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Abstract

Distributed agile teams are increasingly employed in organizations, partly due to the increased focus on digital transformation.
However, research findings about the performance of such teams appear to be inconsistent, calling for more research to inves-
tigate the conditions under which distributed agile teams may thrive. Given that task coordination is particularly challenging
when team members are not co-located, the present study investigates the roles of the two types of task interdependence,
i.e., initiated versus received task interdependence. Survey results from 191 participants working in distributed agile teams
within three companies in Norway confirm our hypotheses. Specifically, we show that high initiated task interdependence
is associated with higher role clarity of others, while received task interdependence is associated with higher role clarity of
self, and that both subsequently result in higher team performance in distributed agile teams. Thus, we argue that each type
of task interdependence contributes in a unique way to team performance in distributed agile teams.

Keywords Distributed agile teams - Received task interdependence - Initiated task interdependence - Role clarity of self -

Role clarity of others - Team performance

1 Introduction

Rapid technological innovations, new forms of work
arrangements, and organizational disruptions have prompted
the need to re-examine underlying assumptions of job and
team design that may no longer hold true (Langfred and
Rockmann 2016; Oldham and Hackman 2010). It is increas-
ingly common for organizations to organize in distributed
agile teams, in which team members are geographically dis-
tributed and coordinate through computer-mediated com-
munication tools to perform their work (Gilson, 2015). This
allows individual team members to be flexible in solving
their work tasks, yet at the same time, team members may
be highly interdependent in coordinating and completing the
team’s focal goals (Hertel et al. 2005). For distributed teams
to work in an agile manner, this often require high levels of
collective self-managing behaviors, such as “managing their
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own workload, shifting work among themselves based on
need and best of it, and participating in team decision mak-
ing” (Highsmith 2004). In the current study, we investigate
how different types of task interdependence in distributed
teams affect their performance.

While being highly self-managing, distributed agile
team members are also highly interdependent. They rely
on each other being good at sharing materials, information,
or expertise, to achieve the desired output or performance
(Stray et al. 2018; Van der Vegt and Van de Vliert 2002).
Task interdependence, which refers to the degree to which
team members depend on one another to carry out work
effectively (Rico et al. 2011), influences the team’s coordina-
tion pattern (Orton and Weick 1990). Specifically, the more
team members need each other’s input to do their work, the
more they would need to interact (Orton and Weick 1990).
However, unlike co-located teams, the lack of opportunities
for physical interaction challenges distributed teams’ abili-
ties to adjust and coordinate virtually (Hertel et al. 2005;
Huang et al. 2010).

Despite the centrality of task interdependence for coordi-
nation in teams, we know little about how task interdepend-
ence may influence the way distributed agile team members
associate themselves with their tasks and others in the teams
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virtually. Even for traditional co-located teams, the role of
task interdependence in relation to team performance has
been somewhat unclear or inconsistent (Bailey et al. 2010;
D’Innocenzo, 2016). Nevertheless, some studies directly
show that high task interdependence serves as a crucial fac-
tor for high-performing self-managing teams (Magpili and
Pazos 2018). Studies that take a more fine-grained approach
to investigate the relationship between task interdependence
and team performance argue that some of the contradictory
findings could be clarified by building on the distinction
between initiated task interdependence—the extent to which
an individual team member has other team members who are
dependent on their work to do their own, and received task
interdependence—the extent to which an individual team
member is affected by the workflow from other team mem-
bers to complete their work (Kiggundu 1983; Morgeson and
Humphrey 2006).

In the present study, we argue that the two types of task
interdependence, initiated and received, relate differently to
clarity employees have about the requirements for their own
work (referred to as role clarity; Rizzo et al. 1970) as well
as for the work of others in the team. We propose that while
initiated task interdependence is likely to enhance the role
clarity of others, received task interdependence is likely to
stimulate the focus of one’s own role clarity. Both processes
enhance the performance in distributed agile teams simulta-
neously in unique ways, because as communication becomes
less rich and less frequent due to the geographical disper-
sion, the need for role clarity of others and self is higher. By
investigating the different effects of the two types of task
interdependence relating to distributed team coordination,
our intended contributions are twofold. First, we provide
new insights into the different mechanisms of initiated and
received task interdependence that influence performance in
distributed agile teams (Magpili and Pazos 2018). Our find-
ings aim to provide possible explanations for the inconsistent
findings in the autonomy versus interdependence literature.
Second, our research answers calls for more knowledge on
how different work contexts, created by digital technolo-
gies, challenge current organizational theories and research
(Colbert et al. 2016; Gilson et al. 2015).

