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As the use of groups and teams increases in organisations, 
more studies consider behaviours in a group setting. Below, 
Sigal G. Barsade and Donald E. Gibson argue that man-
agers who understand and manage a team’s emotional pro-
cesses may gain the insight they need to give them the edge 
in fostering effective work teams.

As the use of  groups and teams increases in organisa-
tions, we are learning new lessons about how people 
in groups feel and behave differently than when acting 

alone. We tend to be aware of  our own individual emotions: we 
know when we’re feeling angry and ready to strike out; we also 
know when we’re flooded with a good mood after a person-
al success. When we bring these individual emotions to work 
groups, the result is a complex mix. We each bring our own 
mood-of-the-moment or feelings based on what’s happened 
that day. We also bring our emotional tendencies—whether we 
tend to be upbeat and optimistic, or lean toward the gloomy, 
or anxious. What happens when individuals’ emotions come 
together in a group setting? How can we hope to understand 
group emotions and moods in the workplace?

Given the complexity, it’s not surprising that there has been 
significantly more research focused on individual than group 
emotions. Yet we commonly use terms suggesting that groups 
do have emotions: we say that “The group feels that we ought 
to go forward…” “The mood in the group was a little down 
today.” “We’re ‘on a high’—we met our stretch goal!” As re-
searchers, we’ve been studying the ways in which groups have 
emotions and how these emotions influence individual and 
group outcomes. We’ve come to some conclusions that can 

help managers better understand where group emotions come 
from, what they mean, and how they can be good—and bad—
for organisational performance.1  

Where Do Team Emotions Come From? Individuals 
Shaping Groups
One way to view this question is from the “bottom-up,” that 
is, that employees bring their current emotional feelings and 
emotional tendencies to a group, and these feelings and ten-
dencies come together to create a team emotion. In this view, 
a team’s mood is the average of  the team’s individual moods. 
(Indeed, there are now several online websites that have begun 
to help businesses track a team’s mood: the strategy is to poll 
individual team members to see what they are feeling, and 
average these feelings into an overall team mood.) Such an ap-
proach makes sense because a range of  studies have shown 
that emotions are contagious: an individual’s cheerful or 
gloomy mood is likely to be “caught” by others, and replicat-
ed in a group, particularly if  it is cohesive. Contagious positive 
emotions can lead to increased cooperation, less conflict and 
better perceived performance in groups, while contagious un-
pleasant emotions can lead to the reverse2. 

A variety of  studies have also shown that these average 
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a group’s positive excitement about 
a particular project, or conversely, 
angered beyond their normal tendency 
by a group’s feeling of  perceived injus-
tice. These are powerful “crowd” emo-
tions. One merely has to observe the 
enthusiasm displayed at an all-employ-
ee sales meeting, or the anger of  union 
members on a picket line, to note the 
extreme emotional power of  groups. 

This perspective is useful as a re-
minder to managers that individu-
als acting in groups rather than alone 
may have an enhanced sense of  power 
and invincibility, along with a height-
ened sense of  anonymity—individu-
al responsibility is less clear in a group 
than when acting alone. This combina-
tion may cause groups in organisations 
to take actions that, individually, they 

might have avoided. The case of  Enron 
is an example where the “smartest guys 
in the room” encouraged groups of  
people to have confidence and down-
played hesitation or feelings of  fear or 
guilt in the group that could have sig-
naled that inappropriate action was 
being taken.6 Recent large fines at fi-
nancial institutions and hedge funds 
point to organisational emotional cul-
tures that may encourage feelings of  
group pride that make unethical or 
illegal actions seem more reasonable. 

Examples such as these are a re-
minder that groups may create emo-
tional cultures that generate strong in-
formal rules (called “emotion norms”) 
and values about which emotions—
and at what intensity—are “okay” for 
group members to express. Teams vary, 
for example, to the degree they allow 
individuals to express anger or annoy-
ance with each other. Workgroups, es-
pecially those oriented toward cus-
tomer service, may have strong norms 
encouraging positive emotions as 

the only acceptable emotions for 
members to display. Team members at 
Disneyland, for example, are forbidden 
from expressing negative emotions in 
the public setting of  the parks.1 These 
norms may reflect overall emotion cul-
tures that indicate strong cohesiveness 
and a culture that encourages positive 
social interactions. In fact, a recent 
study in a health care setting found that 
an emotional culture of  companionate 
love, which consisted of  employees ex-
pressing emotions of  caring, compas-
sion, affection and tenderness towards 
each other, led not only to better out-
comes for employees, but to the pa-
tients they cared for, as well as the fam-
ilies of  those patients. The positive 
emotions rippled out even past the or-
ganisation itself.7

