently, the business world needs
to know how to enable teams to deliver optimal performance and to work together as a
coherent unit. Prior research on this subject has looked at a variety of factors that affect
performance, ranging from team composition and team dynamics to the context in which
the team operates (e.g., Isaksen & Lauer, 2002; Wageman, Hackman, & Lehman, 2005),
and has even applied factors affecting individual performance to teams (e.g., Hülsheger,
Anderson & Salgado, 2009). Surprisingly, however, there is limited research applying the
performance-enhancing effects of optimal experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) to teams.
Studies relating to ‘team flow’ have been relatively scarce.
Based on an extensive literature review (Chapter 2), we propose that team flow is a
shared experience of flow during the execution of interdependent personal tasks in the
interest of the team, originating from an optimised team dynamic and typified by seven
prerequisites and four characteristics. Team flow starts with the establishment of a collective ambition. From there the team develops the other six prerequisites of team flow, which
are: common goals, personal goals aligned to those common goals, high skill integration,
open communication, safety, and mutual commitment. Those prerequisites, once in place,
lead to experiences of the characteristics of team flow, which are: sense of unity, a sense of
making progress together, mutual trust, and holistic focus.
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The aim of this study is to develop a dedicated measure to assess this conceptualisation
of team flow and empirically relate team members’ collective flow experiences to both
individual-level and team-level work outcomes (performance, team positivity and happiness). In the following paragraphs, we briefly review the existing literature on (team) flow
and our conceptualisation of the team flow construct, introduce the Team Flow Monitor
that we developed to measure team flow, and present the empirical evidence obtained with
the Team Flow Monitor for the prevalence and impact of team flow in a variety of work
contexts.

3.2 Theoretical Background and hypotheses
3.2.1 Flow at work
Flow is defined as “a holistic sensation people experience when they act with total involvement” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 36). Elements of flow include high but comparable
levels of challenge and skill (on the part of the subject), clear goals, unambiguous feedback,
concentration, and a sense of control (among other factors), which are all facilitators of
performance (Abuhamdeh & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Eklund,
1996; Locke & Latham, 2006). Flow is a gratifying state of deep involvement in which an
individual is completely absorbed in a task and experiences tremendous feelings of energy,
focus, involvement, and success in the process of task completion (Csikszentmihalyi,
1990, 1996). At the individual level, the psychological state of flow has a close relationship
with performance (Landhäußer & Keller, 2012) and is seen as a motivating force for excellence (Engeser & Rheinberg, 2008). Unsurprisingly, there is increasing interest in flow
and a general desire to understand how to promote flow in organisations (Fisher, 2010).
Nevertheless, studies on flow in the workplace are still relatively rare, and those that have
been conducted mainly concern the prerequisites of flow rather than its consequences
(such as performance) and are mostly analysed at the individual level (e.g., Bakker, 2005;
Demerouti, 2006; Fullagar & Kelloway, 2009; Nielsen & Cleal, 2010).
3.2.2 Existing studies of flow at the team level
Only a few researchers have examined flow experiences at the team level, and their studies
have been focused primarily on sports teams (Bakker, Oerlemans, Demerouti, Slot & Ali,
2011; Jackson, 1995; Jackson & Eklund, 2004; Jackson, Kimiecik, Ford & Marsh, 1998;
Russell, 2001) and artistic groups (Sawyer, 2003, 2006, 2007). Team flow has typically
been conceptualised as a collective flow experience emerging from the interactional dynamics among team members during their performance, facilitating performance through
both functional and motivational forces (Bakker et al., 2011). Sawyer (2006), for example,
describes ‘interactional synchrony’ as a manifestation of team flow that allows sports
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teams and artistic teams to engage in improvisation, simply because “each of the group
members can even feel as if they are able to anticipate what their fellow performers will do
before they do it” (Sawyer, 2006a, p. 158). Bakker et al. (2011) argue that the team flow
experience is rewarding in itself and would motivate team members to go the extra mile
to experience flow again.
In one of very few studies conducted in a professional context, Aubé, Brunelle and
Rousseau (2014) studied flow in 85 teams comprised of graduate and undergraduate
students who participated in a project management simulation. Their findings showed
a positive correlation between team members’ flow experiences and team performance.
That relationship was influenced by team goal commitment and the level of information
exchange between team members. The more team members communicated, the stronger
the correlation. Using a measurement scale with items formulated at the individual level,
their study represented individual flow experience in a team context, rather than the collective flow experience affecting the team as a whole.
Recently, Keith, Dean, Anderson and Gaskin (2014) studied the effects of team flow on
performance in a video game experiment. They defined team flow as what happens “when
a team is able to become completely immersed in an interdependent task that members are
intrinsically gratified together” (p.2). They found that team flow related positively to team
performance. To measure team flow, they assessed experiences of heightened enjoyment,
focused immersion, time dissociation, control, curiosity and communication. They failed
to report, however, whether they tapped into team members’ individual or collective flow
experiences.
To move the study of collective flow experiences forward, researchers in the field need
an instrument that can assess collective flow experiences in business teams. Therefore, our
goal for this chapter was to develop such an instrument based on the conceptualisation
of team flow as presented in chapter 2, and to examine its relation with individual and
team-level work outcomes.
3.2.3 The conceptualisation of team flow
A word on definitions: We use Katzenbach and Smith’s definition of a work team: “a
small number of people with complementary skills who are committed to a common
purpose, set of performance goals, and approach for which they hold themselves mutually
accountable” (1993, p112). And we define team flow as a shared experience of flow during
the execution of interdependent personal tasks in the interest of the team, originating
from an optimised team dynamic and typified by seven prerequisites and four characteristics. In this definition, ‘shared’ means that individual team members are experiencing
the mental state of flow simultaneously and collectively while executing their personal
tasks for the team’s purpose. Parallel to Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) conception of individual
flow, we posit eleven elements of team flow (see chapter 2), seven prerequisites and four
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characteristics, which emerge at the team level rather than that of the individual. The
prerequisites are considered basic conditions that need to be established before the team
can experience the characteristics of team flow. Put differently, the establishment of the
team flow prerequisites allows the team flow characteristics to emerge.
The prerequisites of a team flow experience are:
1. A collective ambition that constitutes its reason for existence, represents its members’
shared values and mutual recognition, and instils in them a shared sense of intrinsic
motivation to operate as a team (Posner et al., 1985; Ready & Truelove, 2011; Weggeman, 2007).
2. A clear common goal, internalised by all team members (cf. Sawyer, 2007), that is
ambitious, meaningful, compatible with members’ individual goals, and growthpromoting.
3. Aligned personal goals: specific goals for each team member that align with the team’s
collective ambition and contribute to its common goal. These personal goals should be
proximal, challenging, clearly defined, meaningful, and specific, and should provide
the individual with opportunities for growth and development (Locke and Latham
2006; O’Leary-Kelly et al. 1994).
4. High skill integration: During task distribution, each member should be assigned a task
or role that suits their preferences, talents, knowledge and skills (Katzenbach & Smith,
1992; Salas, Cooke & Rosen, 2008). To facilitate this, the team members should have
high but roughly comparable levels of relevant skills, some of which are unique to each
team member. Their role on the team should be tailored to make the most of each
team member’s unique skill set. This ensures that individual abilities will be optimally
utilised and combined to create synergy through collaboration.
5. Open communication, which ensures that all team members know exactly how each of
them contributes to the team (Sawyer, 2007). This way, each team member has their
perspective broadened by the other members of the team, which has previously been
identified as a condition of interpersonal flow (Snow, 2010). That requires unambiguous, constructive and timely feedback about each individual’s personal task, the joint
team task, and the process of collaboration. This kind of feedback helps team members
to build on their interactions and achieve the common goal efficiently and effectively
(Guzzo & Salas, 1995) while also listening to each other and building familiarity (cf.
Sawyer, 2007). It also provides ‘immediate feedback’ about the joint progress being
made.
6. The safety required to create a team environment that celebrates success but allows for
failure, giving teams the freedom they need to take necessary risks by making them
feel it is safe to take action. Team members need this psychologically safe space safe to
perform personal tasks in the interest of the team (cf. Edmondson, 1999). Creating a
safe environment requires the elimination of unnecessary and unacceptable risks while
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allowing for and acknowledging the possibility that any team member may fail. The
goal, after all, was chosen to be challenging so as to invite the application of high levels
of skill. Safety within the team environment decreases each individual team member’s
worries about their performance or peer censure (cf. Snow, 2010). As Sawyer (2007)
notes, this uses the potential for failure to push the group towards the flow state rather
than scaring them away from it.
7. Mutual commitment, which requires team members individually to commit to the
common goals, to understand by what processes those goals are to be attained, to
know how each member of the team will contribute to attaining them, and to stay
informed about the current state of the project. Team members keep one another
on task by using task-oriented behaviour and accountability to create the ideal team
dynamic for achieving the common goal (cf. Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). Mutual
commitment also decreases the number of distractions available to each team member
(Aubé & Rousseau, 2005), which makes it possible for everyone to concentrate on the
task at hand (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Sawyer, 2007). How committed the individuals
are is often mentioned as a potential mediating mechanism for performance (Aubé et
al., 2014; Landhäußer & Keller, 2012; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).
In the presence of the abovementioned prerequisites, the following four characteristics of
team flow may emerge:
1. Holistic focus, which is a shared focus that occurs when the intense collaboration between team members gives rise to a collective consciousness as they strive towards the
collective ambition, focusing on their cooperation as well as the achievement of their
goals. This form of ‘holistic focus’ is comparable with Snow’s (2010) interpersonal flow
condition of ‘having total concentration on the shared activity.’
2. A sense of unity, which involves a shared feeling that the team has merged to form a
unit by expressing its collective ambition, which is a form of cohesion and a blending
of egos (cf. Sawyer, 2007).
3. A sense of joint progress, which is simply awareness of the team’s constantly expanding
catalogue of synergistic accomplishments.
4. Mutual trust, which can be described as the willingness to be vulnerable, in this case by
being entirely dependent on one another. This willingness arises out of a shared feeling
of confidence that, together, the team can achieve its common task. When there is
trust, team members do not worry about failure. They confidently take action because
of the acceptance and support they receive in the safety of the team environment.
Together, the team flow prerequisites and characteristics will create a collective team state
in which all participating team members are completely involved in their common activity, and are working together intuitively and synergistically towards the common purpose
(cf. Sawyer, 2006, 2007). Therefore, we propose a second-order two-factor model for
team flow in which the prerequisites and characteristics together represent the team flow
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concept. Additionally, we propose that the team flow prerequisites are requirements for
the emergence of the team flow characteristics (see figure 2). Hence, our first hypothesis
CHAPTER 3: MEASURING AND TESTING TEAM FLOW
reads:
Figure 2: Second-order model of team flow
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Figure 2: Second-order model of team flow
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their ability to execute tasks. We saw this in the study by Aubé et al. (2014), where it was

represented as the moderation of the level of information exchange between team members.
During the team flow experience, each member is contributing to the team’s common purpose as part

more enjoyable by players than less interactive or more solitary games. One interpretation
of that result is that people derive joy from the additional challenge of coordinating their
performance with others. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) suggests a similar explanation regarding other dyadic activities, such as conversation. These stronger experiences of satisfaction,
enjoyment, and well-being can also be enhanced by sharing them with teammates.
In flow, people operate in a highly challenging situations where they have to show high
levels of (sometimes new) skills to stay in control (Asakawa, 2004). In teams, teammates
can support one another’s skills by giving feedback that allows for real-time improvement
on task performance, which enhances their ability to execute tasks. We saw this in the
study by Aubé et al. (2014), where it was represented as the moderation of the level of
information exchange between team members.
During the team flow experience, each member is contributing to the team’s common
purpose as part of the holistic focus, which is more likely to occur when all team members
find that purpose meaningful and buy into it completely (which correlates with higher
levels of intrinsic motivation; Appelbaum & Batt, 1994; Campion et al., 1993). Meaningfulness is enhanced by teams perceiving their work to be worthwhile and important, and
task meaningfulness at the group level correlates positively with collective performance
(Stewart, 2006).
Higher performance due to team flow does not mean that the team ‘wins’ necessarily,
but rather that, all else being equal, the team performs better than it would have in a
situation in which team flow is less prevalent. Indeed, when team members experience
team flow, better performance becomes more likely due to the fact that team members can
correct and support each other with constructive or positive feedback. These higher performances connote mastery experiences that can enhance self-efficacy at both the personal
and team levels (see Gully et al., 2002, for a review; cf. Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1997),
which can incite team members’ motivation to exert more effort more persistently (cf.
Bandura, 1982), to reconvene to tackle greater challenges (Sawyer, 2007), and to refrain
from letting down their fellow team members (Lencioni, 2002).
To summarise, we contend that team flow is a strong predictor of team outcomes, such
as team performance and team positivity, as well as team member outcomes, such as happiness and the percentage of time spent experiencing task flow (see figure 3). This brings
us to the following two hypotheses:

65

Chapter 3

Measuring and Testing Team Flow

Chapter 3

CHAPTER 3: MEASURING AND TESTING TEAM FLOW

Figure 3: Hypotheses with the second-order construct of team flow

H1a

Team Flow (TFT)

Team Flow
Prerequisites
(TFP)

H1b

Team Flow
Characteristics
(TFC)

H3a

H3b
team level

H2a

Team Positivity

Team
Performance

individual level
H2b

Happiness

Time in
Task Flow
INPUT

PROCES (EXPERIENCE)

OUTPUT

teamwith
flow the
maysecond-order
be the best available
indicator
of team
FigureIn3:summary,
Hypotheses
construct
of team
flowfunctioning, its absence signalling
problems in the team dynamic long before other indicators (e.g., low motivation, low performance)

reveal themselves. That makes it highly valuable for monitoring team functioning. The

Hypothesis
2: of Team
flow
and
correlate positively
conceptualisation
team flow
as a (prerequisites
shared experience of
flowcharacteristics)
during the executionwill
of interdependent
individual-level
work
outcomes
(i.e.,for
happiness,
time
in task flow).
personal tasks in thewith
interest
of the team offers an
important
new indicator
organisational
theorists
and
practitioners
seeking
to
capture
and
foster
the
experience
of
optimal
team
function.
A
valid
Hypothesis 3:
Team flow (prerequisites and characteristics) will correlate positively
assessment of the emergence
of team flow
and its consequences
demands the development
and
with team-level
outcomes
(i.e., team performance,
team positivity).
validation of a dedicated instrument to measure collective flow experiences in the workplace.

In summary, team flow may be the best available indicator of team functioning, its absence
3.3
Methods
signalling problems in the team dynamic long before other indicators (e.g., low motivation, 3.3.1
low performance)
reveal themselves. That makes it highly valuable for monitoring
The development of the team flow monitor
team functioning. The conceptualisation of team flow as a shared experience of flow durIn the absence of a validated, team-level measure of team flow, we designed the Team Flow
ingMonitor
the execution
of interdependent personal tasks in the interest of the team offers an
(TFM). After an extensive review of the literature on individual flow, group flow, (work) teams,
important
new
indicator
for
theorists
and
practitioners
seeking
and team dynamics (see chapter
2), organisational
we arrived at the eleven
elements
of team
flow conditions
describedto capture
andabove.
foster
of optimal
A valid
assessment
emergence
Forthe
eachexperience
of these elements,
we definedteam
severalfunction.
indicators that
were the
basis for the of
firstthe
set of
items in
the and
TFM.itsWe
formulated equivalent
itemsthe
for development
Dutch and English
of the of
TFM
of team
flow
consequences
demands
andversions
validation
a dedicated
simultaneously.
We evaluated
the face validity
of these items in
among
panel groups, including
instrument
to measure
collective
flow experiences
theseveral
workplace.
48

66

Measuring and Testing Team Flow
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In the absence of a validated, team-level measure of team flow, we designed the Team Flow
Monitor (TFM). After an extensive review of the literature on individual flow, group flow,
(work) teams, and team dynamics (see chapter 2), we arrived at the eleven elements of team
flow conditions described above. For each of these elements, we defined several indicators
that were the basis for the first set of items in the TFM. We formulated equivalent items for
Dutch and English versions of the TFM simultaneously. We evaluated the face validity of
these items among several panel groups, including business students, team members, team
leaders and managers from different firms, as well as organisational scholars. After several
iterations of generating, comparing, and revising items, an initial pool of 105 questions
was selected that sampled the intended content domain. We named this questionnaire
the Team Flow Monitor – version 1 (TMF-v1). It contained both closed and open questions. The closed questions (84 items investigating the eleven elements of team flow) were
Likert- scale items to be answered on a scale from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly
agree”). Each of the 14 team flow constructs (seven prerequisites, four characteristics, and
three sets consisting of all prerequisites, all characteristics, and all elements, respectively)
had 6 to 11 questions devoted to it, as well as one face validity item that directly assessed
the presence of the construct of interest (e.g., “a collective goal endorsed by everyone”
to assess the presence of a collective goal). The TFM-v1 also contained 4 open questions
to provide a more qualitative understanding of the obstacles that undermine team flow,
influences that could foster team flow and examples of team flow experiences. Examples of
the constructed items are: “In the team in which I participate: …we agree on clear goals
(a common goal); …personal goals are derived from the common goal (aligned personal
goals); …every team member takes up a suitable challenge (high skill integration); …we
receive feedback from one another that allows us to move forward (open communication);
…we each feel that it is safe to perform our tasks (safety).”
3.3.2 Data collection: sample 1
To validate the constructs that capture team flow, we sent the TFM-v1 to a sample of
368 students (sample 1) comprising 54 student project teams of master students from
Eindhoven University of Technology and first year bachelor students from the Rotterdam
Business School. All teams collaborated on compulsory class assignments to deliver an advisory report. The bachelor students collaborated in groups of 6 to 8 students for about 8
weeks on a business report for an existing company containing recommendations on how
to improve their business, focusing on organisational aspects like management, financials
and communications. The master students operated in groups of up to 5 students to
conduct a semester-long research project in which they obtained and analysed data from a
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real-life team working in the innovation sector and offered recommendations for improving team creativity and innovativeness. Out of the 368 students approached, a total of 252
responded. Their average age was 21.59 years (SD = 2.86), 151 respondents (59.9%) were
male, and 101 (40.1%) were female. For an overview of the team characteristics for each
team, please see tables 10 and 11 in appendix 1. The participants of sample 1 were sent a
copy of the TFM-v1 to fill out during their team project activities for the class assignment.
Once the projects were completed, we obtained the grades for the team assignment from
the teachers. These served as a measure of the team’s performance.
Item evaluation and item reduction.

Before we ran factor analyses, we reviewed a number of descriptive statistics to detect
flaws in the database. To determine whether the items follow a normal distribution we
calculated the ‘skewness’ and ‘kurtosis’ for each item. Distributions with a skewness less
than or equal to | 1 | may be considered symmetrical. A positive kurtosis means a more
peaked normal distribution, a negative kurtosis means more flattened (De Vocht, 2000).
For sample 1, we accepted a kurtosis of | 3 | (DeCarlo, 1997). Based on these criteria, nine
items were eliminated (four items from the ‘common goal’ section, three items from ‘open
communication,’ one from ‘safety,’ and one from ‘mutual trust’). We also checked the
extent to which respondents used the full range of response categories for each item, which
was the case for all items but three (one each from ‘shared focus,’ ‘safety,’ and ‘mutual
trust’). These items can be said to have a slight restriction of range, but not enough to
delete them.
Exploratory Factor Analyses.

We used the data collected from sample 1 to conduct two separate exploratory factor
analyses (EFA, principal axis factoring) with oblique rotation (Oblimin with Kaizer
Normalisation), one on the part of the TFM that measures the prerequisites and one on
the part that measures the characteristics. We expected seven factors for the prerequisites
and four for the characteristics. Following Hinkin (1998), items with factor loadings of
0.40 or greater on the appropriate factor with no major cross-loadings were judged as
representative of the construct under examination. An overview of the number of items
per construct before and after elimination is provided below (see table 2), along with the
Cronbach’s Alpha for the remaining items.

68

Measuring and Testing Team Flow

Table 2: Exploratory factor analysis on sample 1
# of items pre-EFAs

# of items post-EFAs

Cronbach’s alpha of
remaining items

Factor loading range (EFA)

1 Collective ambition

7

6

0.93

-0.893 – -0.638

2 Common goal

9

5

0.88

-0.791 – -0.534

3 Aligned personal goals

7

5

0.80

-0.814 – -0.408

4 High skill integration

6

4

0.90

-0.658 – -0.590

5 Open communication

11

5

0.91

0.511 – 0.839

6 Safety

6

3

0.66

-0.472 – 0.761

7 Mutual commitment

11

4

0.85

0.448 – 0.573

8 Sense of unity

8

7

0.96

-0.896 – - 0.869

9 Sense of joint progress

7

10 Mutual trust

6

6

0.95

0.73 – 0.94

11 Holistic focus

8

7

0.92

N/A

Chapter 3

Prerequisites of team flow

Characteristics of team flow
N/A

Note. N=252

The results of the EFA on the items that measured the prerequisites of team flow showed
the expected 7-factor solution. After eliminating the items that showed cross-loadings or
factor loadings below 0.40, the EFA showed a perfect distinction of the seven prerequisites
with a KMO of 0.932 and the seven factors together explaining 70 % of the variance.
However, because we felt that the remaining items for ‘safety’ were suboptimally reflecting
the theoretical construct, we adjusted the items slightly and formulated some additional
items for further data collection (i.e., sample 2).
The EFA on the items that measured the characteristics of team flow showed 3 factors,
rather than the expected 4-factor solution. After eliminating the items that showed crossloadings or factor loadings below 0.40, the EFA distinguished 2 factors, reflecting the
characteristics ‘mutual trust’ and ‘sense of unity,’ which together explained about 82% of
the variance with a KMO of 0.944. The items that were used to measure ‘a sense of joint
progress’ also loaded on ‘mutual trust.’ The items that were used to measure ‘holistic focus’
were not distinctive enough. We therefore adjusted the item wording slightly and added
additional items to tap these constructs more clearly with a CFA on sample 2.
3.3.3 Data collection: sample 2
The item reduction efforts and the improvement of several scales by adding new items
resulted in a 63-item scale, which we termed TFM-v2. We administered the TFM-v2
to a second sample of teams to complement the data in sample 1. This additional data
collection took place among 16 student project teams and 13 real-world work teams from
3 different organisations.
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The student teams consisted of first-year bachelor students from the Rotterdam Business
School. Students worked together in groups of 6 to 8 students for about 8 weeks to deliver
an advisory report for entrepreneurs wanting to do business in Asian countries, much like
the students sampled earlier. The students filled out the TFM-v2 during their team project
activities for a class assignment. Once the projects were completed, we obtained the grades
for the team assignment from the teachers.
The business teams comprised one human resource management team from an international engineering organisation in heavy lifting, five teams of young professionals from a
daycare organisation for people with mental disabilities, and seven teams of teachers from
a Dutch school for preparatory secondary vocational education (Dutch: VMBO). The
teams participated on a voluntary basis. The human resource management team filled out
the TFM-v1 (because the TFM-v2 had not been constructed at that time) and the other
work teams filled out the new TFM-v2.
In total, 181 respondents out of 245 invitees were added to sample 1, which brought
the total number of respondents for sample 2 to 433 individuals[1]. Excluding the missing
values, the average age of all respondents in sample 2 was 21.17 years (SD =2.82), 207
respondents (60.7%) were male, and 134 (39.3%) female. Again, for an overview of the
team characteristics for each team, see tables 10 and 11 in appendix 1.
Confirmatory Factor Analyses.

The primary purpose of running CFAs was to confirm the factors that emerged from the
two EFAs and to test whether a model that distinguishes between the prerequisites and
characteristics of team flow would fit the data better than a model suggesting a single team
flow factor (hypothesis 1). Moreover, to reduce the total number of items in the TFM,
we selected the three strongest-loading items per construct (based on the EFA) to be
included in the CFAs, along with the newly formulated items. Because values for the new
items were missing from sample 1 (4.7 % of all data points), we imputed them based on
EM-estimates (Wu, 1983) to optimise the efficacy of the CFAs.
CFAs were performed with Lisrel 8.54 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996). Besides testing
the hypothesised second-order two-factor model (i.e., seven prerequisites and four characteristics represented by two higher-order factors), we also tested a one-factor model
(i.e., seven prerequisites and four characteristics represented by one factor). The models
were evaluated with multiple indices (Kline, 1998), including the χ2 statistic (including
degrees of freedom and significance level), the Root-Mean-Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA; Steiger, 1990), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI; Bentler & Bonett, 1980), the
Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI; Bentler & Bonett, 1980), and the standardised rootmean square residual (SRMR; Hu & Bentler, 1998). Values of CFI approaching .95 and
values no higher than .08 for RMSEA and SRMR indicate good model fit (Hu & Bentler,
1999). For the NNFI, the conventional indicator of good fit is close to or above .90 (Hu
70

Measuring and Testing Team Flow

Chapter 3

& Bentler, 1999). Moreover, the χ2 provides a statistical basis for comparing the relative fit
of nested models (Bollen, 1989). Finally, internal consistency reliabilities were calculated.
The results of the CFAs are presented below (see table 3). Both models provide a good fit
for the data, but the chi-square difference test indicates a superior fit for the second-order
two-factor model over the one-factor model (Δ χ2 = 151.72, df = 1, p <0.001). Hence, we
conclude that a model that distinguishes between prerequisites and characteristics of team
flow describes the data best. This implies that hypothesis 1a is confirmed.
Table 3: Results of confirmatory factor analysis over sample 2
CFA
(1 factor)
Df

CFA
(2 factors)

618

617

1756.16***

1695.42***

RMSEA

0.07

0.06

NFI

0.98

0.98

CFI

0.98

0.99

GFI

0.82

0.83

NNFI

0.98

0.98

SRMR

0.05

0.05

PGFI

0.72

0.73

Chi square

Note. ***p<.001

Internal consistency reliability

We used Cronbach’s alpha to assess the internal consistency reliability of the items included in the CFA, which were all well above the .70 criterion (Nunnally, 1978). Table
12 in appendix 1 shows the final item set of the Team Flow Monitor (TFM-v3) including
reliability scales (items eliminated from TFM-v2 appear in italics).
Convergence measures

Because team flow is conceptualised as a shared flow experience, the next step is to test
if the proposed team flow constructs converge at the team level. We used four measures
to test this convergence: The rwg(j), the F-statistic from a one-way ANOVA, ICC(1), and
ICC(2). The results can be found below (see table 4). The rwg(j) statistic is a measure of
within-collective agreement (James, Demaree, & Wolf, 1984), and is therefore a test of the
first condition for convergence. James et al. recommend 0.70 as the threshold that groups
must exceed for a researcher to claim that the collective converges on those variables. For
sample 2, the rwg(j) score is well above this threshold for each construct of team flow.
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Table 4: Convergence tests for team flow constructs
F

ICC (1)

ICC (2)

rwg(j)

Team Flow (TFT)

2.83***

0.26

0.65

0.98

Team Flow Prerequisites (TFP)

2.80***

0.26

0.64

0.97

Collective Ambition

2.74***

0.25

0.64

0.81
0.85

Common Goal

1.91***

0.15

0.48

Aligned Personal Goals

1.48**

0.08

0.32

0.83

High Skill Integration

1.73***

0.12

0.42

0.76

Open Communication

2.21***

0.19

0.55

0.75

Safe Climate

2.79***

0.26

0.64

0.84

Mutual Commitment

2.45***

0.22

0.59

0.77

Team Flow Characteristics (TFC)

3.19***

0.30

0.69

0.94

Sense of Unity

3.03***

0.28

0.67

0.75

Sense of Joint Progress

2.97***

0.27

0.66

0.84

Mutual Trust

3.21***

0.30

0.69

0.81

Shared Focus

2.09***

0.17

0.52

0.80

Note. N=433 (83 teams); ***p<.001; **p<.01

Another condition for convergence is that the groups (or teams) must have greater variance on a construct between groups than they have within collectives. The F-statistic from
a one-way ANOVA (in which group membership is the independent variable and each
composite variable is a dependent variable) is a test of non-independence among members
of groups (Kenny & Judd, 1986). All fourteen of the team flow constructs passed this test.
The interclass correlation coefficients ICC(1) and ICC(2) compare between-group variance to total variance across teams (Bartko, 1976; Bliese, 2000). These coefficients are
omnibus indices of homogeneity. ICC(1) can be interpreted as the proportion of total
variance that is explained by group membership. ICC(1) ranges between -1.00 and 1.00,
with typical scores between .05 and .30. ICC(2) is an overall measure of the reliability of
group means, where the desired lower threshold for scores is .70, but scores between .50
and .70 are considered acceptable. Although the rwg(j) and F-statistic were fine, not all team
flow constructs met the criteria for ICC(1) and ICC(2). However, since this indicates a
lack of between-group variance rather than a lack of within-group agreement, aggregation is justified. Moreover, it is important to remember that there are only 83 teams in
our sample, which is a small sample size for comparing within-collective variance against
between-collective variance. In other words, the number of groups may not be sufficient
to generate enough variance between groups for between-group variance to adequately
exceed within-group variance. In fact, given that over two-thirds of the team flow constructs had a small enough within-group variance relative to between-group variance to
justify aggregation, we believe that it is fair to assume that many—if not most—of these
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constructs would have met the conditions necessary for aggregation if the sample size had
been sufficiently large.