2 Theory and hypotheses
2.1 Distributed agile teams and team performance

The term distributed teams refers to teams whose members
use some form of digital communication technology as
part of their work across locational, temporal, and rela-
tional boundaries to accomplish an interdependent task
(Gilson et al. 2015). Distributed teams are argued to pos-
sess characteristics that distinguish them from traditional
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face-to-face teams (Martins et al. 2004). Traditional teams
typically work physically close to each other, and the work
of the team and its members is mostly coordinated face to
face (Krumm et al. 2016). In contrast, distributed teams
mostly coordinate and communicate their work by the use
of technology and digital media, and at least one person
in the team works from another location or time zone than
the rest of the team members (Hertel et al. 2005). As dis-
tributed teams are enabled by computer-mediated com-
munication tools, such as instant chat, video conferenc-
ing, online forums, etc., their team arrangements could
make collaborating and knowledge sharing easier and less
bureaucratic (Martins et al. 2004; Sarker et al. 2011). The
use of distributed teams in organizations has grown sub-
stantially, and the use of distributed teams is anticipated
to continue to grow in the future to increase organizational
agility (Dulebohn and Hoch 2017). Although technologies
are approached as a means to appropriate organizational
strategies, the implementation of distributed teams can be
challenging with undesired outcomes (Dutrénit 2004; Pas-
more et al. 1982; Powell 1987).

While distributed team solutions are appreciated by
some, others may find themselves less attached to the team
or may find the work environment less social and more dif-
ficult to share knowledge (Cheshin et al. 2011; Hertel et al.
2005; Mesmer-Magnus et al. 2011). Thus, team members
may see this digital communication technology enabled
team setting as constraining rather than enabling. This is
particularly so when they see technology as a structural
property of organizations that reduces the flexibility with
which they would go about their work (Orlikowski 1992),
in our case, the ways in which team members may com-
municate among themselves. It is therefore not surprising
that research findings on the effect of technology adoption
on team performance (Orlikowski 2002; Ortiz de Guinea
et al. 2012) have been inconsistent.

Indeed, research shows that although distributed teams
can benefit from flexibility in terms of the time and loca-
tion, distributed teams tend to perform less when com-
pared to traditional teams (Gilson et al. 2015). This calls
for more research on what can improve the effectiveness
of distributed teams (Gilson et al. 2015). The current lit-
erature indicates that building trustworthy relationships
among team members is an important strategy for devel-
oping distributed teams’ effectiveness (Ford et al. 2017).
Role clarity appears to play an important role, as it facili-
tates alignment of norms in the team and thereby improves
satisfaction and performance (Henderson et al. 2016).
Moreover, recent research has also indicated that the way
in which distributed team members are interdependent on
each other can influence the functioning of a distributed
team (Wong and Berntzen 2019).
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2.2 Types of task interdependence and role clarity

A team member may both initiate and receive work within
the same team. Although all team members share the same
overall objectives (i.e., the team’s focal goal), each indi-
vidual may handle different portions of the task. As such,
sometimes team members may perceive high levels of initi-
ated task interdependence because they initiate the work of
others, and at the same time, they depend on the completion
of other team members’ work, and perceive higher levels
of received task interdependence. However, an asymmet-
ric situation could also occur due to the changes in task
demands in the teams and the various skills that the team
members possess. For instance, a study by de Jong and Bal
(2014) demonstrated that less-skilled workers are more
dependent on more skilled workers of the team to do their
jobs. Although the two types of task interdependence are
related, they are conceptualized as unique task or job dimen-
sions (Kiggundu 1983). However, there are currently only a
few studies that have differentiated between the two forms
of interdependence (e.g., Doerr et al. 2004; Morgeson and
Humphrey 2006; Taggar and Haines 2006).

