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W
hile loneliness is often thought of as a personal issue, it is an organizational issue as 

well. A lack of social connection — whether with friends, family members, or  

coworkers — can have serious consequences. It is associated not only with health 

problems,1 including heart disease, dementia, and cancer, but also with poor work 

performance, reduced creativity, and flawed decision-making.2 Quite simply,  

people who feel lonely cannot do their best work, which means that teams with lonely members are not 

operating at their peak levels either. 
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Team Members 
Lonely?
Despite the prevalence of team-based collaboration in the workplace,  
many employees feel isolated on the job.
BY CONSTANCE N. HADLEY AND MARK MORTENSEN

You might think that working on a team would 

stave off loneliness by fostering a sense of community 

and camaraderie. But in our research, we have found 

that the composition, duration, and staffing of teams 

can trigger or exacerbate feelings of social disconnec-

tion in the workplace. Therefore, we caution managers 

to view loneliness as a systemic and structural prob-

lem that may require a new approach to teamwork.

Team Members Are  
Feeling Isolated  
To explore the relationship between the way teams are 

designed and loneliness, we have undertaken two re-

search studies involving nearly 500 global executives 

and informal interviews with many other managers 

through our executive education and consulting 

work. In our first survey study of 223 executives, 
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conducted in December 2019 and January 2020, we 

found that, even prior to the major shift to working 

from home and social distancing brought on by the 

COVID-19 pandemic, people were struggling with 

feelings of social isolation at work. For example, 

76% reported that they had difficulty making con-

nections with their work teammates, and 58% 

agreed with the statement “My social relationships 

are superficial at work.” Yet these executives were 

serving on an average of three teams at the time. In 

examining the features of those teams, we saw that 

aspects such as low membership stability and lack of 

role clarity were significantly correlated with greater 

expressions of loneliness among respondents. 

The problem of loneliness has been further  

fueled by the pandemic. When we sampled a 

different group of almost 275 global executives in 

April 2020, we again found strong prevalence of 

teamwork: 72% were working on two or more 

teams at the time, with nearly 20% working on five 

teams or more.3 Respondents also conveyed feeling 

lonely and isolated. Most were continuing to work 

with their teammates remotely. One noted that the  

biggest challenge was in trying to “connect on a 

personal level with coworkers.” Certainly, working 

remotely instead of face-to-face can by itself under-

mine social connections.4 But that is not the whole 

story, so resuming in-person work won’t fix the 

loneliness problem. Modern team design is an  

underlying factor that must be addressed. Let’s look 

at how it has changed in recent years and what the 

downsides are.   
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The Costs of Modern Team Design 
High-performing teams achieve three distinct types 

of success: excellent work products, member growth 

and development, and positive intrateam dynamics. 

This model of team effectiveness, developed by 

Harvard psychologist Richard Hackman and others 

more than 30 years ago, is still considered the gold 

standard.5 However, it was built on studies of teams 

back when they were typically defined by stable (usu-

ally full-time) membership, robust roles, a common 

mission, interdependent work, sustained activity, and 

a manageable size. 

Since then, the ecology of teams has changed.6 

As corporate work has become more global, dis-

persed, and round-the-clock in nature, teams have 

been asked to grow in scope, to be more dynamic 

and flexible, and to work more cost-effectively.

Consequently, four features of contemporary 

teams have emerged:

Fluid composition. As teams have sought to min-

imize overhead and increase flexibility, many have 

been designed to include a fluid set of members who 

roll on and off the team as the project needs demand. 

A telltale sign of a fluid team is when each member 

gives a different answer as to who is on the team7 or 

when answers change over the course of a team’s life, 

something we have seen in our own research when 

we try to nail down who is going to participate.  

Modularized roles. As teams have sought to be-

come more efficient and scalable, roles are sometimes 

modularized into discrete components or skills needed 

(“someone savvy with the new billing system,” for 

instance, or “a representative from sales”). This allows 

for job sharing, as well as the possibility of continuous,  

24-hour work if individuals in different time zones 

can perform the same role on a rotating basis.