As our hypotheses cross two levels of analysis (individual and team), we specified our
variables at one of those levels. The team flow concept and the team level outcomes
(i.e., team positivity and team performance) describe team properties and were therefore
either measured at or converged to the team level, the latter though composition of the
individual scores (Klein & Kozlowski, 2000). The individual level outcomes (i.e., general
level of happiness; current state of happiness, percentage of time experiencing task flow)
are not expected to converge at the team level. Instead, they measure personal properties
of individuals working in a specific team. As such, these variables have no composition or
compilation process (Klein & Kozlowski, 2000) applied to them.
Measures

Team flow. We used the items of the TFM-v3 to assess team flow. Respondents answered
on a scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”), so that higher
scores indicate higher levels of team flow. We calculated the mean team score for each of
the eleven team flow constructs, based on high intergroup agreement (see convergence
measures above). In addition, we calculated three composite scores, one for the seven
prerequisites (TFP), one for the four characteristics (TFC) and one as a total score for
team flow (TFT).
Team positivity. To assess team positivity, we asked team members to rate the ratio of
negative statements to positive statements in this team. Respondents answered on a scale
ranging from 1 (‘very negative’) to 7 (‘very positive’). Scores were aggregated to the team
level by calculating the average score of all the members in the team. Higher scores on
this variable indicate that team members experienced more positivity than negativity in
the team.
Team performance. We used the grades for the team projects, submitted to us by the
relevant teachers, as an outcome measure for team performance. Each team was assigned
a single score, so aggregation was not needed. Unfortunately, we did not have a comparable performance measure for the real-world business teams. These teams were therefore
excluded from the analyses on team performance.
Happiness. We asked respondents two questions regarding happiness: “How happy are
you today?” and “How happy have you felt in the past month?” to gauge their happiness
today and their happiness last month, respectively. Respondents answered these questions
on a scale ranging from 1 (‘low happiness’) to 10 (‘high happiness’).
Time in task flow. The percentage of time in task flow was assessed with a single item
in which we asked team members to indicate the percentage of time that they personally
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experienced flow while working on their task for the team. In contrast to the team flow
items, the item referred to the individual experiencing flow rather than the team.
Data analyses

To check whether the team-level outcomes were predicted by the team flow constructs,
hierarchical linear regression analyses were performed using the combined team flow
measure (Team Flow Total) as a predictor for team positivity and team performance. Additional regression analyses were performed to determine the unique contribution of the
combined prerequisites (TFP) against the combined characteristics (TFC) in the prediction of the outcome variables.
The cross-level relationships between team flow and the individual-level outcome
variables were tested with Hierarchical Linear Modelling (HLM), using MLwiN. First,
a null model was specified for each of the individual-level outcome measures. These null
models were used as reference models and to check whether multi-level analysis was warranted. For the latter purpose, the ICC(1)-coefficient for the null model was computed
as an indication of how much variance in the outcome measure was explained by team
membership. High ICC(1)-values indicate that relationships between the dependent and
independent variables need to be tested with multi-level analysis. Then we proceeded with
the actual test of our hypotheses by adding variables to the model. Again, we tested the
predictive validity of the combined team flow measure (Team Flow Total) as well as the
unique contribution of the combined prerequisites and the combined characteristics in
the equation.

3.4 results
Correlations of the study variables at the team level (see table 5) indicate that all team flow
constructs are strongly related (all ≥.50, p<.01) and that there is a strong positive relationship between the team flow prerequisites and team flow characteristics (r=.91, p<.01). The
scores on the team flow constructs were not related with mean age. For age diversity, we
found a positive correlation for aligned personal goals only (r=.28, p<.05). Team size does
not correlate with the team flow constructs, except with mutual commitment (r=-.25,
p<.05). We do find that both mean age (r=.47, p<.001) and team size (r=-.37, p<.01) are
significantly related with team performance. Therefore, we controlled for mean age and
team size in subsequent analyses on team performance.
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83

70

65

83

70

83

83

83

83

83

83

83

83

83

83

83

83

83

83

1 Team size

2 Age (mean)

3 Age (diversity)

4 Team positivity

5 Team performance

6 Collective ambition

7 Common goal

8 Aligned personal goals

9 High skill integration

10 Open communication

11 Safety

12 Mutual commitment

13 Sense of unity

14 Sense of joint progress

15 Mutual trust

16 Shared focus

17 Team flow total

18 Team flow prerequisites

19 Team flow characteristics

4.88

4.95

4.92

4.8

5.13

4.93

4.67

5.01

5.36

4.96

4.79

4.51

5.24

4.76

6.61

4.52

2.04

21.4

7.39

Mean

.76

.63

.66

.69

.83

.78

.95

.77

.76

.79

.76

.64

.6

.78

1

.93

1.34

1.84

1.82

SD

-.14

-.10

-.12

-.19

-.12

-.09

-.15

-.25*

.02

-.12

-.07

-.03

-.14

0

-.37**

-.09

.18

-.59**

1

Note. *p<.05; **p<01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed)

N

# Variable

.07

-.01

.02

.06

.15

0

.05

-.03

.02

-.09

.03

-.01

-.06

.07

.47**

.1

.01

2

.13

.18

.16

.13

.06

.17

.13

.05

.18

.18

.16

.28*

.15

.13

-.06

.16

3

Table 5: Descriptives and correlations team-level variables

.64**

.64**

.65**

.51**

.66**

.58**

.63

.52**

.61**

.59**

.60**

.42**

.50**

.58**

.26*

4

.16

.11

.13

.11

.24*

.08

.15

.11

.13

.07

.15

-.03

.16

.05

5

.86**

.82**

.86**

.74**

.81**

.83**

.83**

.64**

.75**

.58**

.76**

.54**

.63**

6

.74**

.87**

.84**

.77**

.64**

.75**

.65**

.73**

.82**

.77**

.78**

.54**

7

.57**

.73**

.68**

.57**

.50**

.58**

.50**

.56**

.65**

.54**

.60**

8

.88**

.93**

.93**

.84**

.79**

.85**

.83**

.71**

.91**

.79**

9

.74**

.89**

.84**

.74**

.66**

.71**

.67**

.75**

.83**

10

.84**

.94**

.92**

.83**

.77**

.82**

.73**

.71**

11

.79**

.85**

.84**

.77**

.72**

.74**

.74**

12

.95**

.88**

.93**

.85**

.88**

14
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.94**

.83**

.90**

.84**

.82**

.85**

13

.93**

.81**

.88**

.77**

15

.92**

.88**

.92**

16

.97**

.98**

17

.91**

18

19
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Correlations at the individual level (see table 13 in appendix 1) show positive correlates
between the individual level outcome variables ‘time in task flow’ and both happiness
measures (r=.25, p<.01 for current level of happiness; r=.22, p<.01 for general level of
happiness). The current level of happiness and general level of happiness also correlated
positively (r=.51, p<.01). There were no significant correlations between the control variables age and gender and the individual-level work-related outcome measures. Therefore,
there was no need to control for age or gender in the multilevel analyses either.
Hypothesis 1 suggested that the eleven team flow constructs would form a second-order
factor model with two factors representing the seven prerequisites and four characteristics
of team flow. As reported earlier, our CFAs indicated a superior fit of the second-order
factor model with two factors over the model with one factor (see table 3), thereby offering
support for this hypothesis.
Hypothesis 2 predicted that team flow prerequisites and characteristics would relate
positively with individual-level work-related outcomes like team members’ personal flow
experiences and happiness. The results of the HLM analysis for these individual-level
work-related outcomes (see table 5) indicate that 16% of the variance in team members’
personal flow experiences could be explained by team membership. Entering the team flow
composite score significantly improved the model; team flow proved to be a significant
predictor for members’ personal flow experiences when working on team tasks (B=1.00;
SE=0.16; p<.01), indicating that members experienced more personal flow when the team
as a whole experienced more flow. We also tested the unique contributions of the team
flow prerequisites and characteristics to individual flow experiences and found that the
team flow prerequisites were a stronger predictor for individual flow experiences (B=0.91;
SE=0.42; p<.05) than the team flow characteristics (B=0.16; SE=0.33; ns).
With respect to happiness, we found team membership explained about 8% of the
variance in team members’ current level of happiness (“How happy are you today?”) and
about 11% of the variance in their general happiness level (“How happy have you felt in
the past month?”). Team flow proved to be a significant predictor for both; team members
reported higher levels of happiness when team flow was higher (B=0.33; SE=0.16; p<.05
for current happiness and B=0.49; SE=0.11; p<.001 for general happiness). Here, the team
flow characteristics emerged as a stronger predictor for team members’ reported levels of
happiness than the team flow prerequisites. Team flow characteristics related positively
with happiness (B=0.84; SE=0.31; p<.05 for current happiness and B=0.74; SE=0.29;
p<.05 for general happiness), whereas no additional variance was explained by the team
flow prerequisites. As such, these findings provide strong support for Hypothesis 2 that
team flow is associated with positive individual-level work-related outcomes.
Hypothesis 3 suggested that team flow prerequisites and characteristics would relate
positively with team-level work-related outcomes such as team performance and general
positivity within the team. Team performance measures, operationalised as the final grades
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for the reports, were only obtained for the student teams (N=70). We could not confirm
that the final grades were significantly related with either the total team flow measure or
the team flow prerequisites and team flow characteristics (see table 6). We did, however,
find significant relations with team positivity, which was measured in all sampled teams.
Table 6: HLM analysis with MLwiN on individual-level work outcomes
Dependent variables
ICC(1)

Happiness (Today)

B

S.E.

ICC(1)

B

Happiness (Last month)
S.E.

ICC(1)

B

S.E.

Chapter 3

Time in task flow (%)
Model 1
Team membership

.16

.08

.11

Model 2
Team flow

1.00**

.16

.33*

.16

.49***

.11

Team flow
prerequisites

.91*

.42

-.70

.40

-.40

.37

Team flow
characteristics

.16

.33

.84*

.31

.74*

.29

Model 3

Note. N=430 for time in task flow; N=428 for happiness (today) and happiness (last month); *p<.05; **p<.01;
***p<.001 (two-tailed)

Table 7: Results of hierarchical regression analysis on team-level work outcomes
Dependent variables
Team positivity
F

Team performance (final grade)
Adj. R2

β

F

Adj. R2

7.14***

.21

β

Simple linear regression analysis
60.60***

.42

Team size

-.14

Mean age

.38**

Team flow (TFT)

.65***

.11

Multiple linear regression analysis
30.01†

.41

.5.29***

.20

Team size

-.14

Mean age

.38**
†

Team flow prerequisites (TFP)

.34

Team flow characteristics (TFC)

.33†

.01
.11
†

Note. N=83 for team positivity; N=70 for team performance; ***p<.001; **p<.01; p<.10
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Here, we found positive relations with all team flow constructs, and with each of the
three composite measures (p<.001). Linear regression analysis indicated that team flow
(TFT) (β=0.65; t=7.78; p<.001) explained 43% of the variance in team positivity (see
table 7). The results of a multiple regression analysis indicated that, when tested against
a one-tailed significance level of p<.05, team flow prerequisites (TFP: β=0.34; t=1.70;
p<.10) and characteristics (TFC: β=0.33; t=1.70; p<.10) both contributed uniquely to
the prediction of team positivity. Together, the two factors explained 41% of the variance
in team positivity. Overall, these findings indicate that team flow is associated with more
positivity within the teams, but the assumed positive relation with team performance
could not be confirmed.

3.5 Discussion
3.5.1 Overview
In light of the limited resources for conceptualising and understanding team flow in the
workplace, we created a theory-based means for assessing team flow. We built and validated
our measure with the use of exploratory factor analysis (EFA), confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) and a test of internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s alpha). We also proved
the convergence of members’ team flow perceptions, thereby offering evidence for the
existence of a collective flow experience. Moreover, we found support for the second-order
two-factor model of team flow, with seven constructs (collective ambition, common goal,
aligned personal goals, high skill integration, open communication, safety, and mutual
commitment) we consider team flow prerequisites and four constructs (sense of unity,
sense of joint progress, mutual trust, and holistic focus) we consider team flow characteristics. Finally, team flow (prerequisites and characteristics) proved to be significantly related
to work-related outcomes both at the individual level, in the form of individual task flow
and happiness, and at the team level, in the form of general positivity within the team,
though not to team performance (see figure 4). To reach a state where outcomes are more
often positive than negative, the prerequisites for team flow are most relevant according
to our dataset. For the experience of happiness, the presence of the characteristics of team
flow is most relevant (see figure 5). Both findings can be explained, since the prerequisites
together foster a climate where effective collaboration is possible and the characteristics
deliver the experience of a sense of unity, progress, trust and shared focus. We conclude
that we have shown that team flow is related to a number of individual and team-level
outcomes that are known to be very important for sustaining a healthy and productive
work force.
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Figure 4: Correlations with the second-order construct of team flow
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3.5.2 Theoretical implications
These findings have a number of important theoretical implications. Firstly, ours is one
of the first studies to actually verify the existence of a collective flow experience in work
teams. The relatively nascent literature on team flow in the workplace reports on individual
flow experiences in the team context rather than collective team flow experiences emerging
from optimised internal team dynamics. Moreover, consistent with the theory put forward
in chapter 2, we were able to distinguish between team flow prerequisites and team flow
characteristics. This suggests that the constructs underlying team flow interact with one
another in a complex way, which is consistent with extant research on individual flow (e.g.,
Ceja & Navarro, 2011) and with theoretical models that maintain that some of the factors
of flow are created by the actor, while others are emergent (Hamilton & Hurford, 2007).
It should be noted, though, that the two-factor model fit the data only slightly better than
the one-factor model and the question remains whether this two-factor model, in which
team flow prerequisites as created by team members allow for the emergence of the team
flow characteristics, holds greater explanatory power. Consequently, future studies should
further assess the extent to which the distinction between team flow prerequisites and
team flow characteristics really offers increased insight into the mechanisms underlying
team flow experiences and their consequences for work-related outcomes. Even if it does
not, however, and even if the one-factor explanation seems preferable by virtue of being
more parsimonious, maintaining the distinction between prerequisites and characteristics
can still be extremely helpful in analysing and diagnosing team dysfunction. The fact that
only prerequisites can be directly influenced remains extremely relevant in that context.
Another important implication of the present study is that the latent construct of team
flow relates positively with happiness and optimised work experiences (flow) for its members. This is because team flow closely relates to various variables that have been shown
in other studies to lead to improved performance. Examples include the presence of goals
(Locke & Latham, 1984), psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999), and commitment
(Aubé & Rousseau, 2005).
3.5.3 Practical implications
Strictly speaking, the reported findings do not allow causal inferences, despite the fact
that they are based on a literature review that distinguishes the prerequisites from the
characteristics. However, speculating on their causal direction, we would suggest that
practitioners who are interested in improving the likelihood of team flow experiences
and consequently team (member) outcomes should devote time and energy to putting in
place the prerequisites for team flow. Results from the team flow monitor are an invaluable
tool for determining which of the requirements of team flow is insufficiently present. The
team’s responses will even tell you how aware the team itself is of what they are lacking.
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The analysis also shows that teams have considerable influence on the way individual
employees feel about work in the sense that they experience a more positive work environment and increased happiness when the elements for team flow are present. Because
more and more people work in teams these days, it is important to mention these effects,
which go beyond the benefits of individual experiences of flow. Teams carry within them
a considerable risk of creating a negative work environment for their members, who lose
motivation, sometimes to the point of staying home with psychological complaints like
burnouts (Bakker, Emmerik, & Euwema, 2006; Hackman, 1998; Lencioni, 2002). That is
just one more reason that it is so important to create the conditions for team flow within
teams and keep the work environment healthy and conducive to excellence.
3.5.4 Limitations
Our study of team flow has a few empirical limitations. Except for the team performance
measure, all measurements were based on members’ self-reports, which are subject to bias.
However, self-report measures may not limit internal validity as much as is commonly
expected (Spector, 1992, 1994; Wall et al., 2004). In addition, we recognise that the
reliance on one-item measures for team outcomes violates reliability rules. We partly compensated for these limitations by obtaining data from multiple team members who were
accountable for different tasks within the team but (of course) still involved in the same
team dynamic. Moreover, we derive confidence in the reliability and validity of our data
from the high level of intra-group agreement. Also, the measurements were performed
using cross-sectional questionnaires, meaning that no causal relationships can reliably be
established, merely correlations. Our dataset unfortunately consisted of a relatively small
sample size of 83 teams (further limited to 49 teams for the analysis on team performance),
meaning statistical power may have played a role in testing our hypotheses, which implies
that we need to practice caution in interpreting null results. This also suggests that the
relationships we did or did not find had considerable strength. Another concern is that the
data collected was at times incomplete in the sense that not all members of all teams filled
out the TFM, which may have introduced bias by not fully representing the experiences
of all team members in the data (see the overview of response rates per team in tables 10
and 11 in appendix 1).
Limitations on generalisability that we can mention include the fact that the majority
of the teams in our sample are student project teams that operate in a protected (safe)
learning environment where they never face real-world business problems such as the risk
of not being accepted by a customer or colleague due to insufficient professional skill.
Hence, futures studies will need to include more real-world business teams to make the
results more generalisable. Another limitation is that we collected data with both English
and Dutch versions of the questionnaires. Similarly, as we noted earlier, it is important to
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contextualise team flow, outcomes, and dynamics, because not all team contexts are alike
(cf. Kozlowski & Klein, 2000; Sundstrom, de Meuse, & Futrell, 1990).
Another possible methodological improvement for further research could be a study that
includes only student project teams that are all from the same year of the same academic
programme at the same university and surveys them in only one language. These student
project teams should also deliver a product with the same requirements within the same
amount of time. This would improve the research context for the analysis of team flow in
relation to team performance.
One of the biggest challenges in any type of flow research is that flow is a complex
construct. The linear relationships drawn between variables only approximate the actual
dynamics (Ceja & Navarro, 2009, 2011). Clearly, there were more complex interactions
among the variables we examined that this study lacked the sample size to assess. This
difficulty is inherent in the assessment of team dynamics. Even so, research shows that the
second-order approximation we used in this study is both reasonable and valid; the presence of a dynamic can be described by its overarching behaviour even when more intricate
and/or chaotic relationships among the variables exist (cf. Bar-Yam, 1997). Future studies
should acquire sufficient data and power to run more detailed models of the behaviour
and dynamics of team flow.
Another issue that limits the scope of the results is that of measuring team performance.
The outcome for each team was measured with a single grade that was an overarching
review of the team’s output by different assessors. The reality, however, is that teams produce multifaceted products that could be reviewed on any number of scales, especially by
informed consumers. One would not merely say that the performance of a symphony was
‘good’ any more than one would consider ‘won’ and ‘lost’ the only possible assessments
of a football team’s game. As such, future studies should consider using more nuanced
outcomes with multiple measures, as some may relate to team flow more than others.

3.6 Conclusion
Though Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 1996) posited a connection between flow and performance more than 50 years ago, research is only now starting to bear out the extent to
which he was correct. Our study of team flow, which is a direct offshoot of Csikszentmihalyi’s paradigm and theorised conception of flow in a group, is one such contribution. The
findings show that not only is there a latent factor of flow at the team level, this team-level
flow experience also contributes to higher team positivity and more individual happiness.
Moreover, our study shows this connection also applies to the ad hoc teams more commonly found in the business world, which adds a wealth of potential applications for our
findings. As the products of the business world become increasingly complex, eventually
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requiring whole teams to work on them, the research world is finding more and better
ways to make those teams perform at their peaks.
In our view, team flow is the best available indicator of team function, useful long before
other indicators (low performance, low motivation etc.) reveal themselves. That makes it
an invaluable tool for team monitoring and related applications. Furthermore, the conception of team flow helps to optimise multiple aspects of team functioning simultaneously.
Other concepts examine only a few aspects, or even just one, failing to address other
important aspects. Team flow helps to integrate these aspects into one concept. Team flow
as a concept is a highly sensitive indicator of team functioning. This make it a useful
management tool for assessing and improving team (dys)function.
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ChapTer 4
Sparking Team Flow in Organisations

4.1 Introduction
An important question in the field of team research is how teams deliver optimal performance. We know a lot about the contributory factors that influence the effectiveness
of teams at work in organisations, including group composition, cohesiveness, goal setting and motivation. Researchers in this field also investigate all the different kinds of
teams and other forms of autonomous work groups that exist (Guzzo & Dickson, 1996;
Hackman & Wageman, 2005; Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). Findings from these studies
provide strong support for the value of teams to organisational effectiveness and specify
the conditions needed to support an effective team. But the literature offers surprisingly
little insight into the detailed process—the circumstances and interventions that have
allowed some organisations to make optimally effective and efficient use of their teams
where others have floundered.
Flow is a subjective experience during which people report performing at their best.
When in flow, the individual operates at full capacity (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi,
2002). The defining feature of flow is intense experiential involvement in momentto-moment activity. Attention is fully invested in the task at hand, and the person in
flow functions at his or her full capacity. A host of studies have found a strong positive
correlation between flow and performance (Landhäußer & Keller, 2012). Perhaps even
more compelling are the developmental implications of flow. That is, as individuals master
challenges in an activity, they develop higher levels of skill and the activity ceases to be as
involving as before. To continue experiencing flow, they must seek out ever greater challenges. Thus, over time, the balance between challenges and skills enhances competence
(Csikszentmihalyi, Abuhamdeh, & Nakamura, 2005).
When team members who are collaborating towards a common purpose experience the
mental state of flow together, the team, as a performing unit, improves its performance

Chapter 4

and, as a result, develops high collective competence. In chapter 2 we introduced this
team level concept as team flow, and defined it as “a shared experience of flow during the
execution of interdependent personal tasks in the interest of the team, originating from an
optimised team dynamic and typified by seven prerequisites and four characteristics” (see
paragraph 2.3.1). Based on an extensive literature review on flow and team dynamics, we
suggest that team flow starts with the establishment of a collective ambition. From this
collective ambition, the team sets the other six prerequisites for team flow, which are: a
common goal, aligned personal goals, high skill integration, open communication, safety,
and mutual commitment. Once in place, the prerequisites allow for the experience of the
characteristics of team flow, which are: a sense of unity, a sense of joint progress, mutual
trust, and holistic focus (as discussed in depth in chapters 2 and 3). In chapter 3, we
found empirical support for a second-order model that consists of two factors, separating
the elements of team flow into seven prerequisites and four characteristics. Because of this
distinction between the prerequisites that enable team flow and the characteristics that
define the experience of team flow, it is interesting and important for those hoping to
spark team flow to better understand how to create a work environment in which all of
the prerequisites are present.
Unfortunately, it is not yet clear how the separate elements (prerequisites and characteristics) of team flow each arise and how they influence each other. The purpose of this study,
therefore, is to explore the process of how the prerequisites and characteristics of team flow
come into being. We build on existing team flow theory without making explicit assumptions about how it will be applied in different kinds of work teams. Specifically, we pursue
a grounded research strategy to develop a grounded perspective on the nature of how the
prerequisites and characteristics emerge in our chosen empirical contexts. Therefore, we
want to enrich our previously proposed theory on team flow with descriptions of team
flow experiences and descriptions of the processes by which teams have achieved those
experiences in the field.
Specifically, we describe examples of how real-world work teams and business teams
have achieved team flow. The following two research questions are therefore relevant for
studies 1 and 2, respectively: “Through what processes does team flow emerge within
professional organisations?” and “How could we help teams to achieve team flow within
professional organisations?”
The process of team flow emergence is an interesting phenomenon in its own right, but
particularly so because the established theories of team development and flow offer limited
insight into the dynamics underlying team flow and its emergence. Furthermore, from
a practical perspective, a step-by-step guide for fostering team flow could guide teams
toward optimal team functioning. The conception of team flow can help optimise various aspects of team functioning simultaneously. That makes team flow a highly relevant
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indicator of team functioning, which in turn makes monitoring team flow a valuable
management tool for diagnosing and/or improving team (dys)function.
In this chapter, we will start with a brief overview of team flow theory, then present
two studies. In study 1, we report on data collected from interviews with team members
and team experts. These descriptions will increase our understanding of the emergence of
team flow and how to use interventions to create environments in which it can be sparked.
We will describe the interview methods and techniques that we used and the results we
obtained. Then we will share our design for a Team Flow Model and an accompanying protocol to monitor the extent to which any given work environment supports the
emergence of team flow. These two designs form the basis for the case studies used in study
2. The Team Flow Model and protocol have guided real-world work and business teams
in creating the conditions that spark team flow in specific real-world situations. In study
2, we collect and analyse data from work and business teams using the Team Flow Model
and protocol to spark team flow experiences. Again, we will report on the methods and
techniques we used and the results obtained in each case before combining the different
cases in a cross-case report. Study 1 delivers in-depth insights into the relations between
the prerequisites and characteristics of team flow that we can use to develop a team flow
model for practical use, as well as suggestions for how an environment could be fostered
where team flow is more likely to occur. Study 2 delivers more insight into how this
team flow model and protocol help team members to sustain a healthy team dynamic by
structuring the elements of team flow within their unique organisational context. The
two studies together contribute to an enhanced understanding of the emergence of team
flow and ways to create environments conducive to team flow within organisations. In the
discussion section, we expand on our key findings (insights) and take a broader look at the
implications of the research for organisational theory and management practice.