Doerr et al. (2004) clarified that initiated interdependence
describes only half of a dyadic relationship and described
that the two interdependencies can be related to different
experiences. Specifically, a team member with high initiated
task interdependence is likely to feel a great deal of responsi-
bility for others” work in the team, as they are dependent on
his/her inputs. On the other hand, team members with high
received task interdependence may feel their job autonomy
is reduced, as they cannot decide freely on how they may
approach their work. However, the two task interdepend-
encies should not been seen as black-and-white in terms
of what type of task interdependence is good or bad, and
instead should be perceived as different means to yield dif-
ferent ways of team functioning (Morgeson and Humphrey
2006).

2.3 Role clarity of self and others

Role clarity refers to the degree to which an individual has
clarity of their behavioral requirements in their work situa-
tion (Rizzo et al. 1970). A role comprises a set of expecta-
tions about behavior of a certain position (Lapointe et al.
2014). Therefore, when role clarity is low, it implies that
there is a lack of information available to the person about
what is required for adequate performance of his/her role
(Kahn et al. 1964; Henderson et al. 2016). Role clarity can
be divided into perceived role clarity of the self and per-
ceived role clarity of others. In a work setting, expectations
about a worker’s role are attributed to the worker by both
the worker him/herself and by others who relate to the role
in question (Rizzo et al. 1970). Therefore, in the current

study, role clarity of self refers to the perception of having
as much role relevant information regarding one’s own role
as the worker would like to have (Lyons 1971), while role
clarity of others is concerned with the perception of having
as much role relevant information as the worker would like
to have regarding another’s role.

For teams to perform their work well, it is important that
each member of the team has a clear understanding of his/
her own role and how this role interacts with other team
members’ roles, as well as who is responsible for what task
(Deeter-Schmelz 1997). A study by Henderson et al. (2016)
reveals that each member of a distributed team simultane-
ously establishes role clarity for oneself and negotiates role
clarity with others, which leads to higher team performance
(Henderson et al. 2016). Indeed, individual perceived role
clarity and role clarity of others are likely to be more impor-
tant in a distributed team than traditional co-located team
setting. Given that interpersonal relations between the focal
person and the role senders are part of determining role
expectations (Katz and Kahn 1966), due to the less social
presence in communication in distributed teams (Sproull and
Kiesler 1986), the forming of interpersonal relations, which
is important in role sending, can be harder than in traditional
co-located teams.

2.4 Task interdependence, role clarity,
and distributed agile team performance

Cheng (1983) used a role-system perspective to explain that
interdependence in organizations reflects a set of work roles,
and when effective, each role carries certain information that
complements other roles. In the present study, we argue that
initiated versus received task interdependence are likely to
be related to distributed agile team performance differen-
tially through role clarity of self versus others, as shown in
Fig. 1. In particular, we argue that high initiated task inter-
dependence is likely to be associated with higher role clarity
of others, while received task interdependence is likely to be
associated with higher role clarity of self, and subsequently
result in higher team performance in distributed agile teams.

Initiated task interdependence encompasses a responsibil-
ity that the initiating team member feels toward other team
members relying on his or her work (Taggar and Haines
2006). Improvement in team performance corresponds to
the extent to which initiated interdependence produces a
sense of felt responsibility in a team member (Doerr et al.
2004). Being dependent upon can instill higher levels of
self-efficacy (Taggar and Haines 2006), but also creates a
need to meet expectations of team members that the person
will facilitate the work of others (Doerr et al. 2004). If the
level of initiated task interdependence within a team is high,
it motivates the individual team member to tie team mem-
bers more closely together (Burke et al. 2006). As such, the
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Fig. 1 The conceptual model HA1
Initiated Task .| Role Clarity of
Interdependence 1 Others
| Team
Performance
Received Task Role Clarity of
) -
Interdependence Self
H2

initiating task interdependence an individual team member
experiences may serve as a motivation to facilitate other
team members’ work by engaging in more cooperative team
behaviors. As a result of this cooperative team behavior,
individuals will search and gain more insights into the roles
of their team members. Research on cooperation and task
interdependence shows that team members consider one
another as more effective when they are high in initiated task
interdependence (Taggar and Haines 2006), thus providing
first evidence that the process described above may improve
team performance.

