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ABSTRACT

TITLE: Learning with Differences: Exploring the role of Affective diversity on Team Learning
SUMMARY

In the present context, work teams are being predominate adopted in organization with their
underlying merits of diverse skill set and abilities leading to better performance. When talking
about team performance, team learning is one of the critical factor that can influence the overall
team performance. Team learning requires the active participation of members with adequate
information sharing and knowledge transfer, which is largely affected by individual member
characteristics. Affective disposition is one such individual trait that can differentially influence
the team members leading to affective diversity in a team. Further, the affective dispositions are
expressed as positive and negative and are associated with different learning motivations. Hence,
this developmental paper makes an attempt to explore the relationship between affective diversity
and team learning.
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INTRODUCTION

The increasing emphasis on ‘affective revolution’ has led researchers and practitioners to
appreciate the role of employee affect and its implications on attitude, behavior, and various
outcomes in organization (Barsade & Gibson, 2007). Scholars have extensively studied affect at
individual level (Kaplan et al., 2009) with scant attention on group affect and its outcomes
(Barsade & Knight, 2015).The influence of affect in a group is more complex owing to the distinct
traits, values and attitudes of members, thereby, contributing to the affective diversity in the group
(Barsade et al., 2000). Affective diversity is defined as, “the configuration of affect across group
members that is not shared, nor held in common, by members of a group or team” (Barsade &
Knight, 2015: 24). The concept is rooted in the dispositional affectivity as it is an integral part of
an individual’s personality (Ng & Sorenson, 2009).

Organizations are increasingly relying on work teams to bring in new ideas through shared
knowledge and resources (Sundstrom, De Meuse, & Futrell, 1990). Thus, composition of
individuals with respective distinctive affective personalities leads to the affective diversity in a
team. When we talk about diversity, team diversity plays a crucial role in team learning and
performance (Sun, Teh, Ho, & Lin, 2017). Learning refers to the process of acquiring knowledge
through experience which further shapes one’s behavior (Savelsbergh, van der Heijden, & Poell,
2009).At an individual level, learning comprises of experiences, thinking , involvement and
generalizations (Johnson & Thomas,2007) serving as a building block to enrich organizational
capacity (Remmen, & Lorentzen,(2000). Learning at a collective level or ‘team learning’
incorporates frequent communication, knowledge transfer, experimentation, and codifications
among the members to gain collective work skills (Gibson & Vermeulen, 2003; Kayes, Kayes &
Kolb, 2005).

Studies have examined the effect of diversity at the group level for organizational learning (Driver,
2003) but literature is silent on the influence of affective diversity on team learning. Research has
reported the role of dispositional affect (either PA or NA) in predicting attitudes and behavior of
employees (Qiu & Scherwin, 2014). Being conceptually rooted in the dispositional affect,
affective diversity may follow similar lines. Added to this,, affect, being a deep level diversity
characteristic, is likely to influence team compositions, thereby, impacting the team processes and
outcomes (Barsade & Knight, 2015).Hence, this paper is an attempt to explore the relationship
between affective diversity & team learning.

TEAM LEARNING

Team learning is a critical team behavior that drives the performance of individuals (Cardy, 2002;
Edmondson & Nembhard, 2009). For our study, we will be basing our arguments on the definition
of team learning as proposed by Van der Vegt & Bunderson (2005) which regards team learning
as the “activities by which team members seek to acquire, share, refine, or combine task-relevant
knowledge through interaction with one another”(p. 534). According to the review by Williams &
O’Reilly (1998), the psychological attributes plays an influential role in shaping the perception of
differences among team members and the way team members work together with diverse set of
knowledge, skills and abilities. Evident research have reported the relationship between social &
psychological characteristics with team learning (Gibson & Vermeulen, 2003; Lau & Murnighan,
2005). Affect being a psychological attribute and expresses as dispositional affectivity (positive &
negative) in individuals may influence the team processes. Hence, it would be interesting to
examine the role of positive & negative affective diversity on team learning.



AFFECTIVE DIVERSITY & TEAM LEARNING

We would like to root our argument in the theoretical underpinnings of achievement goal
motivation as it is imperative for behavior science research with regards to emotions and learning
(Elliot, 1999; Elliot & Thrash, 2002). Achievement goal is defined as the objective of getting
involved in the task to experience and achieve the pre-defined goal by an individual (Maehr, 1989).
On the basis of the definition of competence, various researchers have classified achievement goals
into two categories with differing labels such as ego involvement and task involvement (Nicholls,
1984), performance goals and learning goals (Dweck, 1986), performance goal and task mastery
goal (Ames & Archer, 1987) and approach-avoidance goals ( Elliot, 1999). Various achievement
motivation theorists argued that the two different categories of motivation follows a different set
of competence with regards to affect, cognition and behavior (Elliot, 1999). Drawing upon this,
we can assert that both approach and avoidance motivation can have divergent set of affective
competence in individuals that can influence learning in an affective diverse team. For our study,
we will follow the approach-avoidance classification of achievement motivation owing to their
distinction with respect to valence and the respective behavioral tendencies.