4.2 Theoretical Background
4.2.1 Team flow theory
Team flow is considered to be a function of shared experiences of flow during the execution of interdependent personal tasks in the interest of the team and comprises three core
aspects: (1) individual team members together experiencing the mental state of flow by
executing their interdependent tasks; (2) the team members deriving flow from the team
dynamic, which is structured by seven team flow prerequisites: a collective ambition, a
common goal, aligned personal goals, high skill integration, open communication, safety,
and mutual commitment; and (3) team members sharing a dynamic that reflects a collective state of flow defined by four specific characteristics: a sense of unity, a sense of joint
progress, mutual trust and holistic focus.
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4.2.2 Prerequisites of team flow
We have previously identified seven prerequisites that foster the flow experiences of
individual team members within the team context. As discussed, the collective ambition
is the reason team members come together and the reason they feel connected to each
other. This raison d’être serves as a framework for the other six prerequisites. It helps the
team set a clear and meaningful common goal that is shared by all team members (Locke
& Latham, 2006; O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1994; Sawyer, 2007). Team members contribute
to the achievement of the common goal by setting aligned personal goals that are clearly
defined, meaningful, proximal and specific. These goals clearly show the division of labour in the team and promote growth and development in the individual team member
(Locke & Latham, 2006; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009; O’Leary-Kelly et al.,
1994). During task distribution, all team members are assigned one or more challenging
tasks or roles that suit their preferences, talents, knowledge and skills (Katzenbach &
Smith, 1992; Salas et al., 2008). Therefore, the aligned personal goals provide high skill
integration by playing to each team member’s strengths. In this way, individual abilities are
optimally utilised and combined to create a synergistic collaboration. The integration of
high skills creates for each individual team member a ‘challenge-skill match,’ which is an
important prerequisite of individual flow (Abuhamdeh & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). Open
communication supports team members’ (tacit) knowledge about their contributions to
the team (cf. Sawyer, 2007). This requires clear, constructive and encouraging feedback
on their personal tasks, the joint team task, and the process of collaboration. This kind
of feedback helps team members to build on their interactions and achieve the common
goal in the most efficient and effective way (Guzzo & Salas, 1995). It also provides team
members the ‘immediate feedback’ they need to experience flow while executing their
personal tasks together. A shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking
(Edmondson, 1999) means that the team will not embarrass, reject, or punish someone
for speaking up. This safety to perform interpersonal tasks in the interest of the team is
necessary to achieve team flow, while also eliminating unnecessary and unacceptable risks.
Failure necessarily remains a possibility, however, because the goals are challenging and to
achieve them a team needs to integrate high skills. Safety within the team environment
decreases team members’ worries about the performance on their immediate tasks and
promotes reciprocal trust. Mutual commitment to the interdependent activities at hand is
the last identified prerequisite for team flow. With mutual commitment, team members
support each other in creating the ideal team dynamics to achieve the common goal with
task-oriented coaching, accountability, and responsibility. Mutual commitment within
the team carries with it a responsibility to engage with each other to achieve the desired
common goal with devotion and dedication. It allows individual team members to adapt
their work to the team’s requirements, and to integrate their activities with the common
activities, while causing the least possible disruption to others (Bardram & Hansen, 2010;
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Dourish & Bellotti, 1992; Schmidt, 2002). In many ways, mutual commitment is a vital
part of cooperation and focus and therefore even a prerequisite for smooth cooperation.
Being mutually aware decreases the number of distractions brought up by fellow team
members. Everyone knows what the goals and the processes are, and instead of distracting
each other, everyone is fully engaged in interdependent tasks.
The prerequisites for team flow foster an environment conducive to joint flow experiences in teams. Before we explore in detail how to create circumstances that foster such
an environment, we will first describe the characteristics of team flow. The characteristics
describe how team members experience the phenomenon of team flow and could therefore
also function as indicators of the team flow experience.

When a team experiences team flow, it shares a number of sensations at the team level
that we have chosen to call characteristics of team flow. A team forms because its members
choose to cooperate with each other to achieve a certain purpose. We have previously
called this the collective ambition of the team. If the other six prerequisites are also in
place, it is likely that team members will share the experience of four characteristics of
team flow. First, there is a sense of unity, A shared feeling that the team members form a
unit together by expressing the collective ambition of the team. This feeling contains cohesion (Widmeyer et al., 1986, p. 3), a loss of self-consciousness with fellow team members
(cf. Snow, 2010) and a blending of egos (Sawyer, 2007). The feeling of unity is partly the
result of setting aligned personal goals that each contribute to the common goal, which
in turn is derived from the collective ambition. Secondly, there is mutual trust, the shared
feeling of trust that allows joint tasks to be accomplished together (cf. Gully et al., 2002)
and team members to be vulnerable to the actions of their fellow team members (cf. Mayer
et al., 1995). This feeling arises because open communication has made people feel safe
to act (without fear of failure) and has ensured that they know exactly how well they are
doing thanks to clear and immediate feedback. Thirdly, team members have a sense of joint
progress, a shared feeling of progressing towards the team’s goals together in close cooperation. This feeling arises because people communicate openly about the team’s progress
towards the common goal and everyone’s contributions to that progress (cf. Amabile &
Kramer, 2011). Thanks to this open communication, everybody knows exactly how they
are doing and what joint action their common and personal goals require next. Finally,
there is holistic focus, or the realisation that there exists among the team members a collective consciousness, intent on pursuing the collective ambition, resulting in a shared focus
on their cooperation and the achievement of their goals (cf. Isaksen & Lauer, 2002). This
form of ‘holistic focus’ arises through a mutual commitment to the common goal and
from the concentration on allocated tasks that commitment necessitates (cf. Hamilton &
Hurford, 2007).
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The degree to which the characteristics for team flow are present determines whether
and to what extent team flow occurs. Team flow occurs when all team members are experiencing the four characteristics by the grace of a team dynamic created by the seven
prerequisites. The experience can differ in its intensity and duration. Full team flow is what
we call it when all of the team members rate the presence of the characteristics as optimal
for a given period of time. We have seen in chapter 3 that team flow is positively correlated
with individual outcomes like general and current level of happiness and individual flow
experiences, as well as team outcomes such as team positivity and team performance.
For the creation of an environment conducive to team flow, it would be useful to know
by what process or processes the prerequisites of team flow lead to the experience of its
characteristics. We will investigate that question in study 1.

4.3 Study 1: Method
As we strive to elaborate and build on our existing theoretical ideas, aiming to refine their
concepts, relations, and explanatory limits, we build on qualitative studies (Lee, Mitchell,
& Sablynski, 1999; Locke, 2001; Vaughan, 1992). We followed an inductive research
design, starting from a literature review on (group) flow theory and team dynamics. By
conducting interviews with team members and team experts we tested our proposed
theory for practical support. To gain a better understanding about how the prerequisites
appear at the team level and how they relate to the emergence of the characteristics, we
collected quotes from team members through semi-structured interviews and an online
survey with open questions, and from team experts using only semi-structured interviews.
An additional goal for these interviews was to better understand how best to create the
prerequisites of team flow, how they interrelate, and how they affect the characteristics
of team flow. Data was collected by conducting interviews with team members and team
experts.
The interviewed team members were instructed beforehand in the definition of individual flow and the definition of team flow as provided in chapter 2 of this dissertation,
though without specifying the prerequisites and characteristics. They were then posed the
following questions: What keeps you from achieving flow during the performance of your
task for the team; What allows you to achieve flow during the performance of your task
for the team; Suggestions for achieving more flow in our team are…; Can you describe a
moment of team flow? During the interviews, questioning focused on the phenomenon of
achieving flow together the way team flow has been defined in this dissertation. A number
of quotes from the team members were collected by means of an online survey that contained many of these same questions. Participants in the survey were similarly instructed
on the concepts of flow and team flow by means of a presentation before taking part.
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The goal for the team expert interviews was to determine whether they acknowledge the
proposed prerequisites for team flow and whether, based on their expertise, they could offer detailed explanations for those prerequisites. During these interviews, the interviewer
explained the concepts of flow and team flow by providing their definitions and discussing
the prerequisites and characteristics of team flow. These were each specified before asking
the experts about their importance and how they might be realised in a team.

After repeated readings of the interview transcripts and the answers collected with the
online survey, quotations were selected that address our research question. The selected
quotations were then categorised and labelled according to Glaser and Strauss’ (1967)
principles of concept discovery. Concept discovery refers to the strategic process of
moving from data to abstract categories (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967), labels
(Turner, 1981), or concepts. Theoretical conceptualisation is an excellent way to analyse
patterns of action and interaction among various kinds of social units or actors (Glaser
& Strauss, 1967). In selecting the quotations, our focus was on finding statements that
constitute practical examples of the prerequisites and characteristics and can be used to
find possible relationships between them. To that end, we categorised the quotations into
prerequisites, characteristics, and a general category for statements that address team
flow as a whole. Based on the results, we developed a formal model of the emergence
of team flow experiences with the power to explain multiple different situations. In doing so, we used theoretical sampling interspersed with writing theoretical memos until
data saturation was achieved, with analysis performed based on open, axial and selective
encoding (Charmaz, 2014; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). We worked this process, which may
be considered phenomenological, using the strategies of comprehension, synthesising,
theorising and recontextualisation (Morse, 1994). To conceptualise the emergence of team
flow, we analysed the data line by line while asking the following questions: “What are
the participants describing? What was important for them that such a positive experience
could happen? Did they have this experience at the team level? What elements were present at that moment? What were the benefits of this specific experience?” This method of
constant comparison was used to re-examine the data against the emerging categories and
their related characteristics (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Table 14 in appendix 1 presents the 89 quotations selected from the team member
interviews, along with information about which team and organisation the quote came
from. The team members in this study work in diverse organisations, including a childcare
provider, a municipality, an engineering agency, a high school, a healthcare organisation,
a mental healthcare organisation, and a consultancy firm, which makes generalisation all
the more feasible. Grouping the quotes makes it possible to conduct an analysis for the
characteristics of prerequisites and characteristics. To that end, the quotes were grouped
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into 12 categories: one for general aspects concerning team flow theory, and eleven more
for each of the elements of team flow.
Twelve semi-structured interviews with team experts were also conducted. These were
people who have successfully coached or supervised teams in the field. They included organisational consultants, business team coaches, business leaders and business team leaders. Together, they represent a diverse group of professionals representing a broad range
of perspectives on the team flow phenomenon who create a comprehensive picture of the
emergence and experience of team flow. Each interview was transcribed. After thorough
analysis, 51 quotations were selected from the interviews to be categorised the same way
those from the team member interviews were (see table 15 in appendix 1).
Below, we will describe the main results from our analyses of the quotations in tables
13 and 14 (see appendix 1). In order to answer the research question for study 1, we will
split those results into general aspects concerning team flow theory, results that address the
importance of the collective ambition to team flow, and important interrelations between
the elements of team flow. We will then draft a preliminary conclusion for the purposes
of designing a working version of the Team Flow Model, which will visualise the relationships among the elements of team flow, and designing an intervention protocol for the
promotion of team flow, both of which will guide the case-study research in study 2.
Quotes from team experts will be referenced by name and year. Those from team members
will be referenced anonymously.

4.4 Study 1: results
4.4.1 General aspects concerning team flow theory
Mutual Autonomy

Our interviews reveal that teams should have the freedom to decide what is important
to them in the moment. This makes it easier for team flow to occur. Also important is
that they have the option of enlisting support when they need it. For instance, teams in
the healthcare organisation can call on support from a regional coach, as described in the
following quotation: “Within Buurtzorg Nederland, our teams can do exactly those things
our teams find important. [They] express in their vision statement what matters to them as
a healthcare provider. To support their vision, they offer additional schooling and encourage us to call on a regional coach whenever we want to. Coaching is all a regional coach
does. They don’t tell you what to do, but they do suggest options. You might try such and
such, or maybe consider this, or I know of teams who handled it like this.” Clearly, it is
important to these teams that they retain responsibility and accountability for their work.
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The teams in this healthcare organisation are considered self-managing, which is exactly
what enables them to have more team flow experiences.
Elsewhere in the interviews are further indications that autonomy is essential for achieving team flow. Jos de Blok, founder of Buurtzorg Nederland, describes the principle like
this: “There’s a lot of stuff you see in other organisations that you really don’t even need
to talk about. You can just work very instrumentally, and all the stuff we don’t bother
with is developing policy, policy strategies, mission statements, you name it. What we do
is: there’s a problem to be solved, so you collect some good people with abilities that can
contribute meaningfully to a solution, and you get on with it.” (Jos de Blok, founder and
CEO of Buurtzorg Nederland)
What De Blok advises here is to give teams the freedom to deal with problems as they
see fit without trying too hard to manage or control them. Those are distractions. Giving the teams free rein is what leads to team flow. So by all means keep it simple in
terms of rules and policies. To put it another way, make sure your organisation does not
employ too many top-down management tools that create distractions and obstacles in
your teams’ environments and impede their ability to experience flow. Such tools include
ill-considered policies and unnecessary rules and procedures. The members of these kinds
of professional teams are perfectly capable of telling right from wrong and determining
for themselves what they will work on together. Give your teams the autonomy they need
to achieve team flow.
This idea is supported by the following statement: “Team flow is about a number of
individuals who can authentically be themselves in the team” (Frank Heckman, organisational researcher, lecturer and coach in the performing arts) The more team members can
be themselves within the team, the easier it is for the team to achieve team flow. Connecting with each other based on a shared intrinsic motivation and the recognition of each
other’s skills (i.e., collective ambition) empowers team members to be themselves because
it allows them to act on what motivates them intrinsically and lets them feel appreciated
for who they are and what they can do.
A clearly defined assignment based on outcome agreements

“Professionals focus better when they know why they’re doing something. For a professional what is never the issue because that’s what they’ve been trained for. […] The real
question is why.” (Harry Starren, organisational consultant and former CEO) The ‘why’
question is answered by agreeing on or determining a collective ambition, possibly paired
with a team-level outcome agreement. A common goal would be an example of such an
outcome agreement. As their employer, be sure to communicate to your teams what you
need them to accomplish and why, then let the team do what they are good at to make
it happen. Here we see that, when it comes to achieving focus, autonomy in working
towards the agreed-upon personal goals is a recurring theme.
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Reflection and coordination as a source of focus

The desire to experience individual flow has potential downsides. It is possible to lose the
sense of what you are doing, which can cause people to overinvest in an activity, exhaust
themselves, suffer tunnel vision, take excessive risks, or create social conflicts. Though
empirical studies into the downsides of flow are scarce (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Schüler,
2012), it is safe to say that there is probably an optimal way to experience flow: one in
which the subject retains awareness of and can reflect on their surroundings and the needs
of their peers. Flow is, after all, a fleeting experience. In a team, coordination is essential
for ensuring that everyone is moving in the same direction along the same path using the
right tools. And it is important to coordinate the right things, as indicated in an interview
with one of our team experts: “For flow in teams, there probably exists some optimum
of flow. Too much of it is bad because the team starts going to extremes, losing control.
Too little flow leaves them nowhere. The optimum is where all the advantages are.” (Ad
de Jong, organisational scholar) The following quotation neatly summarises the interplay
of reflection, coordination and focus: “Team members need to know who’s responsible for
what, how to stay in touch with each other, when feedback can be exchanged and how to
get help and support. When all of that is clear to them, team members can relax and get
down to it. That gives them focus.” (Ineke Khalil, business team coach).
Team size

We also found that teams in the field should not be too large. Overlarge teams are unworkable. A healthcare organisation we sampled for data reported to us that teams should be
no larger than 12 people. They claim that is a hard cap, since cooperation starts to become
challenging in teams with us few as 9 people (Amason & Sapienza, 1997; Haleblian &
Finkelstein, 1993; Katzenbach & Smith, 1992).
Tipping point

Another statement from a sports and business team coach: “When my star players hit
flow, the rest follows.” (Marc Lammers, sports and business team coach) That statement
suggests two things: first, that the experience of team flow is born from individual flow
experiences, which is consistent with our definition of team flow, and second, that once a
certain number of team members achieve flow, a tipping point is reached that pulls the rest
along for the ride and brings about team flow, which is also consistent with our description of team flow, in which we indicated that team members experience flow individually
as well as collectively.
Happiness

During a team flow experience, everything appears to run extremely smoothly. Actions in
the team each follow naturally from what came before. It is important to individual team
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members that they contribute to the targets that are the team’s reason for being. Doing
so makes those team members very happy in the moment, as illustrated by the following
quotation: “We became a well-oiled machine. We cooperated, and the children had an
amazing afternoon and worked on their learning objectives as well. That made me really
happy for a while there.” That quotation contains further confirmation that achieving
team flow causes people to experience happiness. We saw as much in the study from
chapter 3 and the literature review in chapter 2.

One characteristic of individual flow could be described as effortless action (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). “Concentration and talent may well be different words that mean the
same thing. Talent is the ability to concentrate. You do that because you believe that what
you’re doing is meaningful, so when you lose yourself in something, that’s when you’re
really here.” (Harry Starren, organisational consultant and former CEO) Because you
find the task important and enjoy performing it, you experience little resistance and find
the whole process effortless (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1997). Deploying your talent in
support of a goal you value is effortless, and doing so in a team of people all striving for
a common goal in a moment of team flow will create effortless cooperation. Of course,
the trick is still finding the right balance between coordination and autonomy. An excess
of coordination will cause frustration, meaning more effort is required, whereas an excess
of autonomy may cause individuals to lose sight of the common goal in pursuit of their
own, leading to chaos.
Autonomy is very important for professional teams to be able to reach team flow. Too
much top-down meddling is a distraction that inhibits team flow. As long as the top
echelons have a clear vision, set out a clear framework and provide support where it is
needed, that will suffice. Professional autonomy within the team is also important, since
that will allow team members to perform at their best, achieving flow in the performance
of their tasks. Whether the right balance is struck between autonomy and coordination
determines whether team members will enter flow together. Finding that balance is up to
the team, and becomes more difficult as the team grows in size. If just a few people in key
positions within the team enter flow while performing their tasks, there is a good chance
they’ll pull the rest along with them, and once the whole team is in flow together, team
flow occurs. That is when the team members perform at their best together and experience
happiness together.

95

Chapter 4

Effortless cooperation

Chapter 4

4.4.2 Collective ambition as the bedrock of team formation
Collective ambitions: open, generous and meaningful

We described the collective ambition of a team as the starting point of its formation and
defined it as “the shared sense of intrinsic motivation to operate and to perform as a team
based on shared values and recognition of complementary skills” (see paragraph 2.4.1).
It is embedded in that definition that each team member should recognise and value the
abilities of each other member, thereby gaining admittance to the team and permission
to work together towards a common, meaningful goal. This collective ambition is beautifully described in the following quotation: “Leave your collective ambition open to some
interpretation. Formulate the ambitions generously, so that team members can imbue it
with meaning of their own. When I say open to interpretation, I mean leave some wiggle
room, but make sure it provides enough guidance to keep people on board without excluding anyone from the process. They should also set ambitious goals with a social aspect.
People are happier when they can be of value to others, contribute to something beautiful,
something greater than themselves.” (Harry Starren, organisational consultant and former
CEO). Another quotation along the same lines says that high-performing teams are usually founded on shared values (Christian Dahmen, organisational consultant). This means
members of organisations are not grouped together based on their knowledge or skills, but
primarily based on their collective values, which form the basis for ambitions.
Collective ambition as a source of satisfaction and positive energy

It is also worth mentioning that talking about the collective ambition engenders feelings
of satisfaction, as reflected in the following quotation from a team member in education:
“The first time we all sat together, we had some intense discussions and decided what was
important to us. That felt pretty good. People also influence each other: in the interviews,
team members indicated that being surrounded by highly motivated people led to flow
experiences for them as well. It is also important to talk about the collective ambition
regularly because it gives energy, reflection and direction, which ensures that positive
energy keeps flowing in the right direction.”
Strength from collective ambition

Knowing what you stand for as a team and what is important to the team is listed as a
strength by various interviewed team members, like this member of a team in education:
“One of our team’s strengths is that the team knows what all of its members stand for,
together.” And here is a healthcare team member: “It’s so important what the vision of
one of these organisations is. I never knew just how important that is. Buurtzorg organises
vision meetings for new employees to teach them about its vision. And it’s a vision we all
support. In fact, their vision should be the entire reason you choose to work for Buurtzorg.
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We ask about it in job interviews. ‘Why do you want to work for Buurtzorg and what do
you think makes us different?’ If the answer to that question gives us a bad feeling, we
won’t continue with that applicant.” That also suggests how important it is that the team’s
values match the organisation’s. The team’s collective ambition should contribute to the
overarching mission and vision of the organisation as a whole. If at any time the two fall
out of sync, that will form an obstacle to team flow.

Challenges are tackled together, at the team level. That means there ought to be a balance
(or match) between the collective challenge and the levels of the team members’ complementary skills. Team members need each other to successfully overcome the collective
challenge. To achieve a high level of skill integration, the division of labour should be
performed in such a way that everyone is assigned a task or role they will find challenging
and that matches their preferences, talents, knowledge and skills. It is important to deploy
people in the zone of proximal development: “In role distribution, consider everyone’s
talent and motivation to develop in any given area.” (Ineke Khalil, business team coach)
That way, individual abilities are optimally directed and bundled to create synergies in
cooperation; Everyone will be functioning at a general level of ability, and everyone will
possess some unique talent that adds value to the team as a whole. This helps them understand each other better and makes them better able to support each other. During the
team flow experience, every team member is being called upon to function at the edge
of their abilities, which means everybody exceeds (what they thought were) their limits.
Finding challenges that great for the team stimulates the experience of team flow. A few
statements were made in the interviews on the subject of what leads to team flow: “One
of our team’s strengths is that we know what each of us is really good at.”; “Utilising your
team’s qualities, even recognising your team’s qualities, is also a prerequisite for flow in
your team.”; “A clear distribution of roles and responsibilities where everyone complements everyone else by bundling strengths.”
In conclusion, we might say that it is fine for the collective ambition of a specific team
to be operationalised in a way that leaves room to manoeuvre, that the best collective
ambitions encourage teams to strive for something beautiful, meaningful and socially
relevant (a higher purpose, added value, or core belief ), and that many team members
draw inspiration from their collective ambitions to improve themselves and the team as
a whole. That is the power of a well-formulated collective ambition: high motivation and
effortless cooperation. When the team completely agrees on what the collective ambition
is and everyone in the team has the autonomy to strive for that ambition as they think
best, everyone involved will be highly motivated. The formation of an effective team truly
starts at the mutual recognition of each other’s overlapping and complementary values,
and the common strength derived from those (cf. group potency; Guzzo et al., 1993).
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The team’s collective ambition is its beating heart, energising its members, as well as its
backbone, ensuring that all the team’s efforts are coordinated, thus ensuring the team acts
coherently, efficiently, and effectively. The collective ambition is the root cause from which
all other team flow prerequisites develop.
4.4.3 Important interrelations among the elements of team flow
Collective ambition feeds common goal and open communication

How collective ambitions are formed is beautifully illustrated by TV producer Victor
Mids: “We handle things very professionally at MINDF*CK. When we’re creating a new
season, we’ll rent a villa for a week. A team of five of us will sit by the pool and brainstorm.
Everyone’s free to say what new illusion they might find interesting. ‘Shall we change
water into wine,’ someone will say, ‘Or make the moon disappear?’ We generate a whole
bunch of ideas that way. After that we’ll look for methods. Will we use a helicopter and a
black screen? Do we build a complete replica? Do we hypnotise someone? From there, we
look at what the best solution would be and whether we can make anything cool happen.
It starts with a core idea. Something you can explain in just one sentence. If you can’t do
that, the idea’s just not good enough.” (Victor Mids, illusionist and TV producer) Here
we see how the collective ambition feeds open communication and eventually leads to a
very concrete common goal.
Common goal and aligned personal goals drive a sense of unity

How necessary a common goal is for creating a sense of unity is supported by the following respondent quotations: “The idea is for all of us to get behind the goal.”; “Linking clear
goals to ideals and living up to them.”; “Going for something together, clear actions and
concrete goal.”; “If a shared objective is agreed upon.”; “We have a concrete goal to buckle
down on together and deliver results.” It is important for goals to be clear and supported
by everyone involved. That is when the chance of achieving team flow is greatest. Once
a common goal has been agreed upon, team flow may be further encouraged by bringing
those goals in close, by drafting a clear planning with deadlines, for instance. It is a way
of drawing the team’s focus into the here and now without anyone losing sight of the
long-term collective ambition and the goals derived from it. The difference between a
collective ambition and a long-term common goal is that the latter is much more concrete,
like taking the cup at the World Championships, whereas the former is more like wanting
to the best football side in the world by playing beautifully, offensively, and with great
technical proficiency. The collective ambition, then, reveals more of the common values
that the team stands for. The personal goals that have been decided on are all carefully
formulated, meaningful, and specific to the individual, directing the individual’s actions
and encouraging growth and development in both the individual and the team as a whole
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(Locke & Latham, 2006). Our respondents describe the importance of that as follows:
“Clear goals and their associated tasks give me the feeling that I’m valuable to the team
and allow me to fill my day with meaningful activity.”; “What passionate people want is
to perform the job they’re passionate about well. They want to enjoy their work; Do it
in a way that gives them the sense they’re doing meaningful things. Personal goals in the
team are a part of that.”; “If I can focus my attention on a task and actually finish it.” So
it is fine, in terms of experiencing flow, for there to be egos in the group, as long as they
are put in the service of the team’s interests. If that doesn’t happen, the chance of team
flow occurring becomes fairly slight (cf. blending of ego’s; Sawyer, 2007). One of the
team member respondents described that phenomenon in an interview: “If you want to
work at Buurtzorg, you can’t have a large ego. Many other organisations demand one. At
those places, one person usually steps forward wanting to be the manager. Here, everyone
needs to carry themselves as equals. That creates trust, opens up communication, and
eventually leads to flow in your team.” Having a collective ambition, a common goal,
and personal goals aligned to them both creates a sense of unity in everyone involved.
Team members experience this in a very real way. They feel like they’re acting as a single
organism. Here is one example quotation from the interviews illustrating a sense of unity:
“One of our team’s strong points is a strong sense of ‘togetherness.’” In summary, we can
say that the chance of experiencing team flow improves when team members get to make
personal contributions to the common goal, and that it can be even further improved when
that contribution stimulates personal development. Under those conditions, the aligned
personal goals together stimulate the sense of belonging and of being valuable to the
people they serve. Clearly, the prerequisites common goal and aligned personal goals and the
characteristic sense of unity are strongly interconnected.
The alignment of personal goals supports high skill integration

It is important for everyone to know who is good at what and who enjoys doing what
(mutual awareness) as well as what the team as a whole is good at (collective awareness).
With those elements in place, you can let everyone get on with what they are good at while
staying connected through the contributions each team member makes to everyone else’s
work. This requires mutual autonomy for the team members. Because everyone has some
autonomy and feels free to get on with it, it becomes easier for everyone to experience
flow in their performance of personal tasks supporting the team (cf. autotelic activity;
Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). This is reflected in the following statements: “That
everyone decides how to [perform tasks] in their own way” and “If people assign me a
role I’m happy to fill here. I can exercise my authentic qualities in a focused way here.
The group knows what those qualities are and lets me make the most of them. I can stay
true to my authentic self here in the way I interact with clients. I can be myself here in
the way we work with clients.” Because people complement each other, their cooperation
99

Chapter 4

Sparking Team Flow in Organisations

Chapter 4

creates synergies we might call team flow. A clear allocation of tasks is born out of everyone
agreeing on personal goals together and integrating high skills. It is important that you
bear mutual autonomy in mind while you do so, and keep track of what everyone is good
at and what everyone wants to do, though those two are often one and the same.
By assigning team members this shared responsibility, you increase the likelihood that
they will experience team flow. This is summarised wonderfully in the following quotation: “I’ve been at this for a while now, and when I joined Buurtzorg and read on the
company intranet that someone’s experience of working there was: ‘This is so great,’ I felt
the same way. This is something else! This is a whole new approach to working and to
teams. You can just be yourself. And they make the most of my skills and responsibilities,
which makes me derive so much more joy from my work. I’m well aware how I hit flow
at Buurtzorg. A lot would have to happen before I lose that ability. I get into this flow
because my team and I are given full responsibility. Everyone on the team is well-trained
and knows what they’re about. We’re free to divvy up the work. Everyone does what
they’re good at, what they enjoy doing, so of course things go really well. And you get
to be completely responsible for that, too.” In conclusion, to make the most of a team’s
complementary skills, tasks have to be well-distributed among them so that each team
member contributes at the peak of their ability.
High skill integration and open communication provide a sense of joint progress