The rationale about initiated task interdependence and
role clarity of others highlights the need for team members
to perform in accordance with their roles in their team to
achieve coordination and subsequent success. We expect that
when the level of initiated interdependence within the team
is high, the individual team members are likely to facilitate
each other’s work by getting to know others’ roles better
and subsequently help the team to perform. Therefore, we
hypothesize:

H1: Initiated task interdependence relates positively to role
clarity of others, which in turn relates to distributed agile
team performance.

There are other factors beyond motivation that contribute
to success in distributed teams, thus it is perhaps too sim-
ple to view initiated task interdependence as helpful and
received task interdependence as negligible. For example,
Pearce and Gregersen (1991) found a positive relationship
between received task interdependence and feelings of
responsibility and job satisfaction. More specifically, in situ-
ations where a team member experiences received task inter-
dependence, that is, perceives him or herself to be depend-
ent on another team member to accomplish his or her own
work, the motivation for coordination may be different from
employees initiating interdependence (Doerr et al. 2004;
Taggar and Haines 2006). For instance, Kiggundu (1983) did
not find the same positive motivational impact for received
interdependence in comparison to initiated interdependence
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in his seminal work. Instead, he found high levels of received
interdependence to lead to less job involvement and to less
engagement in overviewing the teams’ strategies and behav-
iors thought to facilitate attainment of the common goal
(Kiggundu 1983). In addition, initiated interdependence
was found to positively relate to affective positive work and
personal outcomes, while received interdependence did not
relate to them (Kiggundu 1983). In other words, received
task interdependence seems not to serve as a motivational
factor to engage individual team members to pay attention to
what is going on with other team members. Rather, received
task interdependence causes the team member to focus more
on him or herself.

This focus on the self allows for individual knowledge of
what one should do to complete one’s task (Lyons 1971). In
the context of distributed agile teams, in which autonomous
work is central, role clarity for the self can be essential for
performing the task well. When workers perceive received
task interdependence as high, they have much knowledge
of who is involved in their work process and what they are
personally responsible for (Pearce and Gregersen 1991), and
as a result, self-role clarity is improved. Thus, while received
role interdependence in itself may not promote team perfor-
mance by directly improving cooperation among the team
members, we suggest that it may positively influence self-
role clarity. Although received task interdependence may
make individuals pay less attention to others, we expect, in
contrast, that it would help the individual team members pay
attention to what they need to fulfill their own roles. The
more members of the distributed agile team are clear about
their roles in the team, the better they will perform their part
of the distributed task, thus enhancing team performance as
a whole. Therefore, we posit that:

H2: Received task interdependence relates positively to role
clarity of self, which in turn relates to distributed agile team
performance.

Summarizing the above, we propose a model in which
each type of task interdependence influences distributed
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team performance positively, albeit each based on its own
distinct underlying process (see Fig. 1). While initiated
task interdependence promotes performance through the
cooperative mechanism of improved role clarity of others,
received task interdependence promotes performance indi-
rectly by fostering role clarity of self. To provide insight into
this model, with employees working in different distributed
teams, we opted for a quantitative approach and tested our
model in a survey based field study with employees working
in distributed teams, as described below.

3 Methods
3.1 Sample

We collected the data through an online survey distributed
to individuals who were working in global distributed agile
teams from three companies, including a global engineering
company, a software development company, and a consul-
tancy firm, all in Norway. These companies have been on
the forefront of implementing digital solutions in the past
years and have employed distributed teams in several func-
tions as part of their global organizational strategies. The
three participating companies also have offices in Europe
and Asia. Among the three companies, we distributed our
survey to 650 employees who worked in Norway and Asia.
Most of the target participants were engineers. All of the
participants were working in project-based distributed agile
teams with various positions, including team lead, process
engineers, quality control coordinators, specialists, senior
structural and principal engineers, commercial managers,
system responsible engineers, design control lead, software
developers, etc. These teams were set up with a common
goal of accomplishing the projects that they were assigned
within the respective timelines. Due to this, they acted as a
cross functional team and contributed to different aspects
of the projects. A total of 191 completed responses were
received between February and April in 2019, resulting in a
29.38% response rate.