In Approach motivation, the behavior of an individual is directed by the possibility of a positive
or a desirable event while in avoidance motivation, the behavior is directed by the possibility of
negative or undesirable event (Elliot, 1999). Various studies have reported approach-avoidance
motivation as a base for distinct individual differences (Gray, 1994; Carver, 2006) including
affective disposition approaches, wherein the positive and negative affect are expression of
approach and avoidance temperaments respectively (Elliot & Thrash, 2002). Moreover, we know
that the behavior has certain action tendencies which are defined by the personality of an individual
(Carver, 2006). Adding to this, in another study, the bipolar dimensions of approach-avoidance
were argued to have their own affective experiences generated by their linkages of affective loop
with approach or avoidance behavior (Carver and Scheier, 2004). The author’s further suggested
that the affective expression of approach behavior will range from elation to depression while of
avoidance behavior would range from fear to relief to serenity. This is analogous to the expression
of affective diversity with regards to trait positive affect and trait negative affect. Extending this
finding to a team level, we put forth that learning being a behavior at a team level appears a
reasonable gap to examine the relationship of it with affective diversity. Hence, we propose,

Proposition 1: Affective diversity is associated with team learning.

POSITIVE AFFECTIVE DIVERSITY & TEAM LEARNING

Carver et al. (2000) characterizes approach individuals as, “highly engaged in the pursuit of
whatever incentives arise” (p. 107). These individuals are expected to act immediately, are excited
about opportunities and have an active participation in social events (Gray, 1994a; 1994b).This
study can be extended well to an affective diverse group with trait positive affect, which is
characterized with high energy, excited and confident individuals Adding to this, research has
found that individuals with high dispositional positive affect are likely to have approach motivation
(Elliot & Thrash, 2002). Relevant support to this came from the study by Gable (2006) reporting
that approach motivated individuals actively access the environment (of all possibilities and
opportunities) and effectively carry out their responsibility by interacting with others and gaining
varied experiences and opportunities. Moreover, individuals with high dispositional positive
affect, the approach motivation were found to have greater incorporation of information,
knowledge transfer with better decision making abilities (Levin et al., 2010). Another study
reported the association of individual dispositional positive affect with team learning (Qiu &
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Scherwin, 2014).At a team level, evident research reported that team members who were high in
dispositional positive affect get more involved in team process thereby contributing to greater team
learning (D’Zurilla, 2011). Thus, building upon this, we can assert that an affective diverse team
with trait positive affect will be driven from approach motivation thereby leading to greater team
learning.

Proposition 2a: Positive affective diversity will be positively associated with team learning.

NEGATIVE AFFECTIVE DIVERSITY & TEAM LEARNING

On the other hand, avoidance individuals are one who, are fixed on the possibility of threats or
dangers in the environment” (Carver et al., 2000, p. 107). According to broaden and build theory,
negative affect narrows the individual’s attention (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005), leading to
hostile, non-cooperative and less collaborative behavior (Allred, Mallozzi, Matsui, & Raia, 1997,
Tiedens, 2001). Various other studies also reported that negative affectivity is negatively related
to constructive problem solving and positively related to dysfunctional problem solving (Chang &
D’Zurilla, 1996; D’ Zurilla et al., 2011; Elliott et al., 1994). This suggests that an affectively diverse
group with trait negative affect will witness issues in collaboration, effective problem solving and
will avoid active participation. This can relate to the avoidance goal motivation perspective which
characterizes the avoidance temperament comprising of neuroticism (Carver et al., 2000; Larsen
& Ketelaar, 1991), negative affectivity (Watson, 2000), anxiety and behavioral inhibition (Gray,
1982). The behavior of an avoidance oriented individual is directed by possibility of negative and
unpleasant events (Elliot, 1999) and same may be extended in context of an affectively diverse
group with trait negative affect. Drawing upon the previous arguments, we can say that a
negatively affective diverse group will have team members with negative dispositional affectivity
which can narrow the team scope for the available resources and limit attention to available
information. This will further lead the team to face issues in coordination and active participation
leading to poor team learning. Thus, we propose,

Proposition 2b: Negative affective diversity will be negatively associated with team learning.
DEVELOPMENT PLAN

This study intends to adopt a quasi-experimental design to study the relationship between affective
diversity and team learning. We plan to use a group learning task for the team to work upon to
assess the association of affective diverse team and its influence on team learning.

REFERENCES

Allred, K.G., Mallozzi, J.S., Matsui, F. and Raia, C.P., 1997. The influence of anger and
compassion on negotiation performance. Organizational behavior and human decision
processes, 70(3), pp.175-187.

Ames, C. and Archer, J., 1987. Mothers' beliefs about the role of ability and effort in school
learning. Journal of educational psychology, 79(4), p.409.

Barsade, S.G. and Gibson, D.E., 2007. Why does affect matter in organizations?. Academy of
management perspectives, 21(1), pp.36-59

Barsade, S.G. and Knight, A.P., 2015. Group affect. Annu. Rev. Organ. Psychol. Organ.
Behav., 2(1), pp.21-46.