When the disparate skills of team members are integrated into a collective skill set and
when there is constant coaching towards the next step along the path towards achieving
the team’s collective ambition and/or common goal, that creates a feeling of joint progress
(cf. moving forward; Sawyer, 2007). That feeling leads to the sense of effortlessness that is
so strongly associated with individual flow (cf. effortless action; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990),
except now you are sharing that experience together. One respondent describes how that
happens: “When allocating tasks, you need to bear in mind what people enjoy doing. If
you don’t, people start grumbling, feeling negative. That creates a negative atmosphere in
the team. The thing to do is tell people to do the things they like to do and are good at.
They’ll make it look effortless!” When people get things done together with what seems
like very little effort, they get more done overall. Respondents had the following to say
about progress: “I get pumped when the team gets things done on the job I never would
have thought possible.”; “There’s flow when the team’s getting along with the clients.
Productivity is not our priority.”; “The role of the team is crucial. The team has to be
performing well for me as an employee to do well.”; or even: “I revel in the things we’re
building together, in the fact that our customers, colleagues and partners appreciate us.”
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Creating a safe environment that is tolerant of failure is essential. Without such an environment, team flow will never occur. Flow experiences require the abandonment of
the fear of failure (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Safety ensures that people feel comfortable
enough, calm enough, to do challenging work with complete commitment. It creates
mutual trust and allows people to make themselves vulnerable: “If there is ever a problem
with a client, your colleagues are always right there for you. We start looking for solutions
together. We help each other. That’s a thing: you can ask for help here. You can make
yourself vulnerable in the team. That’s how much trust we have in each other, and that
trust is never violated.” That quotation indicates that the willingness to ask for help, which
is an appeal to the integration of high skills, is dependent on the sense of safety. Creating
that safety requires open communication among members, which is in turn supported by
the commitment you all made together.
The team members support each other in working towards the challenging common
goals they set, embracing failure as a source of growth and learning and acknowledging
success through evaluation and celebration. This form of open, constructive and positive communication is considered essential for the creation of a shared safe environment.
There were numerous quotations about safety and the prerequisites for team flow: “Our
team’s strength is that I can just tell my colleagues how I’m doing. The team knows how
I feel on any given work day.”; “An important measure of the support our team receives
is that difficult situations are acknowledged within the team as well as by other teams,
other departments and the management.”; “A shared project where everyone submits their
contributions on time and there’s open communication about its progress.” Creating a safe
space where the need for recognition and appreciation as well as feelings of disappointment
can be acknowledged plays an important role in the process. Expressing mutual appreciation and celebrating successes together increases motivation and makes for a positive work
environment. The ability to manage, express, perceive and interpret emotions makes for
more effective communication and is essential for the creation of a safe work environment.
Open communication and safety support mutual trust

When coupled with a safe work environment, open communication creates a sense of
mutual trust: “Unity comes from trust and trust comes from keeping in touch and knowing what’s going on with everyone.” or; “Communicating openly with each other has an
enormous effect on trust. People trust each other when they’re not afraid to be vulnerable
in front of each other, knowing that the other will respond respectfully. By discussing the
values of each team member openly and honestly and for trust as well, personal contact is
hugely important. Take note of what happens in the team and come together to discuss
it. People start examining each other and the situation critically, which allows them to get
to know and understand each other or the situation.” Our respondents addressed how
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important the experience of mutual trust is as follows: “You have to be able to trust your
colleagues implicitly, trust them to provide the kind of care we stand for. It’s about trust
in their professional know-how, trust in their relationship with the client and their mutual
trust in their fellow team members. If that’s not in place, the flow isn’t there.” People, then,
need to feel safe to be vulnerable, express their feelings, and make mistakes, and from
there they can develop a sense of strength, the confidence that they can get the job done
together. A safe environment with open, constructive communication contributes to that
trust. Trust, once achieved, reinforces all the other elements that make a team effective:
“Trust affects the entire team process. If there’s no trust, friction will run rampant. Team
members will lose focus, communication and harmony.”
However, people sometimes find themselves in teams with others they do not know and
have not worked with before. It is important for the attainment of team flow that those
people trust each other, but that can be challenging. Over time, as these people cooperate
and invest in getting to know each other, their mutual trust will grow, enhancing the
team’s chances of experience team flow. In a team, it is sometimes important to clamp
down on an emotional outburst in favour of maintaining a healthy team dynamic. This
is very well expressed in the following quotation: “Open communication requires two
things: that the core of your message is clear and that you are clear on what the core of
your message is. What you often see is that people will just throw stuff out there, disturbing the team’s open communication. This happens because their messages hide all kinds of
unexamined feelings, partially formed ideas, and confusion. It will take the other person
in the conversation a lot of energy to work out what you’re trying to say. People need to
think: what do I really want to say. Be clear about that, then start thinking about how to
put that across as palatably as you can. When someone is trying to make a statement they’re
very excited about, all that charge on the message can spook the audience and cause them
to fire back. Making your message palatable means putting the core of the message across
as inoffensively as possible. Open communication demands that people take a lot of care
in how they express themselves and that takes a lot of self-discipline and self-awareness.”
(Ineke Khalil, business team coach) This means that how people communicate is closely
related to creating a safe environment and achieving mutual trust.
Mutual commitment and common goals enable holistic focus

Mutually committing to a common goal means becoming responsible for working towards
that goal with diligence and dedication. Those involved know how the tasks have been
distributed, are familiar with the process that leads to the goal, and stay informed about
the current state of affairs. Everyone supports everyone else in maintaining the kind of
ideal team dynamic that allows for the experience of team flow. The way to do that is
through task-oriented coaching and by holding each other accountable. This is explicitly
acknowledged in the following quotation: “Not only do you use the common goal to de102

fine personal goals, you also use it to define personal tasks and communication within the
team. You’re monitoring progress together, so it’s important that you meet up regularly.
Make sure that everyone understands what’s to be done by who and to what end, what
outcomes each team member is supposed to deliver, and how to hold each other accountable for personal tasks.” This was reflected in the interviews as well: “One of our team’s
strengths is that we all stand together when it comes to handling and being able to handle
specific situations.”; “People are very involved with each other within the team. People
know about each other’s attitudes, moods and feelings in the moment. This helps us function better as a team.”; “Helping each other at busy times—strong team spirit with lots
of positivity—critical, but with mutual respect.” Characteristics of mutual commitment
in teams therefore include ‘being there’ for each other; being able to count on each other,
keeping promises, going for it together (team spirit), holding each other accountable for
their performance and actions, making decisions together, and helping each other out
when necessary. Making clear agreements, rules, and decisions together, taking a positive
attitude to work, having mutual respect, and knowing each other through and through
all contribute to the achievement of mutual commitment. When those conditions are
met, it becomes much easier for the team as a whole to be in the moment. Everyone
will be completely focused on the achievement of the common goal and maintaining a
healthy team dynamic. It may well be that the team is made up of all kinds of different
personalities and that some team members hold divergent opinions, but it is important
for everyone to be so invested in each other that they will still complement each other and
remain willing to do the work for each other’s sake. The following quote provides another
good summary of the importance of commitment, common goals and the coordination
of personal contributions: “When the distribution of roles is clear and it is clear how team
members stay in touch with each other. It’s the interplay of owner and co-owner. I may
be responsible for a given product, but my colleagues share in that responsibility because
we are collectively responsible for our overall performance. Team members need to know
who’s responsible for what, how to stay in touch with one another, when feedback can
be exchanged, and how they can ask for help and support. When all that is clear, team
members can relax and go for it. It provides focus.” (Ineke Khalil, business team coach)
During the interviews with team experts, no explicit statements were made on the subjects of sense of unity or sense of joint progress. They were never asked about those subjects
because they characterise the experience of team flow. We already investigated that specifically in our interviews with team members. Mutual trust and shared focus did come up in
our interviews with team experts. That was unavoidable because mutual trust is seen as a
prerequisite, something you must extend to your team members before you can even start
cooperating. That frames mutual trust as a conscious decision. Without choosing to trust
each other, in the sense of appearing vulnerable and relying on others to perform their
assigned tasks, there can be no open communication. Open communication (as well as
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safety) works to reinforce that trust in a reciprocal relationship. The same goes for shared
focus. Group focus on personal tasks performed in pursuit of a common goal is here also
framed as a group decision. The collective ambition, the reason you are doing anything
together is very important in all of this, because it has an enormous influence on those
decisions. In that sense, mutual trust and shared focus partially qualify as prerequisites
of team flow, whereas a sense of unity and a sense of joint progress do not, since it is
impossible to attain either one by means of a conscious decision alone.

4.5 Study 1: preliminary Conclusions
So far, the results of the interviews point to the following conclusions concerning the
emergence of team flow. Team flow emerges from a collective ambition that forms the basis
for all the other elements of team flow. The collective ambition shows a strong relation
to the prerequisites of open communication and common goal. Tasks are distributed based
on established personal goals, all of which are aligned to the common goal. Goals provide
challenges and opportunities for growth and development to which everyone collectively
commits (mutual commitment). The common goal combines with mutual commitment to
create a holistic focus of the team on the common goal. When it comes to task distribution,
the members’ personal goals (their contributions) are obviously also connected to high
skill integration. Open communication about the collective ambition energises the team
and allows its members to exchange the feedback needed to excel as a collective. This
positive and constructive communication enables the kind of coordination that makes
optimal use of the team’s high and highly integrated skills to provide everyone with a
sense of joint progress. Open communication is also essential to creating safety. High skill
integration and mutual commitment contribute to the creation of a safe environment.
Open communication and a safe environment engender in the team the mutual trust and
confidence they need to tackle their challenges together. When all the elements of team
flow are present, that signals that a team flow experience is taking place. Such experiences
provide satisfaction, happiness, and the motivation to tackle more challenges together. It
is important for the experience of team flow that organisations give their teams licence to
act autonomously. Autonomy is important within the team as well. Team members need
to allow each other to perform their tasks autonomously. The trick is to find the right
balance between alignment and professional autonomy as a team. Formulating a collective
ambition is very helpful in that respect. The collective ambition could be regarded as an
instrument for ensuring that team members cooperate based on shared values, acknowledging each other’s skills and abilities and working together effectively and efficiently in a
positive team dynamic of their own creation.
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Now that we know what is important for the emergence of team flow and which elements of team flow are strongly interrelated, we can put together a model to visualise
those relationships. This model could serve as a guide for teams trying to create a team
dynamic and work environment conducive to team flow. The research discussed in chapter
3 showed that all of the elements of team flow are related and that there is a distinction
between team flow prerequisites and team flow characteristics. We will include in this
model only the strongest relationships gleaned from our interviews. The model is a simplified representation of reality that aims to assist practitioners creating a team flow climate.
Taken together, the prerequisites (rectangles in the model) form a team flow climate in
which the team flow characteristics (ovals in the model) can be more easily experienced.
The relationships among prerequisites and characteristics that emerged from the interview analyses as the strongest and most meaningful have been included in the Team Flow
Model (see figure 6). The Team Flow Model will play a central role in the Team Flow
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Figure 6: The Team Flow Model
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Study 2: Method

In order to study the process of achieving team flow within a given timespan and in so doing further
validate the elements (constructs) of team flow, we followed 17 teams in 5 organisations for a period of
6 months. During that time, the teams participating in the study followed an intervention protocol
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in the next paragraph. Teams can use this protocol to create a team flow climate within
organisations. In study 2, we aim to determine whether this model of the team flow and
its accompanying protocol help create a climate conducive to team flow over time.

4.6 Study 2: Method
In order to study the process of achieving team flow within a given timespan and in so
doing further validate the elements (constructs) of team flow, we followed 17 teams in
5 organisations for a period of 6 months. During that time, the teams participating in
the study followed an intervention protocol attempting to establish the prerequisites of
team flow. They received coaching in the form of an inspiration session, during which the
elements of team flow were explained to them. They were also surveyed monthly with the
Team Flow Monitor, which measured the degree to which the elements of team flow were
present in their team. The results of these surveys were communicated to each team as
feedback on their progress.
The Team Flow Monitor contains both closed and open questions and has been validated in multiple studies, also with respect to the existence of prerequisites and characteristics (see chapter 3). The closed questions measure the presence of the prerequisites and
characteristics of team flow as well as some individual-level variables, such as happiness,
the percentage of time spent in flow during the performance of a personal task for the
benefit of the team, and team positivity (expressed as the balance of positive and negative intra-team interactions). The presence of team flow elements was rated on either a
7-point or 10-point scale[2]. The scores on the variables also provide an extra check for
the participants. We expect that in the presence of team flow, these variables will score
highly as well because the literature and previous studies (including the ones in chapters 2
and 3) suggest they are related (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1996; Fredrickson, 2009; Seligman, 2011; Walker, 2010). We expect that during team flow, individual members will
experience high levels of flow during the performance of tasks together, the team’s mood
will be positive, and its members’ scores for happiness that month will be high. The open
questions on the survey address possible obstacles to the achievement of team flow and
what kinds of interventions might be used to achieve more team flow. Teams can use the
answers to the open questions in the TFM (see table 12 in appendix 1) as input for coming
up with actions to improve the team flow climate in their own working environments.
At specific times during the study, business leaders, team leaders, and team coaches
received support in special feedback sessions where they were able to exchange experiences
and the researchers had a chance to offer suggestions or explanations of the protocol and
the Team Flow Model. Using the report, they could use the team session to work the
problem and come up with actions to increase the presence of team flow elements.
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Coaching teams towards more team flow experiences can be done using a process model
that follows the emergence of team flow as described in this chapter. Such a step-by-step
plan can help teams work together to realise the elements of team flow. We have already
developed an instrument for measuring the presence of the prerequisites and characteristics of team flow (i.e., the Team Flow Monitor). Using that instrument, teams can gauge
whether the climate is currently conducive to team flow and, if not, determine what can be
done to improve it. The interventions teams perform are then monitored and their effects
measured (see figure 7). That approach was created based on the interviews with team
members and team experts, then tested and approved in the cross-case-study research.
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Figure 7: Intervention protocol for sparking team flow in organisations
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guidance of a professional specialising in team flow. After the interventions have been carried out, a new measurement (post-test) will be performed to evaluate the whole process
and possibly suggest further interventions. As such, this is a cyclical approach that can be
iterated for as long as the team’s existence is considered useful. The intervention protocol
will be outlined in greater detail in chapter 5.
4.6.2 Case study analysis
The data analysis follows (Eisenhardt, 1989). This approach integrates qualitative methods
(e.g., Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2013), grounded theory building (e.g., Glaser &
Strauss, 1967) and case study research (e.g., Yin, 1994). The data collected for analysis to
answer the research questions consists of survey data from the Team Flow Monitor, which
includes closed self-rating scales and open questions, notes from the feedback sessions
with the team coaches, and transcripts of final telephone interviews to evaluate the entire
project. Additionally, the teams in one organisation were visited and their team meetings discussing the results from the Team Flow Monitor observed. In line with grounded
theory, the researcher kept detailed personal notes throughout the process on all matters
relevant to the research questions. Case study reports were drafted for each participating team (see table 16 in appendix 1 for an overview) to facilitate the evaluation of the
entire project, both for developments within teams and for differences and commonalities
between the teams. To that end, the answers to the open questions on the Team Flow
Monitor were collated by team and encoded for team flow elements so they could be
related to the quantitative scores and interpreted. Yin’s (1994) case-comparison approach
was used to analyse the case study reports. This requires the cases to be described, analysed
and reported separately. That is why separate case study reports were drafted for each
organisation and team in order to arrive at a cross-case-study report that will allow us to
explore how team flow emerges in terms of prerequisites, characteristics and interventions.
During the period of study, the researcher stayed in close contact with the participating teams and any team leaders, coaches, or upper management involved. Through the
feedback sessions, we discovered what changes took place at the team level within each of
the organisations. When the project was concluded, we investigated how much value the
protocol had added. An external researcher with a background in psychology was chosen
in order to keep the analysis objective and critical and to discourage respondents from
providing only socially desirable answers to the primary researcher, with whom many of
them had formed a bond by this point in the study. The quantitative output from the TFM
was collated and used to plot each team’s scores on the prerequisites and characteristics of
team flow over time. Those graphs are included in appendix 2: Team trajectories. Once
the project and its analysis were complete, all of the findings were incorporated into a
cross-case-study[3] report that was used to formulate answers to the research question for
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study 2, which is “How does this team flow model and protocol help team members sustain a
healthy team dynamic?”
In short, we used this longitudinal case study analysis to test our proposed theory on
team flow for internal validity, looked for ways to spark it within business organisations,
and evaluated whether it was useful for business leaders and their subordinate teams to
create a team flow climate to gain improvement in areas like effectiveness, efficiency, and
job satisfaction.
From the 20 teams, 11 were selected, based in 5 different organisations. Because 6 teams
provided insufficient information for a reliable analysis, they were removed from the database. Considering the study’s goal, this is more than enough to come to conclusions. The
case studies contain brief background descriptions on each of the companies, examples of
team flow experiences taken from the monthly surveys, reflection on interesting developments within the teams over the course of the project, and quotations from the interviews
with business leaders and team leaders conducted for evaluation purposes at the study’s
conclusion. The results section that follows describes the overall results from the cross-case
analysis, which provide answers to the question of the protocol’s effectiveness at creating
a team flow climate in the limited time available. In doing so, it addresses the following
three sub-questions: (1) Are the teams able to eliminate obstacles to team flow using the
protocol and, if so, what were these obstacles and how were they removed? (2) Do the
team members actually experience team flow together and do their descriptions yield new
insights that necessitate revision of the Team Flow Model? (3) What specific interventions
led to improvement in the team flow climate?

4.7 Study 2: results
4.7.1 How teams eliminate obstacles to team flow
The respondents considered the following to be obstacles to team flow: delays, negativity,
meetings that involve too many workers, endless discussions, slow decision-making, broken promises, co-workers’ lack of knowledge, and failure to acknowledge contributions to
shared goals. Clearly, when you ask what obstructs team flow, the answers you get amount
to the absence of the prerequisites for team flow.
The case-study findings illustrate, as did study 1, that overlarge teams are considered an
obstacle, which is supported by previous studies that have indicated that excessive team
size leads to problems with coordination and communication (Blau, 1970; Katzenbach &
Smith, 1992; Shaw, Robbin, & Belser, 1981) or process losses (Steiner, 1972). One of the
teams in the study was split up into smaller teams, which drastically reduced frustrations.
The split led to increased efficiency and better coordination and communication, which
in turn led to faster progress.
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For team 10 (ElectroCorp Team M, see table 16 in appendix 1 and the team trajectory
for team 10 in appendix 2), disruptions and planning changes impeded team flow. Using
the protocol allowed the team to open these problems up to discussion so that, eventually, team members found they took pleasure from resolving them. This increased their
experience of team flow. Over the course of the study, this team made great strides in the
area of communication. They now have very constructive discussions about how to work
together to prevent new obstacles from cropping up in the workflow. This team has shown
itself capable of turning lemons into lemonade. The team members started helping each
other and started calling each other out on things that were not going well, which is nicely
illustrated by the following quotation from one team member: “Open communication
and a safe environment are important and as a team, you should work to maintain them.
We spent a lot of time on that in our team sessions. We started talking to each other
instead of about each other. Trust grew and the team’s mood improved. Low scores were
openly discussed. That allowed us to focus our efforts and attention on them. Knowing
what was going on, you could intervene and decide to do things differently.” Over the
course of the study, the team went through similar developments in the area of dealing
with and removing obstacles by discussing the monthly results of the Team Flow Monitor
in their team meetings. The illustrations in appendix 2 show that discussion of the Team
Flow Monitor output can increase the prevalence of the elements of team flow.
From our analysis of the results from all teams, we may conclude that the obstacles
to team flow are often the counterparts of its prerequisites. Following the intervention
protocol facilitates open discussion of the obstacles, which often naturally evolves into
discussion of the required prerequisites. In fact, it is a very effective tool for achieving
exactly that.
4.7.2 How teams experience team flow over time
Using the protocol, several teams managed to realise a better team flow climate in which
team flow was actually experienced (average overall score on team flow characteristics >
8.0) and the prerequisites for team flow were more present.
As illustrated in appendix 2, team 7 (GableCorp Sales) scored highly on the presence of
team flow elements from the start and their scores still increased over time, even though
some members of this team reported frequent irritation at delays, negativity, or people prioritising their personal interests. That development showed most strongly in the elements
of open communication, safety, and mutual commitment. By the end of the project, at the
time of measurements 5 and 6, they scored very highly on all elements. This shows that
using the protocol motivates teams to improve specific elements even if the team is already
performing well overall. The open questions revealed that, for this team, success in the eyes
of the customer is a determining factor for their experience of team flow. Bringing new
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business in together or adding value for the customer together fills everyone with positive
energy and promotes feelings of team flow.
Team 6 (FloorCorp MT) does not experience team flow regularly (average overall score
on team flow characteristics < 6.0, see appendix 2), as their answers to the open questions
clearly showed. In this team, the results from the Team Flow Monitor confirmed what
everyone on the team had known for a while, but usually chose not to discuss. The following quotation illustrates that: “The fourth and fifth measurements on team 6 (FloorCorp
MT) showed that what we have here is not so much a team as a collection of individuals.
Of course, we knew that, but the report supported our suspicions and opened the subject
up for discussion. We had sensed that something wasn’t right with the team, but the report
changed that subjective feeling into fact. Once the numbers reveal something there’s no
avoiding it.” From this we may conclude that the protocol serves as a mirror that forces
teams to look at themselves, which facilitates meaningful discussion. It reveals what is
going wrong as well as what can be done to improve things.
We can further conclude that moments of team flow are regularly experienced at work.
Over the course of the entire project, several teams provided us with many wonderful
examples of flow experiences born out of cooperation, like this one from someone who
works in education: “Being able to get up on stage to tell people the ‘Learn story’ and
being 100% absorbed in doing that because everything about that training was completely
taken care of.” Workers at an installation company described these moments of team flow
like this: “Bringing in the Tesla project. On the way there and on the actual assignment.”;
“Every time a few of us take something on, finish it quickly, and can all stand behind what
we’ve done, as well.”; “Just today, Jan and I picked up a project that’s suddenly demanding
our full attention. To keep Jan from getting overwhelmed, I offered to lend a hand and
started up this engineering with him. Making sure there’s an overview creates a sense of
calm and control. It also gives me the satisfaction of knowing I helped someone out and
the joy of seeing that my work is helping him work.” Employees in a design & build team
at a medium-sized construction company described “the enormous motivation during
a planning session that made everyone forget about the time and want to complete the
planning.”
What stands out to us in these descriptions is that during team flow experiences, team
members are often adding value for a client, making progress as a team in their collective
performance, or making a difference for a colleague. This supports our theory that team
flow expresses the collective ambition and that people experience a sense of unity and joint
progress and can rely on mutual support because of that.
4.7.3 Identified prerequisites used as interventions that result in team flow
Depending on the situation a team is in, action may be taken or interventions may be
carried out to improve the climate for team flow. That means that the outcomes of our
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efforts throughout our implementation of the team flow intervention protocol with the
participating teams were dependent on the situations occurring within and around those
teams. For that reason, we will here report on the actions and/or interventions carried out
by our teams in specific situations.
Intervening with a collective ambition

For team 1 (LearnCorp Complete), their poor score on the element of high skill integration
and the analysis of their answers to the open questions prompted a decision to regroup
into four smaller teams. As we followed these new, smaller teams, a few things stood out
to us. One of the teams initially floundered. They had to reinvent themselves to become
an actual team. Formulating a collective ambition and a common goal based on that
ambition strongly contributed to their ability to think of themselves as a team (reflected
by a jump in their average overall team flow score from a 4.8 to a 7.4, see appendix 2 for
graphs of these teams’ scores over time). Team members’ percentage of time spent in flow
during task performance also massively increased: from 30% up to 70%. Another team
experienced less dramatic improvement, but they already had a clear collective ambition.
That meant they were an effective team from the start and developed over time by building
on the prerequisites for team flow. Consequently, their overall team flow score rose from
a 6.3 average to a 6.8 and the amount of time team members experienced flow in the
performance of their tasks rose from 43% to 51%.
What this teaches us is that for team flow to occur in business teams, those teams
must be limited in size. Ideal team membership is somewhere between four and nine
members, depending on the kind of activity they perform together (Amason & Sapienza,
1997; Katzenbach & Smith, 1992). Another lesson to be taken from this example is that
agreeing on a collective ambition is a clear requirement for forming a team and creating
for that team the prerequisites of team flow. Failing to do so creates a ‘team’ that is little
more than a collection of separate individuals.
Intervening in teams that already trust each other

An existing team may have established mutual trust even before they become an effectively
performing unit. This is the lesson we learned from three of the teams following the team
flow intervention protocol. Open communication and safety can create mutual trust in
this phase and allow the team to effectively start creating the other prerequisites of team
flow. The three teams in question (team 2, 6 and 7) scored very highly (>7.5) on those
specific variables and their answers to the open questions confirmed the validity of those
high scores. The presence of these few elements allowed the team members to commit to
building a team flow climate together by putting in place the other prerequisites. Once
the other prerequisites (a collective ambition, common goals, aligned personal goals, high
skill integration, and mutual commitment) were in place, these three specific teams started
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experiencing more of the team flow characteristics sense of unity and joint progress, as
reflected by higher score (>8.0) on subsequent measurements. After they created the
prerequisites of team flow, the team became an effective, high-performing unit. Clearly, to
perform well as a team, it is vital for all of the prerequisites for team flow to be present in
the team’s immediate working environment.

The specific importance of common goals also came up in the case studies, as characterised
by the following quotation from the business leader of LearnCorp: “We scored highest on
‘safe environment’ and ‘open communication’. Makes sense. That’s something we train
others in and are highly trained in ourselves. Those high scores were easily explained. The
personal goals and the collective ambition were pretty clear too. But we didn’t score as
highly on the common goals. We could sharpen those up, work on that. There’s a need for
that, as well. We had the sense of it, but the team flow measurement definitely confirmed
it.” Another commercial team once again acknowledges how important it is to have clear
common goals: “We set out clear goals and created tasks to work on them. Because this
is a sales department, goals are easily translated into numbers. I used to be the one to
turn the goals into numbers, but we did it together this time. The team members set the
goals higher than I would have done. They have faith in their abilities. The same goes
for writing tenders. People work on that much more autonomously, they’re much more
involved.” What this clearly shows is that setting common goals should be a common
process, and that acceptance and involvement markedly increase when it is. Discussing,
deciding on and agreeing to the prerequisites increases involvement, trust and unity. These
teams accept their responsibilities together and will jointly, autonomously and confidently
get down to business.
Intervening with feedback on progress

What stood out in the overall analyses of the open questions is that all members of Team
1 (LearnCorp Complete) felt a powerful desire for progress. The team really enjoys its
collective successes, and when they find themselves flagging, frustration skyrockets. From
this we may conclude that communicating progress to teams contributes to team flow (cf.
progress principle; Amabile & Kramer, 2011).
Intervening with open communication to maintain a safe environment

The importance of open communication and safety was reaffirmed in these case studies. In
team 3 (LearnCorp MS), communication has been very open and there has been a strong
desire for positivity, clarity, and effectiveness. This open communication has had a positive
effect on social safety and on the team members’ mutual trust. At no point was either trust
or social safety mentioned as a suggested improvement to create more cooperation. Their
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scores on the presence of safety, open communication and mutual trust paint the same
picture. They scored very highly (>8.0) on all three. The top executive at FloorCorp also
highlighted the importance of safety and its effect on open communication: “High scores
were attained on safety. That makes sense: there’s room for mistakes in our organisation.
People are free to be themselves. Everything is open to discussion.” So we see that safety
and open communication have a reciprocal relationship, just as we proposed in the Team
Flow Model (cf. Edmondson, 1999).
Intervening by high skill integration

The importance of strength through skill synergy (high skill integration) was revealed
more than once in the case study research. One such occasion was the following quotation:
“Team 6 (FloorCorp MT) was lacking team cooperation. Everyone did their own thing.
Now that we’re aware of that, we do things differently. We make our subjects smaller now,
more specific. Everybody speaks based on their own specific knowledge and skills. On that
basis we provide input, offer feedback, everyone provides information about their own
specialties (previously, everyone stuck their nose in everywhere).” This team scored very
poorly on unity and progress in the first few measurements, but achieved high scores for
both on the last one, which shows how high skill integration and open communication
contribute to achieving team flow. The importance of mutual autonomy can be seen here
as well, as it could in the analysis of the interviews. Everyone is assigned tasks and roles
according to their specific strengths, and each team member is afforded the autonomy
to make the most of those strengths, as long as in doing so they contribute to the team’s
overall performance.
Intervening by open communication

Team 6 (FloorCorp MT) transformed itself over the course of the project. Initially barely
functional, the team entered into an open dialogue about what their collective ambition
should be after measurement 3. This is clearly reflected in their scores. They scored poorly
from the start, but reached their lowest scores in measurement 3 (<4.0). This low point,
however, was also a turning point, because it initiated the slow development of a dialogue.
That dialogue eventually led to a very positive and constructive team atmosphere, as
reflected in their much higher scores on all team flow elements in the final two measurements (>7.0).
The analysis of their answers to the open questions agrees. Answers from the earlier
measurements showed that people were very much in each other’s ways. Big egos and
grandstanding were often the team’s downfall. As the project progressed, this behaviour
became less commonplace and the team started taking steps together. They became aware,
over the course of the project, of what they stood for. The measurements created awareness in the team of their specific situation by looking at the Team Flow Model, and the
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team members showed themselves willing to redefine their situation, using the Team Flow
Monitor, so a healthy team dynamic could develop, a team dynamic in which egos can
work together again (cf. blending of egos; Sawyer, 2007).
One management team taking part in the project struggled with interpersonal problems:
“We were on the rocks during the initial measurements. In part because those scores were
so poor, we contracted someone in to look at them and talk about it. There was too much
strife to keep going and those measurements supported our assessment that something
was wrong.” In the final measurements, this team’s mutual trust, its unity, its focus, and
its progress all improved. They had this to say: “Once you know where the problems are
and start dealing with them, things start happening at a very rapid pace. Once you know
where the sore points are and how to deal with them, how to resolve them, you will. If
you regularly discuss the common goals, focus improves. Once you’re able to focus on a
solution, that’s where your efforts will be directed and things will shift. If you deal with the
things that aren’t right, and you can be clear about what those are, clear about what is right
and why, then you’ll automatically develop a lot more focus and confidence.”
4.7.4 Study 2: Overall Conclusions
The case study analyses show that most interventions consist of putting in place the
prerequisites for team flow. Achieving team flow is no mean feat and usually requires all
of the prerequisites to be present in a team’s direct working environment to a sufficient
degree (preferably scoring above an 8.0 on average). It is quite rare, though not unheard
of, for a team to achieve team flow in the absence of one of the prerequisites. Only when
all prerequisites are in place can a team be said to exist in an optimal team flow climate and
described as high-functioning. A global analysis of the cross-case study report also reveals
that as a team’s scores on prerequisites rise and fall, so do its scores on characteristics. Discussing the output from the Team Flow Monitor raises awareness about how important a
healthy team climate is and strengthens the will to create one. If team members are already
working together in a healthy team climate, discussing the Team Flow Monitor output
provides an opportunity to maintain or even reinforce that climate. When participants in
the protocol fail to discuss the output from the Team Flow Monitor, there is no significant
increase or decrease in the scores for prerequisites, characteristics, or related variables.