Of the 191 respondents, 135 (70.7%) were male and 54
(28.3%) were female, with two (1.0%) responses missing.
Most of the respondents were between 35 and 45 years old
(35.1%), while the age group of 45-55 years old and the
age group of over 55 both represented 23.0% each in our
sample. Lastly, 16.2% of the respondents were between 25
and 35 years old and 2.6% were under 25 years old. Moreo-
ver, most of the respondents had obtained a master’s degree
(44.5%), followed by those who had obtained a bachelor’s
degree (40.8%), high school education (12.6%), and a PhD
degree (1.6%). One respondent (0.5%) did not report his/her
educational attainment.

3.2 Measures

All the measures employed in this study were validated
scales used in previous studies. Unless indicated otherwise
below, answers were recorded on a 5-point Likert-scale
ranging from 1=strongly disagree to 5 =strongly agree.
Respondents provided demographic information, including
age, gender, education, the number of years worked in their
current team, and the size of their team. As confirmed by
the companies we collected the data from, the individuals in
our sample were all working in global distributed teams and
their working language was English. The questionnaire items
were therefore in English to better suit their work nature.

3.2.1 Initiated and received task interdependence

The two types of task interdependence were measured using
two scales from Morgeson and Humphrey (2006)’s Work
Design Questionnaire. Each scale consisted of three items.
Sample items are “Others depend directly on my job” (ini-
tiated) and “My job cannot be done unless others do their
work” (received). In our sample, the values of Cronbach
Alpha for initiated interdependence and received interde-
pendence were 0.78, and 0.73, respectively, compared to
0.80 and 0.84 obtained by Morgeson and Humphrey (2006).

3.2.2 Perceived role clarity of self and others

Role clarity of self was measured using the four-item scale
developed by Rizzo et al. (1970), and later modified by
Boshoff and Allen (2000). A sample item is “I have clear,
planned goals and objectives for my job”. For role clarity of
others, we adapted the role clarity of self scale and modified
the respective items towards role clarity of other team mem-
bers. A sample item is “I know the goals and objectives of
other team members”. The Cronbach alphas for role clarity
of self and others were 0.84 and 0.90, respectively.

3.2.3 Team performance

Team performance was measured by three items from the
workgroup performance and efficiency scales developed by
Jehn et al. (1999). Respondents were asked to evaluate their
team performance in terms of efficiency, quality, and over-
all achievement, respectively, ranging from 1=very poor
to S=very good. A sample item is “How would you assess
your team performance in terms of efficiency?” The value
of Cronbach alpha was 0.83.

3.2.4 Control variables

Control variables included were gender, age (i.e. under 25,
25-35, 35-45, 45-55, over 55), and level of education (i.e.
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Table 1 Means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s alpha’s and inter-correlations for the main composite variables

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Task interdependence initiated ~ 3.68 (0.86) (0.78)
2. Task interdependence received  4.18 (0.74) 0.39%*  (0.73)
3. Role clarity self 4.32 (0.63) 0.09 0.18* (0.84)
4. Role clarity other 3.90 (0.79) 0.23*%*  (.15* 0.55%*  (0.90)
5. Team performance 4.10 (0.53) 0.18%* —0.04 0.32%  0.36%* (0.83)
6. Age Med 35-45 —-0.05 0.13 0.12 -0.07 -0.08
7. Education Med BSc 0.05 0.05 -0.12 -0.12 -0.06 -0.15*
8. Gender 60% Male -0.08 -0.09 0.02 0.05 0.02 —0.08 0.06
9. Tenure with the team 240 (3.42) 0.06 0.05 0.09 0.04 0.00 0.21* -0.07 0.08
10. Team size 18.85(38.71) —0.04 0.08 0.12 0.17* 0.02 -0.07 -0.07 -009 -0.05