Barsade, S.G., Ward, A.J., Turner, J.D. and Sonnenfeld, J.A., 2000. To your heart's content: A
model of affective diversity in top management teams. Administrative Science Quarterly, 45(4),
pp.802-836.

Cardy, R.L., 2002. Cross-functional team decision-making and learning outcomes: A qualitative
illustration.

Carver, C.S., 2006. Approach, avoidance, and the self-regulation of affect and action. Motivation
and emotion, 30(2), pp.105-110.

Carver, C.S. and Scheier, M.F., 2004. Self-regulation of action and affect. Handbook of self-
regulation: Research, theory, and applications, pp.13-39.

Chang, E.C. and D'Zurilla, T.J., 1996. Relations between problem orientation and optimism,
pessimism, and trait affectivity: A construct validation study. Behaviour research and
therapy, 34(2), pp.185-194.

D’Zurilla, T.J., Maydeu-Olivares, A. and Gallardo-Pujol, D., 2011. Predicting social problem
solving using personality traits. Personality and individual Differences, 50(2), pp.142-147.

Driver, M., 2003. Diversity and learning in groups. The Learning Organization, 10(3), pp.149-
166.

Dweck, C.S., 1986. Motivational processes affecting learning. American psychologist, 41(10),
p.1040.

Edmondson, A.C. and Nembhard, .M., 2009. Product development and learning in project teams:
The challenges are the benefits. Journal of product innovation management, 26(2), pp.123-138.

Elliot, AJ., 1999. Approach and avoidance motivation and achievement goals. Educational
psychologist, 34(3), pp.169-189.

Elliott, T.R., Herrick, S.M., MacNair, R.R. and Harkins, S.W., 1994. Personality correlates of self-
appraised problem solving ability: Problem orientation and trait affectivity. Journal of Personality
Assessment, 63(3), pp.489-505.

Elliot, A.J. and Thrash, T.M., 2002. Approach-avoidance motivation in personality: approach and
avoidance temperaments and goals. Journal of personality and social psychology, 82(5), p.804.

Fredrickson, B.L. and Branigan, C., 2005. Positive emotions broaden the scope of attention and
thought-action repertoires. Cognition & emotion, 19(3), pp.313-332.

Gibson, C. and Vermeulen, F., 2003. A healthy divide: Subgroups as a stimulus for team learning
behavior. Administrative Science Quarterly, 48(2), pp.202-239.

Gray, J.A., 1982. Précis of The neuropsychology of anxiety: An enquiry into the functions of the
septo-hippocampal system. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 5(3), pp.469-484.

Gray, J.A., 1994. Personality dimensions and emotion systems. The nature of emotion:
Fundamental questions, pp.329-331.



Kaplan, S., Bradley, J.C., Luchman, J.N. and Haynes, D., 2009. On the role of positive and
negative affectivity in job performance: A meta-analytic investigation. Journal of Applied
psychology, 94(1), p.162.

Kayes, A.B., Kayes, D.C. and Kolb, D.A., 2005. Experiential learning in teams. Simulation &
Gaming, 36(3), pp.330-354.

Lau, D.C. and Murnighan, J.K., 2005. Interactions within groups and subgroups: The effects of
demographic faultlines. Academy of Management Journal, 48(4), pp.645-659.

Larsen, R.J. and Ketelaar, T., 1991. Personality and susceptibility to positive and negative
emotional states. Journal of personality and social psychology, 61(1), p.132.

Maehr, M.L., 1989. Thoughts about motivation. Research on motivation in education, 3, pp.299-
315.

Nicholls, J.G., 1984. Conceptions of ability and achievement motivation. Research on motivation
in education, 1, pp.39-73.

Qiu, T. and Scherwin, V.M., 2014. The Relationship Between Dispositional Positive Affect and
Team Performance: An Empirical Study. Journal of Business and Management, 20(2), p.51.

Remmen, A. and Lorentzen, B., 2000. Employee participation and cleaner technology: learning
processes in environmental teams. Journal of Cleaner Production, 8(5), pp.365-373.

Savelsbergh, C.M., van der Heijden, B.l. and Poell, R.F., 2009. The development and empirical
validation of a multidimensional measurement instrument for team learning behaviors. Small
Group Research, 40(5), pp.578-607.

Sun, H., Teh, P.L., Ho, K. and Lin, B., 2017. Team diversity, learning, and innovation: a mediation
model. Journal of Computer Information Systems, 57(1), pp.22-30.

Sundstrom, E., De Meuse, K.P. and Futrell, D., 1990. Work teams: Applications and
effectiveness. American psychologist, 45(2), p.120.

Tiedens, L.Z., 2001. The effect of anger on the hostile inferences of aggressive and nonaggressive
people: Specific emotions, cognitive processing, and chronic accessibility. Motivation and
Emotion, 25(3), pp.233-251.

Van Der Vegt, G.S. and Bunderson, J.S., 2005. Learning and performance in multidisciplinary
teams: The importance of collective team identification. Academy of management Journal, 48(3),
pp.532-547.

Williams, K.Y. and O'Reilly Ill, C.A., 1998. Demography and. Research in organizational
behavior, 20, pp.77-140.