4.8 Discussion
This study investigated how team flow emerges, what prevents its emergence, and what
organisations can do to create the kind of climate in which team flow more readily occurs.
We have done this by conducting interviews with team members and team experts (study
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1) as well as by conducting a cross-case-study analysis (study 2) in which we merged
quantitative and qualitative data.
4.8.1 The emergence of team flow
The starting point of any team flow experience is always the collective ambition. The collective ambition represents a shared feeling of intrinsic motivation to operate (and perform)
as a team based on shared values and motivations and the recognition of complementary
qualities. It is the entire reason a team congregates, its raison d’être (Weggeman, 2007). It is
the energy that drives a team to tackle new challenges together. It is important, therefore,
to come together to discuss this shared motivation regularly, as a way of fanning the
flames of motivation and as a touchstone for making choices either about the common
goal or people’s personal tasks. Members of a healthcare team, for instance, described the
importance of the collective ambition like this: “The team culture here really appeals to
me; it’s strong. Team culture is maintained here, despite outside influences. It’s important
for us as a team to be able to say who we are and what we stand for.”; “A team of motivated
people works.”
From the firm trunk of collective ambition sprout the other six prerequisites of team
flow. Any team that manages to put those elements in place together stands a good chance
of experiencing team flow. The prerequisites for team flow are created either by the team
members themselves or their support structure (team leader, manager, coach, or upper
management). Together, they ensure that circumstances are ideal for team flow. The first
element of team flow is a common goal supported by all team members. This common
goal is clear to everyone, meaningful to everyone and is directly derived from the team’s
collective ambition. Each team member also has personal goals, all of which together
contribute to the common goal. The integration of the complementary skills, talents and
knowledge each individual team member has to offer is another prerequisite for team flow.
During task distribution, each member is assigned tasks and/or roles that match their
preferences, talents, knowledge, and skills (Katzenbach & Smith, 1992; Salas, Cooke,
& Rosen, 2008). That way, individual abilities are optimally deployed and bundled for
cooperative synergy.
Collectively, these goals form the input for team communication: where are we trying
to go, how are we doing right now, and what should our next move be? Open communication ensures that each individual team member knows exactly how well they are
contributing to the team. That requires feedback on one’s own work, the common task,
and the team’s cooperation. This feedback must be clear, constructive and encouraging.
Open communication contributes to creating a safe environment for action. It also reduces unnecessary risks and aids in the distribution of job resources. This creates in each
team member the trust and confidence to perform well. An important finding from this
study that should be mentioned here is that in order for mutual trust to come about, each
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team member first has to simply decide to trust the others, no matter how little they know
about each other. In time, as team members cooperate more and develop a rapport, the
frequency, duration, and intensity of their team flow experiences will increase. The same
goes for shared focus. You all choose to work towards a common goal together and focus
on that. That does not mean the required mutual trust and shared focus are in place, but
as the team starts making progress, both will gradually increase. That makes these two
choices part of mutual commitment, which was not explicitly mentioned in our paragraph
on theory. It is becoming clearer and clearer that team flow is a snapshot, part of a cyclical
process that becomes easier and easier to achieve together, as long as you all agree on
challenges (common goals) to tackle together.
From our qualitative analyses of the team flow experience, we concluded that team flow
is not merely a bunch of individuals experiencing flow together, but that the type of flow a
team experiences together, through their interactions, has new and unique components as
described in the theoretical background. How intensely the characteristics of team flow are
experienced can vary, which suggest that team flow itself can be experienced with varying
intensity. For many, the experience of team flow leads to intense feelings of happiness,
high spirits within the team, a well-functioning team, results obtained seemingly without
effort, and massively improved personal and collective performance. Many statements
from the study confirm these conclusions. The team as a whole usually performs better
during team flow, though it must be noted that that does not automatically mean it will
perform better financially in a business environment. Financial results remain extremely
sensitive to external influences. That means that to improve team effectiveness, team flow
remains necessary, but is not in itself sufficient.
4.8.2 The team flow climate in an organisational context
Theoretically, teams have the potential to perform better and more effectively than individuals because teams are more flexible in their use of means, are better able to overcome
impediments, enjoy synergy, and benefit from the fact that team members can motivate
each other to pursue the common goal. Together, the team members can achieve things
none of them could individually (Delarue, Van Hootegem, Procter, & Burridge, 2008b;
Hackman & Wageman, 2005). However, Hackman (1998) points out that in the field,
teams often fail to perform for want of proper structuring and support by the organisation’s leadership. In practice, team cooperation is seldom optimal: team members distract
each other; fail to commit; fail to take responsibility; focus exclusively on personal goals;
experience fear of failure, discouragement, and even distrust; cannot reach decisions;
fear making mistakes because of overmonitoring; or become overworked because there
is too much work and/or not enough people to do it. Organisations seeking to create
a team flow climate for their teams should dedicate themselves to removing as many
obstacles to team flow as they can. Removing obstacles is just as important as promoting
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the elements of team flow. Leadership should refrain from imposing on its teams any
policies or procedures that do not serve the creation of optimal cooperation both within
and among teams (Barker, 1993; Hackman & Wageman, 2005; Lencioni, 2002; Peters
& Pouw, 2004; Weggeman, 2007). They will have to find the simplest possible way of
stimulating and monitoring their organisation’s mission and vision. The importance of
that simplicity is emphasised in the study performed by Lencioni (2002, p. 185): “As
difficult as it is to build a cohesive team, it is not complicated. In fact, keeping it simple is
critical, whether you run the executive staff at a multi-national company, a small department within a larger organisation, or even if you are merely a member of a team that needs
improvement.” They should also try to give their teams as much autonomy as possible in
order to stimulate team flow. For instance, teams could coordinate their common goals
with the organisation’s leadership and its other teams, possibly even seeking approval to
ensure that the organisation’s overall efforts remain aligned. Our advice remains to keep
it as simple as possible: Do not bury your teams under stacks of policy documents and
planning forms. A heavy hand from management and controlling, bureaucratic decision
processes are pointlessly time-consuming and cause considerable frustration, forestalling
any hope of achieving team flow. The team should be able to spend most of its time working towards the objectives that brought them together, making progress together. If they
cannot, their inevitable cries of frustration will harm not just the team’s effectiveness, but
could demoralise the rest of the organisation as well. Exactly how a team should achieve its
goals is best left to the team in question. They know best most of the time.
Autonomy also turns out to be an important prerequisite for the achievement of team
flow. Individual flow as described by Csikszentmihalyi (1975, 1990, 1996) is characterised by, among other things, autotelic activity (doing things for the sake of doing them,
intrinsic motivation) and a sense of control over one’s own performance. This means that
flow is more likely to occur when people are allowed to perform their personal tasks for the
team with autonomy. In order for the team members to all experience flow together, which
happens during an actual team flow experience, each individual team member will need to
feel free to act autonomously and in alignment with the team’s objectives.
Based on our findings from the interview analyses and the answers to open questions
on the TFM, we created a visual representation of the balance between finding alignment
and providing autonomy in team cooperation (see figure 8). When alignment is overly
discussed and monitored at the expense of autonomy, team members feel forced into
engagement. Team cooperation starts to feel like a burden because it involves so much
discussion, deliberation, and accounting. If there is too much autonomy and not enough
alignment in a team, it becomes a disorderly mess, with people pulling in all directions. It
is still entirely possible for each member of such a team to experience individual flow, but
team flow is out of the question. This is why tying the prerequisites of team flow into a
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Figure 8: The balance between professional autonomy and alignment by a collective ambition
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Figure 8: The balance between professional autonomy and alignment by a collective ambition
Team size is also a consideration. Teams should not be too big. Both studies confirm that teams need

to be small (no more than nine members) to stay manageable4 (cf. Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). Larger
sizes lead to significant impediments to effective cooperation (Amason & Sapienza, 1997; Haleblian &
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the study were none of them larger than 12 people, with one exception. That team was so dysfunctional it was broken up into
those elements in their immediate environment. It is important for the team flow model
four smaller ones.
and the protocol based on the Team Flow Monitor to be properly introduced by way
of an inspiration session. Not doing so can cause the protocol to be viewed as pointless
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interference or even as a threat, whereas half the point is to give the team more freedom
and autonomy.
Team size is also a consideration. Teams should not be too big. Both studies confirm
that teams need to be small (no more than nine members) to stay manageable[4] (cf.
Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). Larger sizes lead to significant impediments to effective
cooperation (Amason & Sapienza, 1997; Haleblian & Finkelstein, 1993).
If the leadership wants to stimulate these small teams to experience team flow, what
it can do is facilitate those teams in achieving their goals and ambitions. Conflicts, for
instance, can be very valuable to a team if they are dealt with constructively. If a team
cannot resolve a conflict, it could call on the organisation for help. The organisation they
operate in would do well to help the team by making coaches and mediators available.
One team member at an organisation consisting entirely of self-managing teams described
this as follows: “Employees are very happy with the amount of freedom they have. They
aren’t bothered by useless managers and bureaucracy. Buurtzorg Nederland is entirely
organised around trust in the ability of its professionals. They are kept as free as possible
of limiting rules and red tape. Our healthcare professionals are greatly appreciated by their
patients and the organisation. I’ve never worked in any organisation that had this much
positivity and energy.”
Within teams, the members themselves are responsible for the team flow climate. If they
cannot work it out among themselves, they can call on the organisation for assistance. The
team remains responsible for aligning itself to its surroundings (i.e., other teams in the
organisation and the organisation as a whole). The larger organisation needs to facilitate
and stimulate that process as much as possible. Teams are mostly responsible for removing
obstacles themselves, but when they cannot, they still need to be able to call on professional assistance from the organisation who could, for instance, respond by deploying
a team coach. Support from the organisation is clearly essential for teams to function
well. Teams are often formed by the organisation, but it would be even better for the
teams to form themselves around a set of values, since that ensures optimal motivation.
If that approach is chosen, the organisation should take care to test whether the team’s
shared values (what we call collective ambition) matches the values (mission and vision)
of the organisation as a whole. Research by Ready & Truelove (2011) acknowledges the
importance of value-based management to success in today’s market. “These companies
saw the financial crisis as an opportunity to transform their business models, redirect
their strategies or simply build momentum by recommitting to their long-held guiding
principles and sense of purpose” (Ready & Truelove, 2011, p. 18).
We can conclude that organisations need to provide those of their workers organising
themselves in(to) teams with an inspiring mission and vision, clear and simple structure
(rules), and on-demand support. Make the leadership responsible for making it possible to
create the prerequisites for team flow in each of the teams in their organisation, provided
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that the collective ambitions of those teams are aligned with the larger organisation’s mission and vision.

To conduct these studies, we collected qualitative data through interviews and case studies
and quantitative data by means of the Team Flow Monitor. We then triangulated the data
to ensure that the results of the studies are both valid and reliable (Yin, 1994). They are.
However, there are a number of limitations on each of the studies.
The case studies could do with expansion to include more diverse teams followed over a
longer period of time. That would enable monitoring the teams’ development over time,
since that development usually goes on for longer than six months. A longer period of
observation would also allow researchers to monitor the teams through multiple cycles
of striving for their common goals. Such data could provide additional insight into the
long-term effects of becoming aware of team flow, especially into its effects on team
performance and feelings of happiness. The larger data set would also allow for a closer
quantitative analysis of the effectiveness of specific interventions. That was not practical
with the data we had available. That is why our study mostly sought to ground team flow
theory in the qualitative analysis, with the quantitative measurements serving mostly to
validate the qualitative results.
Further research could apply a more qualitative focus to investigating why a given intervention is or is not effective. A focus group conducted after each performed intervention
would have been a fine source of additional qualitative data. There was no practical way
to make that happen in the current study, so the choice was made to sit in on one team’s
team meeting and to have feedback sessions with each of the team leaders.
Another limitation is that all the interviews and case studies were conducted on teams
in the Netherlands. We recommend that this study be duplicated in other countries and
cultures.

4.9 Conclusion
In this study, we closely investigated the elements of team flow through quantitative and
qualitative analysis of interviews and case studies. We found practical evidence for the
existence of team flow and for its importance to effective cooperation. We also investigated
the relationships between all of the different elements of team flow and discovered which
of those relationships are particularly strong. We discovered which prerequisites are most
important for the experience of the characteristics of team flow. We also determined that
mutual autonomy is an important precondition for the experience of team flow within
teams, and that mutual autonomy is achieved by striking a balance between professional
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autonomy and alignment. It is similarly important for creating the optimal team flow
climate that the organisation’s leadership allows its teams sufficient autonomy.
We used the knowledge we gained about team flow to design an intervention protocol
that organisations can use to have their teams create for themselves a team flow climate.
When teams experience a lot of team flow, they perform better and their members are
happier, more positive about their work and the organisation, and more motivated to
tackle new challenges. We hope that this study will encourage both academia and business
to embrace both the intervention protocol and the team flow model it is based on. We
believe that would enable many more teams to work together in healthy, encouraging
work environments.
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ChapTer 5
Research Conclusions and Designs

5.1 Introduction
In this concluding chapter, we summarise, integrate, and discuss the main findings of
the research presented in the preceding chapters, and propose a final model of the team
flow experience based on this integration. We will also introduce a final version of an
intervention protocol, which includes a roadmap and recommendations on how to foster
team flow within organisations. Additionally, we will address some of the strengths and
limitations of our research and conclude each section with suggestions for future research.

5.2 Theoretical Findings and Implications
Here, we will review and answer the research questions we defined in chapter 1 and
explore the broad theoretical implications of those answers. Some of our discoveries have
profound theoretical implications, like the fact that we have found evidence for the existence of team flow in professional environments, the support we found for our contention
that team flow consists of two factors, the instrument we developed for measuring team
flow, and the evidence we found that not only does team flow positively affect individual
and team-level outcomes, but the intervention protocol we designed can positively affect
teams’ propensity for experiencing team flow.
5.2.1 Team flow theory
Concurrent with Csikszentmihalyi’s delineation of flow (for a review, see Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), there was the idea that flow might also be connected with the dynamics of a
cohesive group. Keith Sawyer (2003, 2006, 2007) and others have developed this theory
into a conception of ‘group flow’ that describes how the group, as a unit, experiences an
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analogue of the flow state. Much of their work, however, focuses on group creativity and
the development of innovation. Sawyer’s work (ibid.) was developed through the study of
groups active in the arts, especially musicians and actors. As noted by Snow (2010), little
work has been done to examine the dynamics of team flow experiences in the workplace
outside the context of creative production.
We maintain that when all team members are experiencing flow in the pursuit of
the team’s common goal, there is a collective flow experience which we call team flow.
Therefore, we define team flow as a shared experience of flow during the execution of
interdependent personal tasks in the interest of the team, originating from an optimised
team dynamic and typified by seven prerequisites and four characteristics. In doing so, we
have also answered our first research question, which was “What is a useful definition of
team flow in the context of professional business teams?” Through an extensive literature
review, the proposed prerequisites of team flow are each compiled from the prerequisites of
individual flow and merged with an aspect of team dynamics. The characteristics of team
flow are each compiled from the characteristics (or those prerequisites that may naturally
result from the flow experience) of the individual flow experience and merged with an
aspect of team dynamics.
It is natural to wonder how a team can establish for itself a dynamic in which the
experience of team flow is possible, and we posit that this would require a set of baseline
elements, or prerequisites. We argue that most of these prerequisites follow from the primary one: a collective ambition (prerequisite 1) that all team members share (Posner et al.,
1985; Ready & Truelove, 2011; Weggeman, 2007), particularly when it is the starting
point and raison d’être of the team (as it often is). We have defined this first prerequisite of
team flow as the shared sense of intrinsic motivation to cooperate and perform as a team
based on shared values and mutual recognition of complementary skills. Starting from the
existence of a collective ambition, we can distinguish six additional prerequisites. There
must be a common goal (prerequisite 2) that is shared by all team members (cf. the group’s
goal; Sawyer, 2007). The team’s common goal should be clear and meaningful to all team
members, compatible with the members’ individual goals, internalised by all team members, and encouraging of growth. Aligned personal goals (prerequisite 3) that contribute to
achieving the common goal are also needed. The agreed-upon personal goals should be
clearly defined, meaningful, and specific and should promote growth and development
in the individual team member (Locke & Latham, 2006; O’Leary-Kelly, Martocchio, &
Frink, 1994). The personal goals unite the individual team members and create for each
of them a ‘clear proximal goal,’ which is one of the prerequisites of individual flow. The
complementary, high-level skills possessed by each individual team member should be
combined to create high skill integration (prerequisite 4). During task distribution, all team
members should be assigned challenging tasks and/or roles that match their preferences,
talents, knowledge and skills (Katzenbach & Smith, 1992; Salas et al., 2008). For this to
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be possible, everyone on the team must have roughly comparable (high) levels of skill,
along with some specific unique skills. This approach ensures that individual abilities will
be optimally utilised and team cooperation will create considerable synergy. Having open
communication (prerequisite 5) ensures that all team members know exactly how each of
them is contributing to the team (Sawyer, 2007). It also allows each team member to have
their perspective broadened by the other members of the team, which is also one of the
conditions of interpersonal flow (Snow, 2010). To achieve open communication, feedback
is required on each individual’s personal task, the team’s common task, and the process of
collaboration. That feedback must be clear, constructive, and encouraging. Feedback like
that helps team members build on their interactions and achieve the common goal in the
most efficient and effective way (Guzzo & Salas, 1995). This implies that team members
listen to each other and become familiar with each other (cf. Sawyer, 2007). Ongoing
open communication in the team environment provides each individual team member
their required ‘immediate feedback’ about the joint progress being made. Performing one’s
personal task in support of the team’s efforts is best done with a sense of psychological
safety (prerequisite 6). Creating a safe environment calls for the elimination of unnecessary
and unacceptable risks while acknowledging that there is still an acceptable risk of failure
on the part of each team member. The goal, after all, is designed to be challenging and
require the team members to perform at the edge of their ability. Failure is therefore
regarded as an opportunity for growth, and team members support each other in achieving
these challenging goals without worrying about what others think (cf. Snow, 2010). A
safe working environment frees team members from having to worry about how their
peers will judge their task performance. As Sawyer (2007) notes, this uses the potential
for failure to push the group towards the flow state rather than scaring them away from it.
Safety is an important contributor to our proposed team flow characteristic mutual trust
(see below). Mutual commitment (prerequisite 7) means that the team members individually and collectively accept responsibility for engaging with each other to strive for the
desired common goal with devotion and dedication. Team members support each other
in creating the ideal team dynamics by displaying task-oriented behaviour and accepting
accountability for the performance of their tasks (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). Mutual
commitment within the team environment decreases the availability of distractions for
each team member (Aubé & Rousseau, 2005), which makes it possible for everyone to
concentrate on the task at hand (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Sawyer, 2007). Mutual commitment is therefore an important contributor to the team flow characteristic holistic
focus (see below). How committed the individuals are is often mentioned as a potential
mediating mechanism for performance (Aubé et al., 2014; Landhäußer & Keller, 2012;
Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). When mutually committed, team members are
intensely involved in a shared, meaningful activity and are able to remain concentrated on
this activity for as long as necessary to achieve the common goals.
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When all these prerequisites are met, conditions in the work environment are optimised
for the experience of team flow, which answers the first half of our second research question, which was “What are the conditions under which team flow occurs in professional
organisations and what are the benefits of the team flow experience?” The benefits of the
team flow experience are covered elsewhere, but broadly consist of improved outcomes for
professional teams at the individual and team levels, which include a marked increase in
the likelihood of having more team flow experiences in future.
If the prerequisites, as derived from the collective ambition, are all present, the team
members may share a number of experiences together which we call the characteristics of
team flow. Expressing the team’s collective ambition through their actions will engender
in the team members a sense of unity (characteristic 1). This feeling of unity is partly the
result of setting aligned personal goals that each contribute to the common goal derived
from the collective ambition. Team members’ experience of a sense of unity is analogous
to Csikszentmihalyi’s notion of a loss of self-consciousness in the sense that they are not
paying attention to their own needs, focusing instead on the activity at hand. Snow (2010)
describes this effect as not feeling self-conscious with each other, and Sawyer (2007) views
it as a true blending of egos. Teams in team flow also experience a sense of joint progress
(characteristic 2). This feeling arises because the team members have joined forces (high
skill integration) and communicate openly with each other. Thanks to this open communication, everybody knows exactly how they and the team are doing and what next action
the team and the individual should take in pursuit of their common and personal goals.
That knowledge ensures that everyone feels able to respond, as a team, almost instantly to
whatever situation next presents itself (cf. Snow, 2010). During team flow, there is also a
deep feeling of mutual trust (characteristic 3). This feeling arises because people feel safe
to act (without fear of failure) and know exactly how everyone is doing thanks to the
immediate feedback delivered through their open style of communication. This feeling
of being in control is described by Sawyer (2007) as having the autonomy to take any
ideas that come up and run with them based on their merits rather than having to seek
permission. Formally, trust is usually defined as “the willingness to be vulnerable” (Mayer
et al., 1995), which here includes a willingness to accept limits on one’s control over the
final outcome and a willingness to depend on one’s teammates. When there is trust, team
members stop worrying about failure. They feel safe to take action and perform to the
best of their abilities because they are confident they have the acceptance and support
of the rest of the team (see also safety). They trust that their joint actions will have a
positive outcome overall. A formal team flow experience feeds team members’ perceptions
of working in a safe environment because it lets them experience mutual trust in each
other’s ability to contribute to achieving the common task together. This is in line with
Salanova et al.’s (2014) findings that collective efficacy beliefs predict collective flow over
time, and that they are reciprocally related. Holistic focus (characteristic 4) is the realisation
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that the team members are collectively dedicated to promoting the collective ambition,
resulting in a shared focus on their cooperation and on achieving the common goals. This
form of holistic focus, which is comparable with Snow’s (2010) condition ‘having total
concentration on the shared activity,’ arises from a mutual commitment to the common
goal and from the concentration on allocated tasks that follows from that commitment
(Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). The presence of the characteristics for team flow determine
whether and to what extent team flow occurs.
These seven prerequisites and four characteristics make up the eleven elements of a new,
broadened conceptualisation of team flow. Previous research into flow and team dynamics
has suggested that it would be useful for such a concept to be developed (Heyne, Pavlas,
& Salas, 2011b; Salanova et al., 2014; Walker, 2010) Being in full agreement, we answered
their call. A key facet of our conceptualisation is that our seven prerequisites are within
the control of the team members. In fact, in team contexts, individual team members can
affect the extent to which the prerequisites of team flow are present both for themselves
and for their teammates. Team flow experiences require these prerequisites to be present in
the team’s environment. The four characteristics are so called because they are only present
during a team flow experience. We introduce this distinction here because it has proven
valuable for studying individual flow experiences that involve interaction with others: a
recalibration of the existing literature on team flow.
5.2.2 Evidence of the existence and consequences of team flow
Finding evidence of team flow requires an instrument to measure it, which prompted our
third research question: “What is a valid and reliable instrument to measure team flow
within professional organisations?” In answer to that, and to conduct and facilitate this
and future empirical research into team flow, we designed and validated the Team Flow
Monitor, a questionnaire that measures all proposed constructs of the team flow experience. Using this instrument on a total sample of 83 teams and 433 completed questionnaires, we found support for a second-order two-factor model of team flow. One factor
represents the prerequisites of team flow, a set containing seven constructs (a collective
ambition, common goal, aligned personal goals, high skill integration, open communication, safety, and mutual commitment), and the second factor represents the characteristics
of team flow, accounting for the remaining four constructs (sense of unity, sense of joint
progress, mutual trust, and holistic focus). We found that team flow describes a team-level
state in which all participating team members are completely involved in their common
activity and are working together intuitively and synergistically towards the common goal
(cf. Sawyer, 2006; 2007). We found considerable convergence between team members’
experience of all of the elements of team flow as they execute their personal task for the
team and their experience of team flow. This is in contrast to Sawyer’s view that the group
can be in flow even when the members are not (Sawyer, 2006, p. 159). Because our list
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of team flow elements covers all of the elements of individual flow, only slightly adapted
to allow for their experience in cooperation with other team members, it is fair to say
that when team flow occurs, individual team members are necessarily experiencing flow
in the performance of their tasks. The fact that there is a shared experience of flow in the
team (i.e., team members indicate that they collectively and simultaneously experience the
prerequisites and characteristics of team flow) is what determines that team flow is taking
place. Team flow, then, is more than a group of individuals experiencing flow together. It is
individuals collectively and simultaneously experiencing flow while performing in service
of each other and the team’s larger ambitions.
Our fourth research question was: “How does the experience of team flow within
professional organisations affect individual and team-level outcomes?” One aim for our
quantitative studies with the Team Flow Monitor was therefore to determine whether
team flow correlated positively with individual and team-level outcomes. Team flow
(prerequisites and characteristics) proved to correlate significantly and positively with
work-related outcomes at both levels. Team flow correlated positively with team-level
outcomes such as team positivity. Our dataset revealed that the prerequisites of team flow
are most relevant to achieving better team outcomes and achieving a team dynamic in
which positive expressions outnumber negative ones. Team flow correlated positively to
individual-level outcomes like percentage of time team member experienced individual
flow during the performance of their personal task and team member’s momentary and
general levels of happiness. For the experience of happiness, the characteristics of team
flow are the determining factor. The prerequisites create a healthy team dynamic for effective collaboration, but only the characteristics can deliver a truly gratifying experience.
In conclusion, we have shown that team flow is related to a number of individual and
team-level outcomes that are known to be very important for sustaining a healthy and
productive work force. Therefore, there is considerable support for the idea that team flow
contributes to a healthy and productive work force. What we have developed in the Team
Flow Monitor is a validated instrument for measuring team flow that we are glad to offer
future researchers into the interrelations among the elements of team flow, between the
prerequisites and characteristics of team flow, and among the individual, team-level and
organisation-level outcome measures of team flow experiences.
In flow, one is fully dedicated to the task at hand with an intense focus and full concentration. The performance of the task seems to go spontaneously, effortlessly (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1996; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). This optimal experience in
which the subject is deeply motivated to persist in their activities will naturally lead to better performance (Landhäußer & Keller, 2012). Experiencing flow also provides satisfaction
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1996, 2004). When flow experiences come together in a team
environment, team members reinforce each other so that the team as a whole might excel.
In this respect, Aubé, Brunelle & Rousseau (2014) found that individual team members’
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flow experiences (not team flow) positively correlates with team performance and that this
relationship is influenced by team goal commitment and the level of information exchange
between team members. We also proposed and found support for the idea that when team
members experience team flow, they experience more of it during the performance of their
interdependent tasks.
Perhaps most importantly: people in flow operate in a situation of high challenge where
they have to show high (new) skills to control the situation (Asakawa, 2004). These situations enhance their ability to learn new things because they must develop quickly in order
to control the situation. The presence of teammates greatly enhances this development by
providing immediate task feedback. It allows team members to course-correct quickly at
both the individual and the team level and as such there is development on both levels.
Experiencing flow creates a desire for a new challenge (Abuhamdeh & Csikszentmihalyi,
2009). In a team, the desire for a new collective challenge is even more intense because the
team flow experience is highly significant (meaningful) and delivers intense satisfaction.
When there are in fact opportunities for the team to tackle new challenges, this is likely
to imbue the team members with tremendous positive energy. In this respect, we found
support for the assumption that team flow leads to more team positivity as well as higher
momentary and general levels of happiness at the individual level.
5.2.3 How team flow emerges
Answering our fifth research question required qualitative research into the processes by
which team flow emerges. The question was: “Through what processes does team flow
emerge within professional organisations?” Answering this question required insight into
the order in which team flow elements arise and which of the elements of team flow
are most closely related, which we gained by tapping team members, team leaders, team
coaches, team experts, and business leaders. We closely examined of the interrelations
between the elements of team flow by conducting semi-structured, in-depth interviews
and case studies with a grounded theory approach. We found further confirmation that
all of the prerequisites for team flow derive from the team’s collective ambition, and we
gained a better sense of how each of the prerequisites and characteristics of team flow
present in the real world. We also confirmed yet again that when the prerequisites for team
flow are present in a team, there is a high likelihood that the team will also experience the
characteristics of team flow.
We also know, through statistical analysis, that all of the elements of team flow correlate
with each other and are distinct from one another. Statistical analysis also revealed that the
set of prerequisites of team flow is quite distinct from the set of team flow characteristics.
By conducting interviews, we were able to determine which prerequisites contribute most
to the experience of specific characteristics. It all starts with a collective ambition. The
prerequisites ‘collective ambition,’ ‘common goal’ and ‘aligned personal goals’ contribute
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strongly to shared experiences of unity. ‘Collective ambition,’ ‘High skill integration’ and
‘open communication’ contribute strongly to a shared sense of progress. The ‘collective
ambition,’ ‘open communication’ and ‘safety’ contribute strongly to mutual trust. And finally, the ‘collective
ambition’
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‘common
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relations among the elements of team flow represented by arrows (see figure 9). No model
can hope to be more than a simplified representation of reality, and we are well aware that,
in reality, all of the elements are interrelated. However, this final version of the Team Flow
Model contains only the most important interrelations and their directions as a guide for
teams seeking to create a team flow climate.