N=191
#p <0.01, *p<0.05

high school diploma, bachelor’s degree, masters’ degree, and
PhD). We included demographic variables, including age,
gender, and education, as these could potentially account
for variance in work-related assessments (Turban and Jones
1995). Furthermore, we measured team members’ tenure
with their teams measured in true numbers since individu-
als with longer tenure may have attained job-related knowl-
edge about their teams (Ng and Feldman 2010). We also
measured the size of the team. Inspection of the correlations
among these demographic variables and the key variables
in the study showed that with the exception of team size and
performance, there were no correlations among the control
variables and our variables of interest. Thus, we tested the
model with team size as a control variable' (Bernerth and
Aguinis 2016; Spector and Brannick 2011).

4 Results
4.1 Analytic procedure

To test our hypotheses, we analyzed the data as a structural
equation model (SEM) using MPlus, version 8.2 (Muthén
and Muthén 2007), using maximum likelihood for parameter
estimation. All participants were included in the analysis,
regardless of missing values in their data. However, most
participants in our study completed all scales in the sur-
vey, so the amount of missing data was very low. Given the
sensitivity of SEM analyses to non-normality, we inspected
the skewness and kurtosis for the main variables prior to

! Inclusion of team size in the model improved the model fit, and
rendered the relationship between initiated task interdependence
and role clarity other significant, while before this relationship only
showed marginal significance (B=.19, SE=.11, p=.090). Other rela-
tionships in the model were largely the same.
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our analyses. All variables met the normality criteria with
exception of role clarity self (skewness=—1.74, SE=0.17,
kurtosis =5.69, SE=0.35). To ensure that multi-collinear-
ity was not an issue in our data (Williams et al. 2009), we
assessed variance inflation factors (VIF) for all main vari-
ables, resulting in VIF scores of VIF=1.23 for initiated task
interdependence, VIF =1.20 for received task interdepend-
ence, VIF=1.47 for role clarity of self, and VIF=1.49 for
role clarity of other. A VIF value that exceeds the value
of 5 to 10 indicates potential collinearity issues. None of
these exceeds the recommended threshold, and therefore we
concluded that collinearity was not a concern in our study.

Means, standard deviations, and inter-correlations of the
composite variables are listed in Table 1.

4.2 Parameter estimation

We specified a latent variable model, specifying each of the
predictors as a latent factor based on the scale items listed
above. This resulted in a model with five latent factors and
124 degrees of freedom. Parameters were estimated freely.
Next to the direct paths included in Fig. 1, we allowed for
the two types of role clarity to be correlated and specified
effects on the opposing mediating variable. Moreover, we
tested the indirect effects in the model. As mentioned above,
since team size correlated significantly with role clarity of
others, we included it as a control variable in the model.
Thus, we regressed team size on performance as well as on
both mediators.

The results show that initiated task interdependence sig-
nificantly relates to role clarity of others, which in turn is
significantly positively related to team performance. This
confirms our Hypothesis 1. Second, received task interde-
pendence significantly negatively relates to role clarity of
self, which in turn is marginally positively related to team
performance. The direct relationship between role clarity of
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Table 2 Estimates and standard
errors for main relationships,
latent variable model

Role clarity self

Role clarity other Team performance

Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE
Task interd. initiated (TT) —0.01 0.10 0.22%* 0.11 0.227%* 0.08
Task interd. received (TR) 0.20%* 0.10 0.09 0.11 —0.21%* 0.07
Role clarity self (RCS) 0.14%F 0.08
Role clarity other (RCO) 0.20%* 0.06
Team size 0.01 0.01%* 0.01 0.01 0.01
Indirect TI-RCO 0.05° 0.03
Indirect TR-RCS 0.03 0.02

N=191. Fit indices; RMSEA =0.06, CFI=0.94, TLI=0.92

#kp <0.01, *p<0.05, Ip< 0.10

self and team performance is significant, as can be observed
from the correlations in Table 1. We thus consider Hypoth-
esis partially confirmed Hypothesis 2. Importantly, as can
be observed in Table 2, the opposite relationships were not
significant—initiated task interdependence was not related
to role clarity of self. Moreover, the direct relationship
between received task interdependence and team perfor-
mance was negative. The indirect effect of received task
interdependence through role clarity other on performance
was marginally significant, while the indirect effect of initi-
ated task interdependence through role clarity of self was
not significant.