An important element in shaping 
group emotion is the emotion of  the 
group leader. Leaders can set the 
emotional tone of  a group through 
their own moods as well as the emo-
tions they encourage—or discour-
age—in group members. Leaders may 
not realise the impact of  their emo-
tions on group members; they may un-
consciously influence the tone of  the 
group. They may also purposefully try 
to shape the emotions of  the group, by, 
for example, using positive emotions to 
generate group enthusiasm and cohe-
siveness, or using negative emotions to 
spur motivation and focus. An example 
of  the latter approach is when coaches 
use expressed anger and frustration to 
motivate sports teams to heighten their 
performance. 

An important consideration is that 
the contagion of  a leader’s emotions is 
related to his or her power: the more 
powerful a leader is in comparison to 
other group members, the more likely 
the group will be influenced by his or 

team moods have an influence on per-
formance. For example, in retail envi-
ronments, studies have shown that the 
more negative a group’s mood, the less 
they engage in positive behaviors with 
customers and the more they are absent 
from work.3  Conversely, group positive 
moods in nursing teams have been shown 
to be associated with increased effective-
ness; with military teams, positive mood 
was a critical factor in teams creating 
clear deadlines and performing well.4 In 
short, team emotion makes a difference. 
Managers would be well-advised to pay 
attention to the mood of  their teams and 
the sources of  these moods.  

Another application of  the bottom-
up approach is to ask the opposite ques-
tion: that is, “How different are indi-
viduals’ emotions in a group and how 
does that influence performance?” Here, 
there is support for the notion that the 
more similar individuals are to each 
other in terms of  their emotional ten-
dencies, the more productive the group. 
For example, one study of  top manage-
ment teams found that when the CEO 
and his or her management team share 
the same affective personality they are 
more satisfied, have greater shared deci-
sion-making, less group conflict and are 
more productive as a team, based on the 
company’s financial performance.5

Where Do Team Emotions 
Come From? Groups Shaping 
Individuals
While studies have supported the 
bottom-up approach, this approach 
doesn’t tell the whole story. Is group 
emotion just the sum of  its individual 
parts divided by the number of  people 
in the group? Additional research in-
dicates that there is a group emotional 
effect above and beyond the average of  
individual emotions. This view is “top-
down” in the sense that the group is 
seen as likely to dramatically shape in-
dividual emotions. Individuals feel dif-
ferently when they are in groups, and 
these emotions may be more extreme 
than an individual might feel by him- 
or herself. In this view, individuals are 
likely to be substantially influenced by 

An important consideration is that the contagion of a leader’s 
emotions is related to his or her power: the more powerful a 
leader is in comparison to other group members, the more 
likely the group will be influenced by his or her emotional tone. 
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her emotional tone. This is a caution-
ary note for managers: group members 
will be especially attuned to managers’ 
emotions, and be more likely to share 
them. Given some indications that neg-
ative emotions can be more contagious 
than positive ones, managers may wish 
to more carefully regulate their expres-
sion of  negative emotions.

Bottom Line: Understand Your 
Team’s Emotions
Managers need to be aware of  both bot-
tom-up and top-down sources of  group 
emotion. Both have been shown to sig-
nificantly influence group performance. 
In terms of  bottom-up considerations, in 
forming teams, managers should consid-
er a team member’s emotional tenden-
cies in addition to the technical compe-
tencies or expertise they may bring to the 
group. If  cohesiveness is important to a 
team’s functioning, the manager should 
consider members sharing similar emo-
tional tendencies. But the manager must 
also consider the mix of  team members 
based on whether they tend to feel or 
show positive or negative affect; he or 
she may wish to ensure that there are 
sufficient employees showing the emo-
tions of  companionate love, or happi-
ness so as to infect other group members 
with the same emotions. On the other 
hand, the manager may be cautious of  
populating a team with all “upbeat” 
people—a better strategy for some tasks 
may be to have a balance in group emo-
tional tendencies. 