Our sixth, final, and arguably our most interesting research question was: “How could we
help teams achieve team flow within professional organisations?” Armed with the insight,
information, and tools collected from the previous three chapters, we will here endeavour
to present two potential processes for promoting team flow experiences: a roadmap that
was derived from a process theory on the emergence of team flow (as revealed by our
results from chapter 4), and an intervention protocol that builds on the Team Flow Monitor’s usefulness as a diagnostic tool.
5.3.1 Roadmap to foster team flow
To help teams in organisations create an environment together in which team flow occurs
more readily, we put together a roadmap derived from our findings on the emergence of
team flow and from existing theories on team development (e.g., Tuckman, 1965). This
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whenever they take action. The four phases are connect, construct, flow, and glow (see figure 10).
Figure 10: The phases of building team flow
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once found, give rise to shared intrinsic motivation to cooperate in a specific activity. That
shared intrinsic motivation for that specific activity becomes the team’s collective ambition. Based on its collective ambition, the team can start looking for a concrete common
goal that would be challenging for them to achieve. The two vital steps everyone takes
together in this phase are:
1. Identifying the underlying motivations, shared values, and unifying strengths that
united the members into a team and formulate a collective ambition based on those
commonalities.
2. Aligning to the collective ambition a concrete common goal that is achievable and
challenging and can be achieved in a reasonable period of time.
A long-term common goal derived from a collective ambition is a useful guide and motivator for the team, but to foster experiences of team flow more immediate proximal
common goals are needed as milestones. These proximal common goals are often derived
through planning or ad hoc from the long-term common goal and therefore closely aligned
to it, but they are specifically tailored to the situation facing the team in the current
moment, keeping team members engaged in the here and now and supporting experiences
of both individual and team flow.
(2) Construct: Phase 2 is where roles and tasks are distributed in a way that ensures everyone contributes from their personal strengths and knows exactly what they are expected
to do. That means it is essential for proper task distribution that the team has both aligned
personal goals and high skill integration. The two vital steps everyone takes together in
this phase are:
3. Setting for each member of the team an aligned personal goal that also provides them
with meaning, growth opportunities, and intrinsic motivation.
4. Deriving from the team’s common and personal goals their tasks, roles, and responsibilities, then organising those strategically so each team member is able to play to their
personal strengths, thereby bundling those strengths into a unified force (high skill
integration).
It is also important for all team members to continually be able to make progress together.
For that to be possible, it is vital for each team member to know exactly how they are
doing and how the team as a whole is doing. The team needs to not have to worry about
its performance and about whether everyone is contributing as they should. When excessive risk is incurred due to a team member not performing their task correctly, prompt
action is called for. It is important in the context of team cooperation, however, that team
members be allowed to make mistakes and that mistakes, when they occur, be treated as
growth opportunities for the individual and the team. Open communication and safety
are obviously essential elements in that process. The two vital steps everyone takes together
in this phase are:
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5. Optimising mutual feedback on processes and outcomes so that everyone knows how
they are doing and how the team as a whole is doing (open communication).
6. Creating an environment in which team members feel safe to act by eliminating
unacceptable risks and supporting each other with positive and encouraging feedback
(safety).
(3) Flow: Now that six of the seven prerequisites for team flow are in place, the time for
action has come. The team will now work towards its common goal. It is important for everyone to stay on-task, honour whatever agreements were made, maintain the prerequisites
for team flow. That requires mutual commitment. The team is now gradually approaching
an actual team flow experience. Once that happens, the experience will grow more and
more intense until someone or something in the team’s environment pulls everyone out of
the moment. The two vital steps everyone takes together in this phase are:
7. Holding each other accountable for achieving personal goals by pursuing the alignment of personal tasks with dedication and vigour and keeping each other on track by
coaching each other on the task (constructive feedback) and working to maintain the
prerequisites of team flow (mutual commitment).
8. Allowing team members to function autonomously and sharing experiences of unity,
trust, focus, and progress that may transcend into magical experiences like team flow.
(4) Glow: The moment of team flow has been and gone, and perhaps work has continued
for a while. The team members and the people observing them will not soon forget that
team flow experience. The team members are basking in the afterglow. They’ll certainly
want to experience more team flow together, perhaps even with new people in a new
team configuration. That means they will want to tackle similar challenges or even more
ambitious ones. So, an important step they must take together is:
9. Evaluating, reflecting, and enjoying the experience of team flow and agreeing to pursue
new, challenging team goals.
We hope that the roadmap here described will help teams attain team flow together. It
is especially well-suited to newly formed teams, but existing teams can certainly benefit
from it. Bear in mind that many existing teams will have many of the prerequisites for
team flow in place and may have already experienced team flow together. What teams in a
business environment often lack, however, is a team flow climate. To help existing teams
experience more team flow together, we have created an intervention protocol. The team
flow roadmap is just one part of that protocol.
5.3.2 Intervention protocol to spark team flow
To spark team flow within organisations, we designed an intervention protocol what will
guide teams towards more team flow experiences. The protocol includes the Team Flow
Model, which should help team members understand how team flow emerges through
its elements (prerequisites and characteristics), the roadmap, which should help team
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members understand the order in which the team flow prerequisites are best created, and a
team members understand how team flow emerges through its elements (prerequisites and
cyclic process by which teams work to create the prerequisites for team flow, independently
characteristics), the roadmap, which should help team members understand the order in which the team
or with a team coach, guided by the results of the Team Flow Monitor. The intervention
flow prerequisites are best created, and a cyclic process by which teams work to create the prerequisites
protocol
for sparking team flow contains nine different phases (see figure 11). Each is
for team flow, independently or with a team coach, guided by the results of the Team Flow Monitor.
described
below from the perspective of a team coach.
The intervention protocol for sparking team flow contains nine different phases (see figure 11). Each is
described below from the perspective of a team coach.
Figure 11: Intervention protocol for sparking team flow in organisations
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opportunity to explain the TFM’s purpose and significance, that being to assist the team
in creating a team flow climate. The downside of conducting a measurement after the
inspiration session is that it may contaminate the results. It is imperative that, if you
conduct an inspiration session before that first measurement, you explain to the team that
the results are neither good nor bad, but merely a reflection of the team’s current situation.
The measurement is only effective if everyone involved answers the questions as honestly
as possible. Only then will the results offer information useful for building a team flow
climate.
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During the inspiration session, the team coach introduces the team to flow and team flow
theory. The participants will learn about all the elements of flow and team flow, as well as
which of those elements they can deliberately create together. That makes team flow seem
much more real. People are inspired to strive for flow and team flow by watching snippets
of video, hearing quotations from interviews, and chatting about these examples of flow
in the group. These sessions usually conclude with a team flow experience for which the
person giving the workshop creates a team flow climate that lasts for the duration of a
shared activity. What kind of activity that should be is determined with the team. Past
examples include playing Brazilian percussion instruments, cookery workshops, physical
team sports activities, and business games (not online). It is important that the activity be
fun for everyone and that each team member can be assigned a challenge that contributes
to the greater whole (like the prerequisites for team flow demand). The team will take away
from the workshop a fair idea of what team flow feels like and how it might feel when
experienced in the context of their work. The experience will serve as a benchmark in their
efforts to create the prerequisites of team flow and experience team flow at work.
The measurement with the Team Flow Monitor should take place at least a week after
the inspiration session. That is important to give everyone a chance to get back to their
routines. The TFM involves self-rating on all the elements of team flow as well as some
outcome measurements at the individual and team levels and a number of open questions
about obstacles and levers for team flow. It would also be wise to recommend ahead of time
that the organisation obtain some relatively objective measure of the team’s performance.
The diagnosis session, the second team session after the inspiration session, is where the
results are discussed. That discussion should take place with the participants seated in a
circle without any tables between them. That is the best way for the team members to
interpret the results and find the correct diagnoses together. Take, for example, a team
that achieves low average scores on open communication and mutual trust, but scores
very highly on collective ambition and common goal. What they need to discover is how
that happened and what can be done to fix it. There is often little point in trying to
discover why a team scored poorly on a characteristic of team flow, since that is usually
caused by low scores on one or more of the prerequisites for team flow. So when a team
scores poorly on open communication and mutual trust, the thing to do is look for ways
to make communication in the team more open, constructive, and/or direct, depending
on what the team decides is the specific problem with their communication. Chances are
that when the prerequisite of open communication is reinforced, the team will experience
more mutual trust as well.
The team then has an open group discussion in which they diagnose their problems and
look for intervention that will create a better team flow climate. One guide to help them
determine which interventions are right for them is the previously introduced roadmap for
team flow. When multiple prerequisites are partially or entirely absent, it matters which
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one you address first. There is no point trying to decide a common goal when the collective ambition has not been clearly established, for example. To come up with interventions
it may be helpful to split the team up into smaller groups for brainstorming, and then to
discuss the ideas from these groups in the larger circle before agreeing on and finalising an
intervention plan together. Some examples of interventions are: goal sessions to determine
common and individual goals, carousel presentations telling your teammates about who
you are and how you’d like to contribute to the team, daily stand-ups to keep each other
apprised of everyone’s progress, monthly happy hours during which people share stories
about flow experiences, celebrations of the team’s successes, celebrations of its failures and
the lessons learned, or any expression or ritual that conveys what the team stands for, like
a song, poem, lip dub or animation.
Based on what interventions were selected and included in the intervention plan,
the team decides when another TFM measurement should be performed. That second
measurement, the post-test, is used to evaluate what effect the interventions have had and
whether further and/or different interventions are required. If they are, the team goes
through another cycle of the process, which does not terminate until the team feels no
further interventions of TFM measurements are needed.
5.3.3 Practical evaluation of team flow model and instruments
The intervention protocol outlined in this chapter includes various interventions that lead
to an improved team flow climate. In the first place, there is an inspiration session at the
very start of the project to make the team members more aware of the conditions under
which team flow occurs. This awareness is a first step on the path to improving the team
flow climate. In the next step, when the elements of team flow are being measured with
the Team Flow Monitor, the members become all the more keenly aware of what it takes
for a team to cooperate with each other better. This was acknowledged, for instance, in
the following quotations: “The measurements made us aware of what our challenges were.
Now we know what we need to work on.” Or: “People became more aware as the project
progressed. The influence of the collective ambition increased and goal-setting increased.
At the start of the project we didn’t really understand how important all this stuff was for
the team. Collective ambition, more mutual respect, better mutual understanding, we’ve
started working on these things consciously and that has had a very positive effect.”
The results from the measurements provide direct input for the team to use in improving
their cooperation together. Initially, these results will be discussed in a team session. That
alone can be enough to improve cooperation simply by ensuring that team discussions
centre on the right topics. Openly discussing how co-workers perform is something most
people in a corporate environment (or any professional environment) are still reluctant to
do. The team flow measurements, however, at least provide the correct input for those discussions. As long as these discussions are conducted in the spirit of cooperation and from a
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desire for improvement, they will lead to a correct analysis of the team’s current situation,
how they could collaborate better and what they are already doing brilliantly. That analysis
will lead to interventions to improve the team flow climate. Shortly after those interventions have been executed, another team flow measurement will be conducted to start a
new cycle in a virtuous circle of ever-improving professional collaboration.
Many intervention protocol participants started out as sceptics. Those attitudes changed
over the course of the protocol’s implementation, as expressed by one of the participants:
“We went from distrusting the measurements to trusting them completely. The measurements are very interesting. It’s wonderful that this tool exists for objectively considering
such subjective ideas.” This is a clear indication that measuring team flow is useful and
that sharing the results as feedback makes the discussion easier to have. It is very important
for participants to be properly informed about the how and why of these measurements.
The following quotation demonstrates that the measurements provide realistic descriptions of the situations teams find themselves in: “For the six months during which
measurements were being taken, a number of the goals we set for our team were not
achieved. We realised that during the measurement. Objectives had slipped through our
hands, there was no undoing that. Things weren’t running smoothly. We expected growth
and got a loss instead. That is frustrating. There are reasons that happened and not all of
those are down to the team. Things outside our sphere of influence were determining the
team’s mood. Expectations went unrealised. Things didn’t go as expected. That progression
is clearly recognisable in the results from the measurements.”
That merely measuring team flow is not enough to improve cooperation is reflected in the
following quotation: “After the first three measurements, we came to the conclusion that
these numbers, these results are completely meaningless, that you have to do something
with them. We then worked on this intensively up until the summer holidays. We settled
on our collective ambition, common goals and personal goals. Because we were working
on this very deliberately, we started making some progress. Just sitting down together
opened everything up to discussion. Our collective ambition had never been stated, never
clearly defined. That changed, which was educational and extremely useful. We put up a
Flow Board as a way to organise our goals and ambitions. Because the goals were clearer,
our focus improved. We’re at the point now where we can call each other out on what we’re
doing.” This statement shows that Team Flow Monitor scores are neither good nor bad. It
is all about the degree to which the elements of team flow are present, and if it any time
they are mostly absent, about what you can do to fix that. It is a helpful tool for working
on these issues to improve your team’s dynamic and its chances of experiencing flow, as
expressed in this quotation: “It’s a good tool for opening up objective discussions about
the team’s cooperation fundamentals.” Other things people appreciate about the Team
Flow Monitor include: “A good survey. The combination of open and closed questions
is especially good. People’s answers to the open questions make for good conversation
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starters.”; “It’s good that you can answer all of the questions inside of fifteen minutes.
The survey shouldn’t be too long.”; “There was some indication of which questions were
testing the same things, but not too much.”; “The feedback is a substantial document.”;
“Good that there’s a visual report.”; “It’s important to be able to see how the different
measurements relate to each other and that’s very clear from the report.”
Working the Team Flow intervention protocol also leads many organisations to the
insight that they are better off organising themselves into teams than departments and that
a reorganisation like that can improve their overall performance. The following quotation
clearly shows that moment of insight: “We’re working in departments right now. The
Team Flow [intervention protocol] has made us think about that a lot, though. We’ve
been talking about this and we’ll probably move away from departments and into teams.
Clients will be working with teams rather than whole departments. This is something [the
intervention protocol] has strongly influenced. It’s likely that the organisation would have
taken this step eventually anyway, but if we hadn’t started working with [the protocol], we
wouldn’t be taking this step right now. [The protocol] has sped up many of our processes.
The Team Flow Model was the best handhold. It’s a crazy useful diagram we keep prominently displayed and work with often. The model keeps your eye on the big picture, pulls
it all together. The model is simple and enlightening.” That is how simple and useful teams
find the Team Flow Model.
The Team Flow Model is also a guide and a reference for building teams. Not just within
each team, but between the teams that make up the organisation as a whole. This is very
clearly expressed in the following quotations: “Our focus is on what really matters now.
The flow measurements forced us to focus. Team flow combines many, many things: goals,
focus, the way you work together. It’s not the survey results that tell you these things,
though. You don’t learn anything of importance until you’re working on it with the team.
It’s hard to say right now whether the team is more unified. A lot has changed within
the team. People have become a lot more open and have started calling each other out
on all kinds of things. That starts discussions that reveal real differences of opinion. Our
communication is lot better and more open now, but we’re still learning to deal with that.
One thing that has definitely improved is ownership. The team members feel accountable
to each other and to themselves. That’s not all down to the team flow project, that project
was the reason and the lever that put things in motion.” As we see here, one of the effects
of discussing the elements of team flow together is that the team will accept responsibility
for optimising their collaboration, not just amongst themselves, but with entities outside
the team as well. The quantitative scores for the elements of team flow paint a clear picture
of how the team is cooperating at the moment of testing. The open answers provide a
useful guide for the discussion about how to intervene to improve that cooperation. This
is confirmed in the following quotations, among others: “In the results, the answers to
the open questions are most interesting. The numbers mostly provide confirmation. The
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open answers provide insight into what people think, the numbers lend weight to those
answers. When it comes to actually doing anything about the measurements, the answers
to the open questions are much more interesting than the numbers.”; “During the project,
we mostly planned interventions around the open questions. In our team sessions, we
visualised the results from the measurements by plotting them on the ‘prerequisites and
characteristics of team flow’ diagram. We also printed the open questions and stuck them
to a wall. We talked about it with the entire team: ‘what’s going on, what’s happened?’
And based on what we discussed, actions were taken to ensure we do better, act differently,
in future.”
The Team Flow intervention protocol is also an excellent tool for coordinating teams
in the same organisation. One organisation that was split into sub-teams in the course
of the project agrees: “The fourth, fifth, and sixth measurements were performed on
the sub-teams, with completely different results. That shows us we’re on the right path.
All the sub-teams come together every Wednesday for a meeting to discuss our work,
because there’s no way to completely separate the work these teams are doing. Our shared
philosophy binds us. Multiple teams are working for the same client, so they need careful
coordination.” Before the measurements, the entire organisation formed one giant team.
They were actively looking for new approaches at the time, since the organisation had
grown and the team was getting too big. A new organisational structure was needed. The
measurements immediately revealed as much. The team flow measurements provided the
organisation with confirmation that they would have to split themselves up.
The participating organisations all felt that going through the Team Flow intervention
protocol was a very positive experience for them. Each of the teams benefited from their
participation. It would be interesting to investigate how the process could be improved
and what is the most effective way of establishing a team flow climate in organisations.