4.3 Model fit

The fit indices show that the fit for our model is acceptable,
CFI=0.94, RMSEA =0.06 (p=0.065), SRMR =0.12. This
fit is comparable to the fit of the model that does not include
the relationships between initiated task interdependence and
role clarity of others, and received task interdependence and
role clarity of self, CFI=0.94, RMSEA =0.06 (p =0.078),
SRMR =0.12.

5 Discussion

We tested the prediction that two types of task interde-
pendence, initiated and received, relate positively to team
performance in distributed agile teams in different ways.
Our results confirm the hypotheses that initiated task inter-
dependence positively relates to role clarity of others and
thereby influences team performance (Hypothesis 1). In con-
trast, received task interdependence positively relates to role
clarity of the self. We also found a marginal significant effect
of role clarity of self on team performance (Hypothesis 2).
Initiated and received task interdependence did influence
role clarity of others and self, respectively. However, initi-
ated task interdependence was not found to be related to role
clarity of self, while received task interdependence was also

not significantly related to role clarity of others. Although
the indirect effects in our model were not significant, the
data confirm our two-step sequential logic of each type of
task interdependence relating to the corresponding type of
role clarity, and thereby influencing performance.

Our findings contribute to the literature on performance
in distributed agile teams (Magpili and Pazos 2018). Ear-
lier research discusses the relationship between team inter-
dependence and team performance as unilaterally positive
(Magpili and Pazos 2018), or presents it as contingent on
factors, such as autonomy (e.g., Langfred 2007) or commu-
nication channels (Rico and Cohen 2005). These assump-
tions have, in some cases, glossed over the idea that indi-
vidual team members often initiate and receive work within
one team, thus promoting an over-simplified construct. In
contrast to this earlier work, we describe a more elaborate
relationship between team interdependence and team perfor-
mance by building on the distinction between initiated and
received task interdependence (Kiggundu 1983). In line with
earlier discussions on the contrasting effects between these
types of interdependence, we find that, whereas the direct
effect of received task interdependence on team performance
is negative, the effect of received task interdependence on
role clarity of self is positive, which in turn influenced
team performance positively. This insight shows that while
received task interdependence may lead to a reduced focus
on the team and an increased focus on the self, this may
yield positive effects for team performance as long as the
self-focus is translated into enhanced clarity of one’s own
role in the process. Thus, each type of task interdependence
contributes in a unique way to team performance in distrib-
uted agile teams.

Moreover, each type of task interdependence has shown
in this research to contribute positively towards distributed
agile team performance. Building on previous research
which has established the different outcomes associated with
initiated and received task interdependence (e.g. Doerr et al.
2004; Kiggundu 1983; Morgeson and Humphrey 2006),
we further demonstrate that the different types of task
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interdependence are not necessarily opposite influences on
team performance. Instead we show how each type of task
interdependence has a different effect on team performance,
each based on a different underlying mechanism. By inte-
grating the outcome of role clarity, of self and of others, we
open the door for future researchers to explore the intricacies
of these concepts and their outcomes.

Second, we contribute to research on how digital technol-
ogies challenge current organizational theories and research
(Colbert et al. 2016; Gilson et al. 2015). Our findings from
distributed agile teams create a situation in which interper-
sonal interactions mainly take place through digital commu-
nication, separating the processes that are intra- and inter-
individual more explicitly. Investigating the dependence of
the individual on the other team members separate from the
dependence of the other team members on the individual
is a logical consequence of this set up. Thus, the nature of
digital work supported the proposed relationships in the cur-
rent study, which in turn leads to new insights into team
performance. Importantly, future research should explore
the extent to which our findings generalize across different
work settings. Particularly in the increasingly digital and
asynchronous environments, the often case of ambiguous
role clarity can be improved with additional insight on task
interdependencies.