In terms of  top-down considerations, 
managers need to manage their team’s 
emotional cultures as carefully as they 
manage their cognitive culture. Is this 
a team that encourages positive emo-
tions, caring and emotional support 
(the culture attributed to Southwest 
Airlines or Zappos), or one that is 
filled with fear or thrives on anger? 
Has the manager considered his or her 

own emotional tendencies in terms of  
setting goals for the team—is the team 
picking up on unspoken stresses of  the 
manager, which may then influence 
team functioning? Another contextual 
component is for the manager to con-
sider which type of  mood or emotion 
is going to make his or her people most 
effective. Most evidence indicates that 
a positive mood leads to better deci-
sion-making, but there can be specific, 
shorter-term situations, in which nega-
tive emotions can be important as well. 
For example, short-term fear can help 
lead employees to understand the need 
for a necessary but painful organisa-
tional change, or brief  bursts of  anger 
may help energise a team who has lost 
unjustly to a competitor.  The danger 
is that longer term experiences of  these 
negative emotions can lead to burned 
out, less productive employees. 

These recommendations assume 
that managers have a sufficient level 
of  emotional intelligence to recognise 
their own and others’ emotional pat-
terns and tendencies. This managerial 
competence can be increased by becom-
ing aware of  the critical importance of  
team emotions to enhancing team sat-
isfaction and performance.Rather than 
attributing team emotions to forces 
beyond their control, managers who un-
derstand and actually manage a team’s 
top-down and bottom-up emotion-
al processes may gain the insight they 
need to give them the edge in fostering 
effective work teams.

About the Authors
Sigal Barsade, PhD., 
is the Joseph Frank 
Bernstein Professor 
of  Management at 
the Wharton School, 

University of  Pennsylvania.  Her re-
search focuses on emotional in-
telligence, emotions at work, and 

organizational culture and she pub-
lishes in the top academic journals 
in her field. She speaks to managers 
across the world about these issues, 
and consults to a wide variety of  orga-
nizations. Her research is often quoted 
in the general media.

Donald E. Gibson, Ph.D. 
is Dean and Professor of  
Management, Charles F. 
Dolan School of Business, 
Fairfield University. 

Professor Gibson’s research examines or-
ganisational role models, anger in the 
workplace, and conflict management. 
He has articles published in Organisation 
Science, Journal of Management, Journal 
of Vocational Behavior, Academy of  
Management Perspectives, and Journal 
of Business Ethics among others, and a 
book for practicing managers, Managing 
Anger in the Workplace. He received his 
MBA and Ph.D. from the University of  
California at Los Angeles, and was a pro-
fessor for six years at the Yale University 
School of Management.

Managers should consider a team member’s emotional 
tendencies in addition to the technical competencies or 
expertise they may bring to the group.

References
1. Barsade, S. G., & D. E. Gibson (2012). Group 
affect: Its influence on individual and group outcomes. 
Current Directions in Psychological Science, 21(2): 119-
123; Barsade, S. G., & D. E. Gibson (1998). Group 
emotion: A view from top and bottom,” Research in 
Managing Groups and Teams, Vol. 1: 81-102.
2. Barsade, (2002) The ripple effect: Emotional 
contagion and its influence on group behavior. 
Administrative Science Quarterly, 47: 644-675.  Kelly, J. 
R. & Barsade, S. G. (2001). Mood and emotions in 
small groups and work teams. Organisational Behavior 
and Human Decision Processes, 86(1): 99-130.
3. George, J. M. (1990). Personality, affect, and be-
havior in groups. Journal of  Applied Psychology, 75: 
105-116.
4. Gibson, C. B. (2003). The efficacy advantage: 
Factors related to the formation of group efficacy. 
Journal of  Applied Social Psychology, 33: 2153-2186. 
Knight, A. P. (Forthcoming). Mood at the midpoint: 
How team positive mood shapes team development 
and performance. Academy of  Management Journal.
5. Barsade, S. G., Ward, A. J., Turner, J. D. F., & J. A. 
Sonnenfeld (2000). To your heart's content: A model 
of affective diversity in top management teams. 
Administrative Science Quarterly, 45: 802-836.
6. Mclean, B., & Elkind, P. (2003). The smartest guys in 
the room: The amazing rise and scandalous fall of  Enron. 
New York: Penguin.
7. Barsade, S. G., & O’Neill, O. A. (Forthcoming).  
What’s love got to do with it?  A longitudinal study of  
the culture of companionate love and employee and 
client outcomes in the long-term care setting.   

Management