5.4 Strengths, Limitations and Future research
This dissertation extends the body of knowledge on flow, group flow, and especially team
flow with insight into its occurrence in business organisations. Moreover, we have gained
a better understanding of how team flow can be conceptualised, measured with self-rating
scales, and supported within a business context. The methodologies used in this research
used both quantitative data obtained from surveys with self-rating scales and qualitative data obtained from interviews and case studies. The data that was collected for our
studies came mainly from highly diverse real-world business teams, which supports the
generisability of our findings. The data that was collected to calculate the relationship
between team flow and team performance is the sole exception. That dataset came from
student project teams, whose circumstances were quite similar to those of real-world busi139
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ness teams, bolstering the reliability of this study. The use of diverse research methods
contributed to the strength of our study design: triangulating a comprehensive research
study with both qualitative and quantitative testing of our proposed theoretical constructs
and their practical benefits greatly contributed to the thoroughness of this study.
As always, though, there are limitations to our research. Some of the specific limitations
here presented, such as the reliance on self-reported data and the problems associated with
a limited sample size, have been addressed in previous chapters, but warrant revisiting.
With the exception of our qualitative studies, the studies in this dissertation relied on
self-reported data. Self-reporting is subject to biases. However, research indicates that
self-reported measures may not limit internal consistency as much as is often assumed
(Spector, 1994; Wall et al., 2004). Moreover, the team’s perspective on the processes
operating within it is highly relevant, since that perspective is what team members base
their behaviour on (cf. Amabile, Conti, Coon, Lazenby, & Herron, 1996), and outsiders
may not know exactly what is going on inside the group. Moreover, the fact that all
studies showed high levels of agreement among group members regarding the elements
of team flow supports our confidence in the reliability of the data. The problem with
measuring the elements of team flow is that they are open to interpretation. Consequently,
some team members may believe that a specific team flow element is present, while other
members of the same team believe it is not, or at least not to the same degree. Hence,
for the measurement of the elements of team flow, evaluation through multiple items for
the same construct and by multiple members of the same team would lead to more valid
conclusions.
Another limitation is that our sample size is relatively small, which is not uncommon
in team research due to the difficulty of obtaining survey data from teams (Buyl, Boone,
Hendriks, & Matthyssens, 2011; Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007). However, this does
not affect the validity of our conclusions concerning significant relations between variables,
like the positive significant relation we found between team flow and team positivity.
Statistical tests take sample size into account, and we should be careful not to discard
unsupported relations too easily. Our study in chapter 3, for instance, strongly suggested
a positive relation between team flow and team performance, but due to the small sample
size, we were unable to find support for that assessment in the quantitative data. We might
find a much stronger relation between team flow and team performance if we follow a
stricter methodology, for instance performing a quasi-experimental study among project
teams of students from the same study programme in the same year at the same university,
speaking the same language, and each tasked to deliver a product with the same requirements in the same (short) period of time. Such a quasi-experimental setting would allow
researchers to control for external variables that might influence the relationships.
In this dissertation, the prerequisites and characteristics of team flow are assessed directly
at the team level. That is, we asked team members to consider their fellow team members’
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perceptions of and experiences with the elements of team flow as well as their own by asking the participants to rate the presence of the elements from the team’s perspective, using
the we-form (e.g., “In my team, we…”). Because survey items were formulated at the
team level, a simple mean score could then be used to assess to what extent the elements
of team flow were believed to be present. The advantage of this procedure is that it is easy
to administer and that it yields data that may be analysed with the standard statistical
software commonly used in social science. A disadvantage may be that the data provides
no insight into the actual presence of the elements of individual flow. Had we also wanted
insight into the presence of each element of individual flow for each individual team
member, it would have been better to add additional items that measure the individual
experience of flow. Similarity at the team level would then be statistically determined
via measures of within-group agreement (e.g., ICC, Rwg). An obvious drawback of this
procedure is that it requires data from all team members to establish the level of shared elements of team flow in the team. Moreover, it is unclear how to establish whether the levels
of the shared elements of team flow between teams are significantly different (Langan-Fox,
Wirth, Code, Langfield-Smith, & Wirth, 2001).
Our research used surveys we developed ourselves to measure the constructs underlying
team flow. We chose not to use existing surveys measuring constructs remarkably similar
to the ones we defined. That choice was made to make the surveys as user-friendly as
possible and because we felt that thanks to our extensive literature study, we ought to be
able to design measuring constructs that fit our purpose better than any of the existing
ones, none of which were designed to measure team flow prerequisites and characteristics.
The scales used were all tested for validity and reliability. Those tests determined all of our
scales to be highly reliable and valid, which supports our choice. In future studies, these
scales should naturally be retested for validity and reliability against new and larger data
sets, if any are available.
To test the relationship between team flow and team performance, we had student
project teams perform the Team Flow Monitor. To have some measure of each team’s
performance, we obtained their grades for the projects they turned in. Their grades were
assigned by multiple correctors, each of whom reviewed different sections of the advisory
reports submitted by the project teams. Each corrector therefore assessed the efforts of
different sets of teams. The grades they came up with were combined by means of a
weighted algorithm, creating what are probably fair approximations of team performance.
Unfortunately, though, we did not have enough teams in our study for significant correlations between team flow and team performance to reveal themselves. Such correlations
may still exist, however. Future research will tell.
Our research also tested how team flow and team positivity relate. The measure for team
positivity only had a single item devoted to it, which could be considered a liability to internal consistency. The reason we felt one item would be sufficient is that that question was
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extremely clear. It asked the respondent to rate overall communication within the team
from very negative to very positive. Because the survey already contained a large number
of questions, we felt it wise to limit ourselves to one for this measure. The same applies
to the outcome measure of ‘percentage of time experiencing flow’. This variable was also
measured by a single item and that item was also phrased extremely clearly. It asked the
respondent to estimate what percentage of the time they spent performing tasks for this
specific team was spent in flow. Asking for that same percentage multiple different ways
would only have confused respondents. Future studies could deploy constructs measuring
team flow alongside an existing questionnaire to measure individual flow experiences, such
as Jackson & Ecklund’s (2004) Dispositional Flow Scale-2 and the percentage question we
drafted. The outcome measures ‘current level of happiness’ and ‘general level of happiness’
also each had only a single item on the survey devoted to them. Here, again, the relevant
questions were very clear. Respondents were asked to rate their happiness today and their
happiness over the past month on a scale from 1 to 10. This yields a more reliable answer
than any composite variable measuring happiness. Future research could add additional
questionnaires measuring happiness here.
Another limitation of our quantitative studies is their cross-sectional design. Although
this type of design is often used in team research, especially research conducted in the
field, it precludes claims about causality (Boone & Hendriks, 2008). Cross-sectional
designs ignore considerations like the dimension of time, team composition, and team
size, and we did not control for these kind of variables in our samples. This was not
necessary for the student project team because all of the teams involved were formed a
few weeks before our data collection took place and team sizes were almost equal. But for
real-world business teams, this could have been a variable that had to be controlled for
if we wanted to study relationships like those between team flow and team performance.
Future data collected from the real world in order to study relationships between team
flow and team outcomes should take this into account. Hence, an interesting avenue for
future research would be to focus on even longer term longitudinal dynamic research with
additional performance and outcome measures, since much research is still needed to fully
understand the role of time in the emergence of team flow. The data we collected from the
teams involved in the case studies could be a very good starting point for such research.
Other interesting research questions could address the value of specific team flow elements
and experiences. For example: “If a specific prerequisite for team flow is absent, how does
that influence the emergence of team flow?”; or: “Which construct of team flow influences
certain outcome measures the most?”; or: “Is there a limit to how intensely the elements
of team flow can be experienced?” Due to time constraints, we were unable to incorporate
these areas of interest into our research.
Flow is a complex construct whose variables interact in complicated ways. Clearly, and
as noted above, there were complex interactions among the variables that this study could
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not investigate for want of time and sample size. This is inherent in the analysis of team
dynamics. We should note here that our two-factor model fit the data only slightly better
than the one-factor model. It is hard to be certain that this two-factor model of team flow,
with its clear distinction between the prerequisites and characteristics of team flow, best
describes the process of team flow emergence. It does seem to run counter to the contention that flow and team flow are holistic experiences, indivisible in nature (cf. Nakamura
& Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). However, there is research that suggests our second-order
approximation is both reasonable and valid by showing that the presence of a dynamic
can be demonstrated by its overarching behaviour even if more intricate and/or chaotic
relationships among the variables exist (cf. Bar-Yam, 1997).There are also good practical
reasons for choosing the two-factor model over the more parsimonious one-factor model,
mainly that the distinction between prerequisites and characteristics is useful due to the
fact that the characteristics cannot be directly influenced, meaning that those seeking to
promote team flow should concentrate their efforts on the prerequisites of team flow. It
is our hope that future studies will have the data pool and processing power to test more
detailed models of the behaviour and dynamics of team flow. Perhaps such studies could
establish to what extent the distinction between team flow prerequisites and characteristics
helps us understand how team flow emerges and affects workplace results.
The qualitative portion of our research obviously had its share of limitations as well. The
conducted interviews, for example, were all with people from the researcher’s network,
which suggests a limit to the generalisability of the study. Similarly, the case studies were
conducted within the client base of a training agency that volunteered to take part in our
study. As a result, the construction industry is overrepresented in our sample, further damaging the study’s generalisability. Our study is also bound by the limitations of grounded
theory research, which include a reliance on the researcher’s subjective interpretations,
noise in the data due to the contextual circumstances of the respondents and participating
teams, and the difficulty of deciding when categories are saturated and the theory is sufficiently developed (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Case studies have their particular limitations as well. For example, case studies can yield
overly complex theory through intense use of empirical evidence, or they may result in
narrow and idiosyncratic theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). However, the case study research
we performed comparing different teams over a period of six months has its strengths as
well. It used triangulation, for instance. Observations, quantitative measurements, and
interviews were compared to enhance the reliability of the research. Considering the weakness of the research design, however, we suggest that future research should explore the
emergence of team flow with more case studies and other methodologies in more diverse
business and work team contexts.
The Team Flow Model, a simplified, diagrammatic representation of reality intended to
help team members learn and understand how team flow emerges, is inherently limited
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in the sense that it is perfectly possible for relationships unmarked in the model, possibly
involving concepts entirely absent from the model, to affect whether or not team flow is
experienced. The sacrifices to clarity and usability required to construct any model at all
mean that real-world experiences will diverge from the model. Thankfully, an external
researcher performed an evaluation of the team flow intervention protocol and found no
fault with the model, describing it as a clear, comprehensible, and easy-to-use tool for
explaining the concepts and processes of team flow. Future studies of the relationships
among the elements of team flow could subject the model to additional tests, confirming
its effectiveness or finding ways to make it reflect reality even more accurately.
In all, our theory and findings on this new concept of team flow open up many avenues
for future research. Such research could involve more specific performance measures and
more control variables (e.g., diversity, work context, compositions, tasks). It could study
specific prerequisites for team flow in contexts other than work and ways of encouraging
team flow in work environments traditionally considered unsuited to it. Studies could also
be conducted that measure team flow experiences at various points during the collaboration process to investigate at what times in a collaboration team flow is most likely to
emerge. It would similarly be very interesting to include in such studies measurements of
the frequency and intensity with which team flow is experienced. In addition, the central
element of our team flow model, the collective ambition, could set in motion a whole new
era organisational design research. Are the exemplifying quotations in this dissertation
indicative of a whole new field of organisational design research that will focus on teams’
collective ambitions as a means of directing entire organisations? Can a well-chosen collective ambition relieve the tension between team alignment and individual autonomy?
How, theoretically, could a tool be designed that helps organisations in various contexts
make the most of its teams and their collective ambitions?
The intervention protocol was designed using the design-based research approach. By
means of this approach, which uses existing theory, case-based evidence and knowledge
from practice to help solve problems in the field (Aken, 2004; Collins, Joseph, & Bielaczyc, 2004; Romme, 2003), we tried to determine which interventions work to foster team
flow. The problem-in-the-field we tried to solve in our research is how best to stimulate
team flow in a specific organisational environment. The solution involves the prerequisites
of team flow and a set of interventions that help create these team flow prerequisites for a
team, thereby making it more likely that the team and its members will experience team
flow (more frequently and/or intensely). The complete draft solution (the intervention
protocol for sparking team flow) could be tested using a quasi-experimental design (Cook,
1979). Once a draft solution has been tested, the results are analysed and used to improve
the design. Then the cycle starts again (see figure 12). We challenge researchers to use the
intervention protocol to define the ‘problem’ and to design and test specific interventions
that should foster specific prerequisites and/or characteristics of team flow in general.
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Figure 12: The design-based research process (Ropes, 2010)
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in the workplace. In fact, there are three main tasks business leaders should undertake to
(team dynamic) in which teams (frequently) experience team flow together. When attempting to foster
foster team flow: They should agree with team members on well-designed but challenging team tasks, they support well-composed teams on request, and they should be clear
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about the overarching values of the organisation. Any interference beyond that will mostly
decrease team flow incidence.
A well-considered collective ambition ranks foremost among the prerequisites for team
flow. Its presence can be encouraged through guidelines and interventions and fosters the
kind of environment (team dynamic) in which teams (frequently) experience team flow
together. When attempting to foster more team flow experience in teams in a business
environment, it is useful to consider which of the prerequisites of team flow is most readily
created by the team members or their employer. To help people experience more flow, it is
not just important to create for them an environment that is conducive to flow, but also
to teach them to be aware of the elements that make team flow more likely to emerge.
Well-being at work (and outside of work) is not the automatic result of adding together
a series of flow experiences. The whole, in this case, is definitely more than the sum of its
parts. In addition, one must respect the fact that there are personal and external factors
over which limited control can be exercised, limiting the emergence of team flow. As
such, the third key point is that team flow cannot occur on demand – indeed, attempts to
control or force it will backfire (cf. Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, &
Damon, 2001). To lift the entirety of a team into a unified team flow experience, it helps
to have faith in a system of meanings that lend purpose to a team’s existence.
The research presented herein not only begins to clarify and develop the prerequisites
for and characteristics of team flow in a business context, it also suggests that shared
experiences can affect both team performance and well-being – two variables that have
long been of interest to organisational scholars. This opens numerous fascinating avenues
for future research into ways to structure teamwork that improve not just how teams
perform, but how their members feel about their collaborations. Such research may well
benefit individual employees as well as their teams and the organisations those teams operate in. Hopefully, this dissertation will inspire scholars and practitioners alike to further
investigate the outcomes of team flow together.
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Table 8: Comparing the elements of five different conceptualisations of flow
Team Flow Element

Related element(s) of
Interpersonal Flow1

Collective ambition

Feeling a shared sense of
identity
Enjoyable and intrinsically
rewarding

Common goal

Related element(s) of Group Related element(s) of Social Related element(s) of
Flow2
Flow3
Individual Flow4
Intrinsic motivation
Emergent challenges are
important and meaningful
to the entire group
Joy, elation and enthusiasm
felt and shared throughout
group performance
The experience builds
meaning and a collective
sense of purpose
The group desires to the
repeat the experience
The group’s goal

Clear proximal goal(s)

Aligned personal goals

Clear proximal goal(s)

High skill integration

Blending egos
Equal participation
Familiarity

The collective competency Challenges matched to
of the group is sufficient to skill level
dispatch challenges
Group members are
uniformly highly competent
Group members have taskrelevant knowledge and
skills about each other
Task feedback is clear and
immediate
Task feedback is primarily
cognitive and secondarily
affective
Social process feedback
is primarily affective and
secondarily cognitive
Emotional communication
during group work

Open communication

Having his/her perspective
broadened by the other
person

Close listening
familiarity
communication

Safety

Not worrying about what
outsiders think

The potential for failure

Mutual commitment

Sense of unity
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No fear of failure /A sense
of control
Group members focus on
each other as well as the
task to receive feedback
group members focus on
each other as well as the
task to receive feedback

Not feeling self-conscious
with each other
feeling a shared sense of
identity

Blending of egos

Clear and immediate
feedback

Total concentration /
Oblivious to distraction

Shared intense absorption Loss of reflective selfconsciousness
in and engagement with
the task
Less awareness of self
surrender of self to the
group
Emotional contagion within
the group and observers
external the group

Appendix 1: Additional Tables

Sense of joint progress

Feeling able to respond
almost instantly to
presenting situations as
a pair

Mutual trust
Holistic focus

Elements that should not
be considered elements of
plural flow

Having total concentration
on the shared activity time
passing differently than
normal (faster or slower)

Moving it forward

Merging of action and
awareness

Being in control

No fear of failure/ A sense
of control

Complete concentration

Group members focus on
each other as well as the
task to receive feedback
shared intense absorption
and engagement with
the task
High attention to group
members or teammates
Loss of sense of time

Distorted experience of time
passing
Complete concentration

The unit of performance is a
group or team
Tasks prescribe
interdependence,
coordination and
cooperation
Tasks are conjunctive and
require complementary
participation5
Rituals may be established
to institutionalize social
flow6

Note. 1 (Snow, 2010); 2 (Sawyer, 2007); 3 (Walker, 2010); 4 (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990); 5 these are characteristics of the team, and thus part of the definition of a team, not team flow; 6 this is not an element but more
an intervention to foster team flow.
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Table 9: The elements of team flow
Element

Underlying constructs

Relates to individual flow element

Collective ambition
The extent to which the same ambition is
collectively shared

Participate in the activity for its own sake;
(Re)convene with the team to tackle a future
challenge

Intrinsic motivation

Common goal
A collective goal that is endorsed by everyone

Clear and meaningful to all members of the
team; Compatible with members’ individual
goal(s); Internalised by all team members

Clear proximal goal(s)

Aligned personal goals
The presence of personal goals that also
contribute to the common goal

Derive from, are consistent with, and
contribute to a clear and shared team goal.

Clear proximal goal(s)

High skill integration
The arrangement of individual merits into a
collective strength

Knowing each other’s strengths, interests,
and skills; Team-level goals that require
members to use their complementary skills
at high levels; Facilitating the challenge level
to skill level balance for each team member;
Coordinated action

Challenges matched to skill level

prerequisites

Open communication
Clear and unambiguous; Timely and consistent; Clear and immediate feedback
Openness in communication with one another Arises out of mutual accountability; Connects
individuals’ contributions to the common goal;
Uses close listening; Is genuinely constructive
and appropriate
Safety
The level of psychological safety needed to
engage in action

Provides a potential to succeed or fail; Allows
for taking necessary risks; Facilitates a feeling
of being safe to act; Promotes mutual respect;
Fosters trust; Allows for learning and growth

No fear of failure, sense of control

Total concentration, oblivious to distraction
Mutual commitment
Full attention at the individual level;
The level of commitment towards one another Awareness of the common goal and each
other’s contributions to it; No dealing with
distractions external to the team’s common
task; Keeping one another on task; Cognizance
of the interplay that is the team dynamic;
Alignment with the raison(s) d’être and
purposes of the team
Characteristics
Sense of unity
The extent to which the team acts in unity

Cohesion; Not feeling self-conscious around
other members of the team; Blending of egos

Loss of reflective self-consciousness

Sense of joint progress
A collective feeling of accomplishment

Synergistic interactions; All activities are
focused on pursuing the collective goal(s);
Moving it Forward; Creating a comprehensive
feeling of accomplishment, satisfaction and
elevation

Merging of action and awareness

Mutual trust
The level of mutual trust in the cooperation

Willingness to be vulnerable; Mutual respect; No fear of failure, sense of control
Confidence within the task environment; Team
potency/efficacy.

Holistic focus
The extent to which everyone focuses on the
common goal

All team members concentrate on the task at
hand; Complete alignment of each of those
tasks to the common goal; Complete focus of
the team as whole on its common goal.
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Distorted experience of time passing, complete
concentration
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Table 10: Sample 1 team characteristics
Code name

Context

Team size

Response
frequency

Response rate

Education
level (avg.)

Lang.

Final grade
(out of 10)

TFM Version

1

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

8

1.00

B.A. student

Dutch

7.4

1

2

University
(TMA Year 1)

9

4

0.44

B.A. student

Dutch

5.0

1

3

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

7

0.88

B.A. student

Dutch

6.7

1

4

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

7

0.88

B.A. student

Dutch

7.5

1

5

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

6

0.75

B.A. student

Dutch

7.3

1

6

University
(TMA Year 1)

9

7

0.78

B.A. student

Dutch

5.7

1

7

University
(TMA Year 1)

6

3

0.50

B.A. student

Dutch

6.9

1

8

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

9

1.13

B.A. student

Dutch

7.0

1

9

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

8

1.00

B.A. student

Dutch

5.0

1

10

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

7

0.88

B.A. student

Dutch

5.0

1

11

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

6

0.86

B.A. student

Dutch

5.0

1

12

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

3

0.43

B.A. student

Dutch

6.4

1

21

University
(TMA Year 2)

8

5

0.63

B.A. student

Dutch

7.0

1

22

University
(TMA Year 2)

9

6

0.67

B.A. student

Dutch

6.8

1

23

University
(TMA Year 2)

9

8

0.89

B.A. student

Dutch

6.9

1

24

University
(TMA Year 2)

9

8

0.89

B.A. student

Dutch

6.9

1

25

University
(TMA Year 2)

9

6

0.67

B.A. student

Dutch

6.4

1

26

University
(TMA Year 2)

9

3

0.33

B.A. student

Dutch

6.2

1

27

University
(TMA Year 2)

9

3

0.33

B.A. student

Dutch

6.7

1

28

University
(TMA Year 2)

8

6

0.75

B.A. student

Dutch

7.2

1

29

University
(TMA Year 2)

9

6

0.67

B.A. student

Dutch

6.7

1
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162

31

University
(TMA Year 2)

8

4

0.50

B.A. student

English

6.2

1

32

University
(TMA Year 2)

8

3

0.38

B.A. student

English

6.6

1

33

University
(TMA Year 2)

8

5

0.63

B.A. student

English

6.2

1

34

University
(TMA Year 2)

8

8

1.00

B.A. student

English

6.4

1

41

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

6

0.86

B.A. student

English

6.7

1

42

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

3

0.43

B.A. student

English

7.3

1

43

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

7

1.00

B.A. student

English

5.9

1

44

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

6

0.86

B.A. student

English

7.2

1

45

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

4

0.50

B.A. student

English

5.0

1

46

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

2

0.29

B.A. student

English

5.7

1

47

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

6

0.86

B.A. student

English

6.5

1

48

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

6

0.86

B.A. student

English

5.0

1

101

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

5

1.00

M.A. student

English

7.0

1

102

University
(HAI Year 4)

6

3

0.50

M.A. student

English

7.5

1

103

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

1

0.20

M.A. student

English

5.5

1

104

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

3

0.60

M.A. student

English

8.5

1

105

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

5

1.00

M.A. student

English

7.5

1

106

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

5

1.00

M.A. student

English

7.0

1

107

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

4

0.80

M.A. student

English

7.0

1

108

University
(HAI Year 4)

3

1

0.33

M.A. student

English

6.0

1

109

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

4

0.80

M.A. student

English

8.0

1

110

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

5

1.00

M.A. student

English

7.0

1

111

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

3

0.60

M.A. student

English

5.0

1
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112

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

3

0.60

M.A. student

English

8.0

1

113

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

2

0.40

M.A. student

English

8.5

1

114

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

2

0.40

M.A. student

English

8.5

1

115

University
(HAI Year 4)

6

4

0.67

M.A. student

English

7.5

1

116

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

3

0.60

M.A. student

English

8.0

1

117

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

1

0.20

M.A. student

English

6.5

1

118

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

4

0.80

M.A. student

English

7.5

1

119

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

2

0.40

M.A. student

English

8.5

1

120

University
(HAI Year 4)

5

5

1.00

M.A. student

English

7.5

1

121

University
(HAI Year 4)

6

1

0.17

M.A. student

English

7.0

1
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Table 11: Sample 2 team characteristics
Code name

Context

Team size

Response
frequency

Response rate

Education
level (avg.)

Lang.

Final grade
(out of 10)

TFM version

130

Business

14

12

0.86

B.A.

Dutch

N/A

1

140

Business

7

6

0.86

B.A.

Dutch

N/A

2

141

Business

6

6

1.00

Vocational

Dutch

N/A

2

142

Business

11

7

0.64

Vocational/
B.A.

Dutch

N/A

2

143

Business

8

5

0.63

Vocational/
B.A.

Dutch

N/A

2

150

Business

10

9

0.90

B.A./M.A.

Dutch

N/A

2

160

Business

10

7

0.70

B.A.

Dutch

N/A

2

161

Business

8

6

0.75

B.A.

Dutch

N/A

2

162

Business

10

7

0.70

B.A.

Dutch

N/A

2

163

Business

9

7

0.78

B.A.

Dutch

N/A

2

164

Business

10

7

0.70

B.A.

Dutch

N/A

2

165

Business

12

9

0.75

B.A.

Dutch

N/A

2

166

Business

6

4

0.67

B.A.

Dutch

N/A

2

1001

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

7

0.88

B.A. Student

Dutch

7.9

2

1002

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

4

0.50

B.A. Student

Dutch

7.0

2

1003

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

6

0.75

B.A. Student

Dutch

6.3

2

1004

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

5

0.63

B.A. Student

Dutch

6.7

2

1005

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

6

0.75

B.A. Student

Dutch

6.6

2

1006

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

5

0.63

B.A. Student

Dutch

5.5

2

1007

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

4

0.50

B.A. Student

Dutch

5.6

2

1008

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

5

0.71

B.A. Student

Dutch

5.5

2

1009

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

6

0.75

B.A. Student

Dutch

5.0

2

1010

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

8

1.00

B.A. Student

Dutch

5.8

2

1011

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

6

0.86

B.A. Student

Dutch

6.5

2

1012

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

5

0.71

B.A. Student

Dutch

5.5

2

1013

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

7

0.88

B.A. Student

Dutch

6.4

2

1014

University
(TMA Year 1)

7

3

0.43

B.A. Student

Dutch

7.0

2

1015

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

6

0.75

B.A. Student

Dutch

7.5

2

1016

University
(TMA Year 1)

8

6

0.75

B.A. Student

Dutch

4.0

2

164

Appendix 1: Additional Tables

Table 12: Constructs from the Team Flow Monitor (TFM-v3)5
Team flow constructs

Cronbach’s Alpha Question items (“In the team in which I participate…”)
prerequisites of team flow

Collective ambition
The extent to which the same ambition is
collectively shared (CA)

0.83

…we share the same ambition. (CA1)
…we form a team from an inner drive to accomplish things together. (CA2)
…we feel that engaging in the team process is intrinsically rewarding. (CA3)
…we are all intrinsically motivated to work together as a team. (CA4)
…we operate from a collective ambition. (CA5)

Common goal
A collective goal that is endorsed by everyone
(CG)

0.82

…we endorse the established goals. (CG1)
…we agree on clear goals. (CG2)
…the shared goal offers a suitable challenge. (CG3)
…we know which common goal we want to reach. (CG4)
…the collective goal is clear to all of us. (CG5)
…the shared goal is important to all of us. (CG6)

Aligned personal goals
The presence of personal goals that also
contribute to the common goal (APG)

0.84

…we are stimulated to determine a personal goal. (APG1)
…personal goals are derived from the common goal. (APG2)
…personal goals are important to the team. (APG3)
…personal goals are compatible with those of the team. (APG4)
…each member has a contributing personal goal. (APG5)
…personal goals are geared towards growth and development. (APG6)

High skill integration
The arrangement of individual merits into a
collective strength (HIS)

0.85

…every team member takes up a suitable challenge. (HSI1)
…we make use of each other’s skills. (HSI2)
…individual skills are integrated to form a coherent whole skill. (HSI3)
…every team member is fully appreciated. (HSI4)
…everyone’s strengths are fully utilized. (HSI5)

Open communication:
Openness in communication with one another

0.87

…we receive feedback from one another that lets us move forward. (OC1)
…we provide each other with feedback whenever we can. (OC2)
…everyone receives clear feedback. (OC3)
…we provide each other with constructive feedback. (OC4)
…we receive feedback about our accomplishments. (OC5)

Safety:
The level of psychological safety needed to
engage in action

0.93

…we each feel that it is safe to perform our tasks. (SC1)
…there is a safe climate for learning. (SC2)
…we each feel that it is safe to take risks. (SC4)
…there is positive climate in which to perform. (SC5)
…there is a safe climate in which to perform. (SC3)
…everyone feels that it is safe to voice an opinion. (SC6)

Mutual commitment:
The level of commitment towards one another

0.85

…we pay attention to each other’s activities. (MA1)
…we know from one another who does what. (MA2)
…we concentrate on smooth collaboration. (MA3)
…our focus enables a seamless collaboration. (MA4)
…the distribution of tasks is clear. (MA5)
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Sense of unity:
The extent to which the team acts in unity

0.95

…we feel as one with the team. (SU1)
…we are fully involved with the team. (SU2)
…the team acts in unity. (SU3)
…we feel fully committed to the team. (SU4)
…we feel like we’re part of the team. (SU5)

Sense of joint progress:
A collective feeling of accomplishment

0.90

…we collectively make progress. (JP1)
…I feel that we make joint progress. (JP2)
…together we achieve more. (JP3)
…actions naturally flow in quick succession. (JP4)
…we move forward together. (JP5)

Mutual Trust:
The level of mutual trust in the cooperation

0.91

…we have trust in each other to collectively complete our task. (MT1)
…there is an atmosphere of trust among us. (MT2)
…we, as a team, trust that we will be able to complete the task successfully.
(MT3)
…we can rely on one another. (MT4)
…we share mutual trust in our cooperation with each other. (MT5)

Holistic Focus:
The extent to which everyone focuses on the
common goal

0.86

…everyone is completely focused on the shared task. (SF1)
…the team as a whole is in focus. (SF2)
…everyone is fully focused on executing his/her task for the team. (SF3)
…we are all entirely focused on accomplishing our collective goal. (SF4)
…each person is completely focused on what is happening. (SF5)
Outcome variables

Task Flow: Percentage of time experiencing flow during execution
of one’s task

Flow is a mental state in which a person is fully immersed in an activity, with
a spirited and energetic focus. Indicate the percentage of your time that you
experience flow when working on your task for the team.

Team positivity: Balance of positive and negative expressions

Rate the ratio of negative statements to the positive statements in this team.

Well-being

Please rate the questions below on a scale from 1 (low) to 10 (high):
How happy are you today?
How happy have you felt in the past month?
Open questions

Flow conditions

Name conditions in the work context that allow you to experience flow or that
prevent you from experiencing flow:
I do experience flow when …
I do not experience flow when …

Suggestions

Suggestions to enhance flow in our team are:

Flow experiences

Could you please describe one specific instance of flow on your team?
Yes / No
If yes: The following is an example of when I experienced flow in executing my
work: …

Note. Question items eliminated from the TFM-v2 appear in italics; Listed Cronbach’s Alphas apply to remaining items.
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Table 13: Descriptives and correlations for individual-level variables
#

Variable

N

Mean

1
2

SD

1

2

3

Age

300

21.17

2.82

Gender

341

1.39

0.49

-0.12*

3

Time in task flow

430

5.51

1.87

-0.05

0.09

4

Happiness (today)

428

7.19

1.74

0.02

0.08

0.25**

5

Happiness (last month)

428

7.06

1.66

-0.01

-0.04

0.22**

4

5

0.51**

Note. *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed).

Table 14: Team member quotations concerning the emergence of team flow
#

Interviewee’s role

Quotation
Quotations: Team flow in general

1

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

If you want to work at Buurtzorg, you can’t have a large ego. Many other organisations
demand one. Over there, one person usually steps forward wanting to be the manager.
Everyone needs to carry themselves as equals. That creates trust, opens up communication,
and eventually leads to flow in your team.

2

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

There’s flow when the team’s getting along with the clients. Productivity is not our priority.

3

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

Buurtzorg does indicate that teams should not have more than 12 people in them. Past that,
it’s nog small-scale anymore and doesn’t work anymore. 12 really is the maximum. That’s
what we found and noticed that it got harder with 9 people, it’s not as good, doesn’t feel as
comfortable. You try to keep an eye on too many things at once, try too hard to mind each
other. Also you see little cliques start forming within your team. We noticed the time had
come to start splitting, and that’s what we did.

4

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

Within Buurtzorg Nederland, our teams can do exactly those things our teams find
important. [They] do express in their vision statement what matters to them as a healthcare
provider. To support their vision, they offer additional schooling and encourage us to call on
a regional coach whenever we want to. Coaching is all a regional coach does. They don’t tell
you what to do, but they do suggest options. You might try such and such, or maybe consider
this, or I know of teams who handled it like this.

5

Team member mental childcare institution, We became a well-oiled machine. We cooperated, and the children had an amazing
(AMO)
afternoon and worked on their learning objectives as well. That made me really happy for
a while there.
Quotations: Collective ambition

6

Team member teacher school team
(Bossche Vakschool)

The first time we all sat together, we had some intense discussions and decided what was
important to us. That felt pretty good.

7

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

Motivated people around me.

8

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

When I get the feeling that this plan is a good plan.

9

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

That one meeting where we were going to put together the ideal lesson.
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10

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

The team culture here really appeals to me; it’s strong. Team culture is maintained here,
despite outside influences. It’s important for us as a team to be able to say who we are and
what we stand for.”; “A team of motivated people works.

11

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

One of our team’s strengths is that the team knows what all of its members stand for,
together.

12

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

It’s important to know what you (higher) purpose is, being together. What do we stand for
and what can we offer? Where are we going? What qualities does everyone have?

13

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

It’s also important to understand why we stand for something.

14

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

It’s so important what the vision of one of these organisations is. I never knew just how
important it is. Buurtzorg organises vision meetings for new employees to teach them its
vision. And it’s a vision we all support. In fact, their vision should be the entire reason you
choose to work for Buurtzorg. We ask about it in job interviews. Why do you want to work for
Buurtzorg and what do you think makes us different? If the answer to that question gives us
a bad feeling, we won’t continue with the applicant in question.

15

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

When you’re about to hire people, you start considering whether they would fit in the team,
not at all the diplomas they’ve collected and all the stuff they can do. Sure, that’s important
too, but the most important thing is whether they fit into the team, whether they’ll gel. Is
someone capable of connecting to the team and to resolve difficulties together when they
crop up?

16

Team member consultancy firm (M&O
Groep)

Talking to each other about education and education ideals.

17

Board team member employment agency
(Logistic Force)

The organisation’s performance, vision and strategy and core values, its distinctive profile
and the fact that, every day, I get to build something in a sector that interests me, with great
clients and a team of good people around me!
Quotations: Common goal

18

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

Blasting along with clear goals more often and for longer periods of time. I like working
under tight deadlines and moderate pressure.

19

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

The idea is for us all to get behind the goal.

20

Discussing what we plan. Working towards deadlines.
Team member, human resources
management team, large engineering firm
(Mammoet)

21

Team member, consultancy firm (M&O
Groep)

22

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

Being able to really get stuck into something for the sake of the team.