5.1 Managerial implications

Our findings show that initiated and received task interde-
pendence each can contribute to performance of distributed
agile teams by clarifying the role of different team mem-
bers in different ways. Organizations can capitalize on these
findings by emphasizing the importance of both types of
interdependence in teams. Team members in distributed
agile teams often work with high levels of autonomy due to
the geographical distance and increased efforts necessary
to coordinate through digital tools (e.g., Hertel et al. 2004,
2005). To keep these teams performing optimally, lead-
ers and organizations have important roles in maintaining
the connections among the different members of the agile
team. The current study suggests that, while connecting team
members, discussing initiated and received interdependence
separately may promote clarity of the roles of the different
team members in different ways. Finding the right balance
between these types of interdependence can help the agile
team members become clear about their own roles, as well
as the roles of others in their team, ultimately leading to a
better performing distributed agile team.

5.2 Limitations and suggestions for future research

Our data are collected from individuals at a single time point,
which forms a limitation to this study (Podsakoff et al. 2003).

@ Springer

However, as initiated and received task interdependence
constitute concrete behaviors in which the individual either
approaches others or is approached by others, the reverse
causal relationship between task interdependence and role
clarity is theoretically unlikely. It is, however, possible that our
participants were biased in the extent to which they perceived
themselves to be dependent on others in their team, as well as
in the extent to which they perceived others to depend on them.
Moreover, our sample was not too large, limiting the power of
the model. This may be reflected in the reduced significance
of some factors in the SEM model. Therefore, future research
should focus on replicating our findings with studies that use
larger samples and external ratings of some of the factors, or
that measure our proposed relationships over time.

All participants in the study were working for organiza-
tions at various locations across Europe and Asia. Nonetheless,
participants in our sample mainly worked in Norway. It would
be interesting to investigate how other team members who
locate in other offices may experience the effects described in
this study. In the same line of logic, it would also be interest-
ing to investigate how the two types of task interdependence
may be actualized in distributed teams using network analyses.
Although our sample could not permit such investigations, we
recommend future research to look into it. Finally, we have
measured participants’ self-perceived initiated and received
task interdependence and role clarity of self and others. In
contrast to this relativist between-participants approach, it
is of course possible that task interdependence or role clar-
ity varies based on the type of team, task, or job. Moreover,
the type of role clarity that employees experience most may
be contingent on their job type and role in the organization.
Thus, future research should take into account team-level or
organizational-level variations in task interdependence or role
clarity, and compare those across different types of jobs and
team compositions.

Following the reasoning outlined in the introduction, we
expected that each type of task interdependence would influ-
ence its respective role clarity, which would in turn posi-
tively relate to team performance. Thus, we did not expect
strong indirect relationships but rather two-step chains
relating the variables in our model. Nonetheless, the indi-
rect relationship between initiated task interdependence and
role clarity for others was marginally significant. In line with
the earlier literature (Doerr et al. 2004; Taggar and Haines
2000), received task interdependence related negatively to
team performance. As suggested, however, the effect of
received task interdependence on role clarity of self was
positive, as was the relationship between role clarity of self
and performance. In line with our argumentation, received
task interdependence can thus have a positive influence on
team performance. The contradictory effects can form an
explanation for the lack of indirect effect. Future research
should offer further explanations.
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6 Conclusion

Quickly developing workplace practices and innovations
have paved the path for new work arrangements, such as
distributed agile teams. These teams, though already widely
adopted and encouraged by organizations, come with their
own challenges. In this study, we examined the roles of ini-
tiated and received task interdependence on role clarity of
others and self, respectively. Our findings support that high
initiated task interdependence is associated with higher
role clarity of others, while received task interdependence
is associated with higher role clarity of self, and that both
subsequently result in higher team performance in distrib-
uted teams. Our research helps establish more applicable
theory for distributed agile team work by integrating the
concepts of team member interdependence with different
types of role clarity to better understand how digital teams
can successfully coordinate work. The results highlight the
idea that different types of interdependencies facilitate dis-
tributed agile team success via different types of role clarity.
These findings are useful for both leaders and members of
distributed teams and suggest that organizations look into
the task interdependence design within teams to improve
team performance.
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