23

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

We list certain goals in our one-year plan as well, like what goals fellow team members
want to achieve to further their personal development.

24

Team Member, information process
Clear goals and their associated tasks that give me the feeling that I’m valuable to the team
management team municipality (Zaanstad) and allow me to fill my day with meaningful activity. When co-workers recognise and make
use of my qualities. A good atmosphere, where everyone’s accepted and appreciated in their
performance.

Linking clear goals to ideals and living up to those.

Quotations: aligned personal goals
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Quotations: high skill integration
25

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

For everyone to shape […] their own way

26

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

The expertise of a number of co-workers.

27

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

The strength of one other co-worker and my own strength and the drive to succeed.

28

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

If people assign me a role I’m happy to fill here. I can exercise my authentic qualities in a
focused way here. The group knows what those qualities are and let me make the most of
them. I can stay congruent with my authentic self here in the way I interact with clients. I
can be myself here in the way we work with clients.

29

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

We’ve been blessed with an extremely competent department psychiatrist. She’s always
available as well, and that’s great.

30

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

One of our team’s strengths is that you know about each other what your strengths are.

31

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

I feel like a fish in water when I’m allowed to be who I am and people actually call on my
abilities.

32

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

Competence is also a precondition for flow in the team. Competence is broad. Not just in the
area of professional ability, but in social aspects as well.

33

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

Making use of the qualities present in your team, but even just knowing what they are, is
also a requirement for flow in your team.

34

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

When allocating tasks, you need to bear in mind what people enjoy doing. If you don’t,
people start grumbling, feeling negative. That creates a negative atmosphere in the team.
The thing to do is tell people to do the things the like to do and are good at. They’ll make it
look effortless!

35

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

There’s a lot of diversity in the teams. The trick is to deal with that, to use that diversity.
It’s important to pay attention to who everyone is. Getting to know each other well is
important.

36

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

I’ve been at this for a while now, and when I joined Buurtzorg and read on the company
intranet that someone’s experience of working there was: ‘This is so great,’ I felt the same
way. This is something else! This is a whole new approach to working and to teams. You can
just be yourself. And they make the most of my skills and responsibilities, which makes me
take so much more joy from my work. I’m well aware how I hit flow at Buurtzorg. A lot would
have to happen before I lose that ability. I get into this flow because my team and I are given
full responsibility. Everyone on the team is well-trained and knows what they’re about. We’re
free to divvy up the work. Everyone does what they’re good at, what they enjoy doing, so of
course things go really well. And you get to be completely responsible for that, too.

37

Using each other’s expertise.
Team member, human resources
management team, large engineering firm
(Mammoet)

38

A clear distribution of roles and responsibilities where everyone complements everyone else
Team member, human resources
management team, large engineering firm by bundling strengths.
(Mammoet)

39

Team member, consultancy firm (M&O
Groep)

When we get to work together in a challenging way.
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40

Board team member employment agency
(Logistic Force)

41

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

Encouraging noises from co-workers and leaving a meeting with a sense of peace and the
feeling that you learned something.

42

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

Compliments from upper management to the team directly are highly appreciated. This is
experienced as engagement.

43

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

It’s important for the team that everyone in the department feel free to discuss how they’re
feeling about work and home life.

44

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

Our team’s strength is that I can just tell my colleagues how I’m doing. The team knows how
I feel on any given work day.

45

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

An important measure of the support our team receives is that difficult situations are
acknowledged within the team as well as by other teams, other departments and the
management.

46

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

We communicate a lot together and there is some flow. We talk to each other twice a week
in team meetings, every morning at the office we learn what’s going on and on top of that
we call each other a lot. We also report important things happening around our clients
through the Buurtzorg web.

47

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

Open communication is very important. You depend on each other for everything here. As
a team, you need to invest in getting to know each other better, so you’re equipped to work
things out in trying situations. If you don’t know each other that, it’s much easier to hurt
each other by offering an opinion.

48

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

Within the Buurtzorg teams, people do a lot of things their own way. Everyone here
has different ways of thinking about things because everyone comes from a different
background: hospital, domestic care, care home. There’s a lot of different philosophies and
approaches. We should talk about that together, learn from each other.

49

A common project on which everyone contributes within the deadline and there’s open
Team member, human resources
management team, large engineering firm communication about progress.
(Mammoet)

50

Sharing experiences with co-workers, running certain situations by each other.
Team member, human resources
management team, large engineering firm
(Mammoet)

51

Team member, mental childcare
institution, (AMO)

Working on overarching clients together, being each other’s sounding boards, giving each
other space and trust and being aware of what you’re good at, and especially what you’re
not so good at. Being able to show vulnerability and letting someone with the right abilities
take over on the parts you haven’t mastered yet. Being sensitive to each other’s needs,
willing to give a little. Knowing what you’re responsible for, and more importantly what
you’re not responsible for.

Quotations: Open communication

When I’m told once in a while that I’m doing a good job.
Quotations: Safety

52

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

When difficult, threatening situations turn out okay. I take an active role in that. In difficult
situations I try to use my attitude to restore calm. That’s an opportunity for me to use my
personal qualities.

53

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

I find work here and in my team very manageable. I can be sure of myself here, and I can
project that.

54

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

Employees should not feel fearful about our clients.

55

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

One of our team’s strengths is that the members create a safe environment for each other.
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56

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

The team ensures that you’re able to do your job well, even when you’re not feeling that
great yourself.

57

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

The team supports each other in dealing with certain situations.

58

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

I feel like a fish in water when there’s safety.

59

Team member healthcare institution
(Buurtzorg Nederland)

If there is ever a problem with a client, your colleagues are always right there for you. We
start looking for solutions together. We help each other. That’s a thing: you can ask for help
here. You can make yourself vulnerable in the team. That’s how much trust we have in each
other, and that trust is never violated.

60

Team member, consultancy firm (M&O
Groep)

Positive atmosphere.

61

Team member, mental childcare
institution, (AMO)

I also like the idea that I can fall back on a number of colleagues if there’s ever a need.
Quotations: Mutual commitment

62

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

Individual co-workers committed to the cause.

63

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

Getting on with it together and making sure everyone’s on the same page.

64

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

On a good day at work, you’ll have done everything you needed to while being attentive to
the clients and your co-workers.

65

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

One of our team’s strengths is that we can talk to each other about our performance and
actions.

66

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

One of our team’s strengths is that we all stand together when it comes to handling and
being able to handle specific situations.

67

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

Within the team, everyone’s very engaged with each other. Everyone knows how everyone
else feels about things. That helps us function as a team.

68

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

Clear agreement within the team about how to act around clients is very important. That
also applies when we have to work with other teams who support us in difficult situations.

69

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

I feel like a fish in water when I know what to expect from my colleagues if any dangerous
situations arise.

70

Team member, consultancy firm (M&O
Groep)

Willingness from everyone to make something of it together getting the lead out mentality
decisions we take together.

71

Team Member, information process
Talking to each other about how to deal with colleagues who don’t make good on their
management team municipality (Zaanstad) promises, thereby causing targets to be missed and breaking the team’s stride.

72

Helping each other in busy times – strong team spirit with lots of positivity – critical, but
Team member, human resources
management team, large engineering firm with mutual respect.
(Mammoet)
Quotations: Sense of unity

73

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

One of our team’s strengths is that there’s a strong sense of ‘togetherness’.

74

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

Team cohesion is very strong here. We consider each other’s feelings in the moment, when
things aren’t going so well for instance.

75

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

Quotations: Mutual trust
One of our team’s strengths is that the team trusts each other.
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76

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

If we can find and return to the basics and gain each other’s trust, we can create more flow
together.

77

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

You have to be able to trust your colleagues implicitly, trust them to provide the kind of care
we stand for. It’s about trust in their professional know-how, trust in their relationship with
the client and their mutual trust in their fellow team members. If that’s not in place, the
flow isn’t there.

78

Team member, consultancy firm (M&O
Groep)

The shared trust with which we take on and carry out certain assignments.

79

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

80

Team Member, information process
Clear goals and tasks. Being in agreement with your co-workers and taking on challenges
management team municipality (Zaanstad) calmly, with attention and deliberation.

81

Team Member, information process
Concentration, peace, being clear on what needs to happen.
management team municipality (Zaanstad)

82

Team member teacher school team (De
Bossche Vakschool)

Fast action by the team, not waffling too much, just quick, decisive action.

83

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

In this team, I feel energised when we achieve things at work I never really believed were
possible.

84

Team member crisis ward, mental
healthcare institution (Dimence)

The team plays a crucial role. The team has to function well for me, as an employee, to be
able to function well.

85

Board team member, mental healthcare
institution (AMO)

I experience flow in this team when I get absorbed in the work, have the chance to really put
some effort in, and get a lot done.

86

Team Member, information process
Good cooperation with co-workers who (promptly) keep their promises. Being able to work
management team municipality (Zaanstad) hard on the project, staying on schedule.

87

Board team member employment agency
(Logistic Force)

I enjoy the things we’re building together, the fact that we are appreciated by our clients,
employees and partners.

88

Board team member employment agency
(Logistic Force)

My last few weeks are a flow experience for me. I’m scoring again and that creates a very
positive flow in my office!! Clients are very satisfied and people are transferring to contracts.

89

Board team member employment agency
(Logistic Force)

When we land a new client or when we get complimented on doing a good job, getting
things right.

Quotations: holistic focus
When I can focus on just one thing and everyone’s on the same page.

Quotations: Sense of joint progress
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Table 15: Team expert quotations concerning the emergence of team flow
#

Interviewee’s role

Quotation

1

Organisational scholar

For flow in teams, there probably exists some optimum of flow. Too much of it is bad because the
team starts going to extremes, losing control. Too little flow leaves them nowhere. The optimum is
where all the advantages are. (Ad de Jong, 2010).

2

Sports and business team coach

When my star players hit flow, the rest follows. (Marc Lammers, 2015).

3

Organisational researcher, lecturer
and coach in the performing arts

Team flow is about a number of individual who find it easy to be themselves, be authentic in the
team. (Frank Heckman, 2010)

4

Buurtzorg Nederland founder and CEO There’s a lot of stuff you see in other organisations that you really don’t even need to talk about.
You can just work very instrumentally, and all the stuff we don’t bother with is developing policy,
policy strategies, mission statements, you name it. What we do is: there’s a problem to be solved,
so you collect some good people with abilities that can contribute meaningfully to a solution, and
you get on with it. (Jos de Blok, 2014)

5

Buurtzorg Nederland founder and CEO [Flow in teams] should be happening constantly. I’ve never called it flow, myself. But that’s what
happens when you’re working toward the same things together with people who appreciate each
other, trust other: They spend their energy on all the right things because they don’t have to waste
any on irrelevant nonsense. (Jos de Blok, 2014)

6

Sports and business team coach

During the tournament, never change a winning team. At the start of the tournament, always
change a winning team. Reinvent yourself at the start of a tournament by putting together a new
collective ambition. (Marc Lammers, 2015)

7

Organisational scholar

One of the first things a team has to do together is formulate a collective ambition. Sit down
together, wherever you are, and consider what you really want to accomplish together. What is
your dream? What do you want to achieve? (Mathieu Weggeman, 2014)

8

Business team development coach

My thinking about this is real simple. If a team can manage to discover what their collective values
are, then achieving harmony will at least be a whole lot easier. (Alfons Matthijssen, 2013)

9

Organisational consultant, former CEO Harmony is achieved when people decide what key to play in. By agreeing on that you create a
little space, or harmony. (Harry Starren, 2013)

10

Organisational consultant, former CEO Leave your collective ambition open to some interpretation. Formulate the ambitions generously,
so that team members can imbue it with meaning of their own. When I say open to interpretation,
I mean leave some wiggle room, but make sure it provides enough guidance to keep people on
board without excluding anyone from the process. They should also set ambitious goals with a
social aspect. People are happier when they can be of value to others, contribute to something
beautiful, something greater than themselves. (Harry Starren, 2013)

11

Organisational consultant

Mostly high performance teams find each other and are formed naturally around shared values.
(Christian Dahmen, 2011)

12

Illusionist & TV producer

We handle things very professionally at MINDF*CK. When we’re creating a new season, we’ll rent
a villa for a week. A team of five of us will sit by the pool and brainstorm. Everyone’s free to say
what new illusion they might find interesting. ‘Shall we change water into wine,’ someone will
say, ‘Or make the moon disappear?’ We generate a whole bunch of ideas that way. After that we’ll
look for methods. Will we use a helicopter and a black screen? Do we build a complete replica? Do
we hypnotise someone? From there, we look at what the best solution would be and whether we
can make anything cool happen. It starts with a core idea. Something you can explain in just one
sentence. If you can’t, the idea’s just not good enough. (Victor Mids, 2016)

Quotations: Team flow in general

Quotations: Collective ambition
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Quotations: Common goal
13

Buurtzorg Nederland founder and CEO Our common goal is providing excellent care. Some might say that you can translate that into
goals and activities, but we don’t really do any of that. There are teams that put together a plan,
yearly or otherwise, but they don’t have to. Serving different demographics, doing so in a way that
doesn’t sacrifice quality, ensuring you have or acquire the required expertise, these are all implicit
goals, but we don’t think you should put those into all kinds of plans and objectives. Those are
distractions. You’re better off calling it a shared higher purpose. (Jos de Blok, 2014)
Quotations: aligned personal goals

14

Organisational scholar and
management consultant

You shouldn’t make your individual goals too important. If you want things to really start
swinging, then the shared personal goals need to align. (Mathieu Weggeman, 2014)

15

Business team coach

People have to look at their personal ambitions and decide whether they fit in with the team and
the organisation. Try to match them: Does this fit onto the developmental path I’m on? Be open
about your ambitions. Share them with each other. (Ronald van Hees, 2014)

16

Business team coach

As a team developer, it’s important to me that I investigate what people’s norms, values, and
motivators are. That’s how I tune their personal goals. Then I see how those goals match those of
the organisation they’re working for. If they don’t match, I’ll ask them how sure they are that this
is where they want to be. (Cees van der Zande, 2011)

17

Business team coach

People have to recognise themselves and their personal goals in the team. They need to feel
they can shine there. Personal goals also affect team members’ level of engagement. The more
engaged team members are, the more of themselves they contribute, the better they will be able
to carry out decisions they may not personally agree with. A team sets a common goal, which
includes sub-goals and their associated tasks. These are then assigned to the people best suited
to carry them out. That obviously the ideal, but it doesn’t always work out that way. So a team
starts with the company goal, then comes the team goal and its sub-goals, then those get passed
around the team and become personal goals. Then you go up a level. Each team member feels
and acts personally responsible for the team as a whole. A team can’t function unless each team
member makes their personal goals subordinate to the team and its goals. Personal goals should
therefore always contribute to the common goal. (Hessel Frings, 2013)

18

Business team coach

On the way to achieving a goal, there are always a number of tasks. The decision is made within
the team who should take on each task. When deciding that, it’s important to consider people’s
skills and traits. That’s the basis for setting personal goals. Of course, it may be that people have
other goals besides their tasks, like developing themselves in the area of production. That’s fine as
long as it never becomes more important than the common goal and always contributes to that.
(Bob Huijbregts, 2013)

19

Organisational consultant

The personal goal is derived from the common goal. To achieve the common goal, it is necessary to
perform a number of tasks. These are distributed based on people’s abilities. It’s still important for
the individual assigned the task to consider for themselves how best to perform it and contribute
to the best of their ability. (Aart Bontekoning, 2013)

20

Buurtzorg Nederland founder and CEO People want to express their passion by doing their jobs well. They want to take enjoyment from
their work, and do it in a way that makes them feel like they’re doing something meaningful.
Personal goals in the team are a part of that. (Jos de Blok, 2014)

21

Organisational scholar and
management consultant

Tasks should be doable but challenging to pre-empt both fear and boredom. If your task involves
a lot of hard work and you manage it with just a little bit of luck, then that was a perfectly
challenging task. Of course, you have to consider people’s skills. A sense of “We’ve never done this,
but with the people around we should be able to make it work.” (Mathieu Weggeman, 2014)

22

Business team coach

Challenging is employing your skills and talents, getting comfortable with that, but also doing
things for the cause you don’t particularly want to do yourself. (Ineke Khalil, 2014)

Quotations: high skill integration
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23

Business team coach

I also think people are challenged to work together at the edge of their abilities. Talking to each
other is can be anxious, as can having people look over your shoulder, but it’s glorious when
people get to see your phenomenal accomplishments. The challenge comes from making the
best possible use of each other and doing better than you thought you could in the process. That’s
exciting. Everyone learns from each other to perform at the very peak of their ability and that’s
important and it brings you to exciting places. (Ineke Khalil, 2013)

24

Organisational consultant

Team members in business teams are generally and specifically skilled (following a T-profile).
This makes them better at understanding and supporting each other (inhale/exhale). (Christian
Dahmen, 2011)
Quotations: Open communication

25

Organisational consultant

Consider what you perceive ‘in real time’ as well. You can tell from looking at how your team
members work towards the goal whether they’re bored, holding back, or overcommitting.
That does require that call a time-out to talk about the things you’ve noticed so that everyone
continues on the right path, energetically working towards that final objective. (Aart
Bontekoning, 2014)

26

Business team coach

Acknowledging successes and knowing what everyone’s needs are. Everyone needs recognition
and appreciation; we’re social beings. Celebrating successes in the context of a team is vitally
important: not just the result, but the effort as well. Finally, there has to be some space for
disappointment, as well. (Hessel Frings, 2014)

27

Business team coach

A team that has trust and is doesn’t shy back from conflict is communicating openly. They will
therefore dare to give each other feedback, to hold each other accountable. (Cees van de Zande,
2011)

28

Business team coach

You don’t just translate the common goal into personal goals, but into personal tasks and the
team’s communication as well. You monitor progress together, so it’s important to see each other
regularly. Make sure that everyone knows what’s being done by whom, for what purpose, what
results that person is supposed to deliver, how to hold each other accountable for those tasks.
(Ineke Khalil, 2013)

29

Business team coach

Open communication requires two things: that the core of your message is clear and that you are
clear on what the core of your message is. What you often see is that people will just throw stuff
out there, disturbing the team’s open communication. This happens because their messages hide
all kinds of unexamined feelings, partially formed ideas, and confusion. It will take the other
person in the conversation a lot of energy to work out what you’re trying to say. People need to
think: what do I really want to say. Be clear about that, then start thinking about how to put that
across palatably as you can. When someone is trying to make a statement they’re very excited
about, all that charge on the message can spook the audience and cause them to fire back.
Making your message palatable means putting the core of the message across as inoffensively
as possible. Open communication demands that people take a lot of care in how they express
themselves and that takes a lot of self-discipline and self-awareness. (Ineke Khalil, 2013)

30

Business team coach

You don’t create safety by setting low targets; You do it by not dictating how targets should be
met and not punishing people for finding a different path. (Alfons Matthijssen, 2013)

31

Business team coach

In a team, shouldn’t go off on their own, communicating different facts outside the team. That
breeds insecurity. That’s why it’s so important to keep investing in meeting up, keeping each other
apprised, and keeping the team’s plan and story straight. Unity comes from trust and trust comes
from staying in touch and knowing what’s going on. Difficult issues may well be in play, but as
long as you can come together to make sense of those difficulties in a larger context there’s really
no problem. (Ineke Khalil, 2013)

Quotations: Safety

Quotations: Mutual commitment
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32

Business team coach

33

Buurtzorg Nederland founder and CEO What’s important to me is, you can have all kinds of personalities and opinions in a team, but the
important thing is that they’re committed to each other, so they can complement each other, will
do things for each other’s sake. (Jos de Blok, 2014)

34

Buurtzorg Nederland founder and CEO When you look at the people I work with most closely, those relationships are all friendly, based
on a foundation we’ve been building together for years. We know each really well, so we trust
each other, and that’s what lets you get down to the essential very quickly. (Jos de Blok, 2014)

35

Business team coach

Trust affects the entire team process. If there’s no trust, friction will run rampant. Team members
will lose focus, communication and harmony. (Ineke Khalil, 2014)

36

Organisational scholar

Trust plays a large role in open communication. Once you trust each other, you can be assertive
towards each other. (Mathieu Weggeman, 2014)

37

Organisational consultant, former CEO You base trust on past behaviour, so if someone has never lied to you, you conclude that that
person is exceptionally honest. Trust is based on naivety initially, and on experience eventually.
(Harry Starren, 2013)

38

Business team coach

The foundation of any high-functioning team is trust. Get to know someone personally. A
good example of that is: in a team I coached, each team member had to make a market stall of
themselves in which team members explained their background. Things like where are you from,
do you have any siblings, what did you use to do for fun, etc. The team had to make themselves
vulnerable, that’s how you get to know and understand people. It’s a difficult process to influence,
though, because trust also comes from past events. (Cees van de Zande, 2013)

39

Business team coach

You can restore trust by investing in it, which you do by communicating openly with each other,
ensuring that roles are clearly defined and assigned. Keep talking to each other about the work
you’re doing. Take what time you need for that, and for acknowledging people’s accomplishments.
Also learn how to communicate with each other meaningfully, so that people start sharing
inspiration and revealing vulnerabilities. Discussing personal ups and downs in a team contributes
to building trust. Talks like that could be about someone’s hobbies, their past, their family,
anything. When talking about trust, bear in mind that it’s not stable. Trust can be damaged at any
time, so it always requires maintenance or repair. (Ineke Khalil, 2013)

40

Organisational scholar

Trust should be the default attitude in teams. I will trust anyone until they prove themselves
untrustworthy. What you often see in teams is that someone finds out that something about
them is being discussed behind their backs. When you get that kind of gossip in a team, when
people don’t share their opinions with each other directly, when things are discussed in hushed
tones without stating them explicitly, that leads to distrust. That’s why open communication is so
intimately connected to trust. (Mathieu Weggeman, 2013)

41

Business team coach

Trust is the most important thing about a team. Trust in yourself, trust in your team, and trust in
the management. When people listen to each other attentively, share good, constructive criticism,
and know each other well, then you’re most of the way there. When we talk about knowing and
understanding each other, we’re not just talking about knowing what they can do and what traits
they have, but also about who they really are, where they come from, what’s going on in their
private lives, what they like to do, etc. (Bob Huijbregts, 2013)

42

Organisational consultant

Communication with each other openly has an enormous effect of trust. People don’t trust each
other unless they can be vulnerable around other and know that others will be respectful about
that. Also by talking about each team member’s values openly and honestly and also for trust,
personal contact is very important. People will start looking at each other and the situation
critically, which allows them to get to know or understand each other or the situation. (Aart
Bontekoning, 2013)

Commitment also means daring to call each other out on our promises. If we agree that I will
finish a task by next Tuesday and I don’t follow through on that promise, then it’s perfectly natural
to me that you call me out on it. It’s also natural to me that if I make you a promise for Tuesday and
I can see ahead of time that I won’t manage it, I talk to you about that immediately. (Cees van de
Zande, 2011)

Quotations: Mutual trust
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Quotations: holistic focus
43

Organisational consultant, former CEO Concentration and talent may well be different words that mean the same thing. Talent is the
ability to concentrate. You do that because you believe that what you’re doing is meaningful, so
when you lose yourself in something, that’s when you’re really here. (Harry Starren, 2014)

44

Sports and business team coach

Your focus during the match is in the here and now. So you’re concentrating on your own actions.
The ball is the client, that’s what the players focus. That’s what we agreed amongst ourselves.
(Marc Lammers, 2015)

45

Band coach, musician (drums), and
teacher of applied psychology

You need a focal point that’s challenging to hold on to. (Ruben van Boven, 2015)

46

Organisational scholar

Rules and bureaucracy are the biggest threats to teams trying to focus. When you manage for
output, you can stop caring about how everyone’s doing what. Focus is critically impeded by
bureaucrats. (Mathieu Weggeman, 2014)

47

Business team coach

Rules and bureaucracy negatively affect focus. Professionals find themselves dealing with lots of
small issues of no relevance to anyone. (Hessel Frings, 2014)

48

Organisational consultant, former CEO To achieve focus, it’s important to shut out irrelevancies. When you do, consider where you are.
Your surroundings have a large degree of influence on what you accomplish. (Harry Starren, 2013)

49

Business team coach

When the distribution of roles is clear and it is clear how team members stay in touch with each
other. It’s the interplay of owner and co-owner. I may be responsible for a given product, but
my colleagues share in that responsibility because we are collectively responsible for our overall
performance. Team members need to know who’s responsible for what, how to stay in touch
with one another, when feedback can be exchanged, and how they can ask for help and support.
When all that is clear, team members can relax and go for it, it provides focus. In role distribution,
consider everyone’s talent and motivation to develop in any given area. (Ineke Khalil, 2013)

50

Business team coach

It has to be clear what the vision is, what values we’re striving for, what the goals are and when
they need to be achieved, who plays what role on the team and who’s responsible for what. Once
all that’s clear, you gain some traction, the whole team knows where they’re going and everyone’s
clear on what contributions are expected of them. This provides focus. Now you have to ensure
that the team members maintain that focus, so take time occasionally to reflect on how the team
is doing, where there’s room for improvement and what remains to be done. (Bob Huijbregts,
2013)

51

Organisational consultant, former CEO Professionals focus better when they know why they’re doing something. For a professional
what is never the issue because that’s what they’ve been trained for. To explain the what to a
professional would be disgraceful. The real question is why. (Harry Starren, 2013)
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Table 16: Overview of selected teams that participated in case studies
#

Team name

Team type

Organisation type

Member count

Comment

1

LearnCorp Complete

Small enterprise

Training & consultancy

19

Took part in team flow
process as a single team
for three months (and
three measurements) and
was then split into three
smaller teams for the
subsequent 3 months.

2

LearnCorp
Support

Support team

Training & consultancy

6

Created after
measurement 3 as one of
the new teams.

3

LearnCorp
MS

Operational team

Training & consultancy

4

Created after
measurement 3 as one of
the new teams.

4

LearnCorp
RES

Operational team

Training & consultancy

9

Created after
measurement 3 as one of
the new teams.

5

LearnCorp
SCM

Operational team

Training & consultancy

3

Created after
measurement 3 as one of
the new teams.

6

FloorCorp
MT

Management team

Construction (flooring)

5

7

GableCorp
Sales

Sales team

Construction (building facades)

6

8

GableCorp
Project

Operational team

Construction (building facades)

7

9

ElectroCorp Team F

Operational team

Construction (electrical engineering)

12

10

ElectroCorp Team
M

Operational team

Construction (electrical engineering)

11

11

ElectroCorp Team R

Operational team

Construction (electrical engineering)

12

12

ElectroCorp Team G

Operational team

Construction (electrical engineering)

7

13

DeveloCorp
Design & Build

Design team

Construction (contractor)

6

14

DeveloCorp
MT

Management team
(board of directors)

Construction (contractor)

4

15

DeeveloCorp Project

Operational team

Construction (contractor)

10
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APPENDIX 2: TEAM TRAJECTORIES

appendix 2:

APPENDIX 2: TEAM TRAJECTORIES

Team Trajectories

Appendix 2:

Trajectories of the teams participating in study 2 (longitudinal case study design)
Appendix

Team Trajectories2:
Team Trajectories

Trajectories of the teams participating in study 2 (longitudinal case study design)
Team 1

TrajectoriesGroup
of theofteams
participating
study
2 (longitudinal
19 employees
splits upininto
4 smaller
10

case study design)

teams

Team 1

Team Flow Measures
Team Flow Measures

9

Group of 19 employees splits up into 4 smaller
teams

10

8

9

7

LearnCorp Complete

8

Team Flow Characteristics

6

7

LearnCorp
TeamComplete
Flow Prerequisites

5

Team Flow Characteristics

6
5

1

Team 2

2

1

3

2

4

3

5

4

6

5

Time (months)
6

Team Flow Prerequisites

Time (months)

Group of 19 employees splits up into 4 smaller
teams

10

Team 2

Team Flow Measures
Team Flow Measures

9

Group of 19 employees splits up into 4 smaller
teams

10

8

9

7

LearnCorp Support

8

Team Flow Characteristics
Start formulation
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