Part-time commitment. In an attempt to get 

more out of each employee, many organizations stock 

their teams with part-time members who simultane-

ously serve on more than one team. This means that, 

on any given team, the members are only partially 

committed in terms of their time and effort. It also 

means that members are constantly juggling compet-

ing demands and timetables from other teams.

Short duration. To quickly respond to changes 

in the marketplace, many teams are expected to 

form and disband within short intervals, such as a 

few weeks. This is particularly true in agile teams, 

but other teams may also last for only a brief period, 

such as those attached to business development or 

market strategy projects.8

These team features often do, as intended, make 

organizations faster, more flexible, and more effi-

cient. So organizations are finding it easier to 

increase and improve output, the first criterion for 

team effectiveness. Moreover, employees may  

experience greater autonomy, more flexibility, and 

increased exposure to a diverse set of projects and 

colleagues because of their team arrangement. Those 

who do may benefit through growth and develop-

ment, the second criterion of team effectiveness. 

But what about the third criterion, positive in-

trateam dynamics? Such dynamics can aid team 

survival, despite the demands that collaborative work 

tasks and high-pressure environments can bring.9 

People who feel positively connected to each other 

are more likely to stick together through adversity 

and provide the type of support that reduces burnout 

and turnover.10 Furthermore, creativity and knowl-

edge transfer can improve when teams have a chance 

to bond and build trust together.11 

Unfortunately, the four features of modern team-

work are unlikely to generate these positive dynamics. 

They tend to foster shallow, narrow, and ephemeral 

relationships rather than true human connections. 

Creating positive intrateam dynamics takes time and 

effort — resources that are in short supply when teams 

rapidly form and disband, and members dip in and 

out. (See “Four Ways That Teams Foster Loneliness.”)

One issue that can exacerbate loneliness is a dis-

crepancy between what people think they should 

feel (camaraderie and connection), especially if 

they are serving on many teams, and what they  

actually feel. Often, lonely individuals think it is 

“just them” — that their experience is due to their 

character traits rather than their situation.12 But it 

isn’t just them; their experience is common. In the 

workplace, therefore, the answer to loneliness is not 

to place people on more teams, which would make 

it even harder to move beyond shallow connec-

tions, but to change how teams are formed.

What Managers Can Do  
About Loneliness
Not every team or organization is structured in a way 

that undermines social connections. Furthermore, 

The authors conducted two 
studies involving nearly 
500 global executives, 

along with informal  
interviews with other  

managers.

In the first study, done  
just before the COVID-19 
pandemic began, most  

respondents struggled to 
connect with teammates  
at work, and feelings of 

loneliness correlated with 
aspects of how modern 

teams are designed.

In the second study,  
conducted with a different 
group during the pandemic, 
the authors found that the 
problem was further fueled 

as many participants 
shifted to remote work.

THE

RESEARCH
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not every employee working on teams, even ones 

with each of the four design features prevalent today, 

will experience what psychologists call a “relational 

deficiency.”13 Individuals’ specific needs for personal 

connection at work vary based on factors such as 

personality, cultural background, and stage of life. 

But given how widespread the problem of employee 

loneliness has become, it is incumbent on managers 

to recognize and address structural drivers of isola-

tion where they exist. 

Here, we provide some suggestions for tackling 

these issues.

Start measuring the problem. Due to the salience 

of quantifiable team-performance markers such as 

speed, productivity, and cost efficiency, it is easy to 

overlook harder-to-assess indicators like whether team 

members are well integrated and supportive. We all 

know the business adage “If you can’t measure it, you 

can’t manage it.” So one way for managers to combat 

loneliness in their organizations is to start benchmark-

ing and tracking its presence more systematically. 

Research studies offer some simple survey tools that 

can help,14 but managers should also talk to their em-

ployees to develop their own “sensors” for the quality of 

connections and degree of loneliness among their 

teams. This kind of proactive effort is especially impor-

tant in remote teamwork contexts because, as one 

manager we spoke with commented, “The level of em-

pathy and care has a certain ceiling when all you have 

are faces on the screen.” Once managers start assessing 

the base rates of loneliness in their organizations, 

they can address any worrisome results they find.

Identify and nurture core teams. One potential 

intervention involves creating core teams (or “home 

base teams”), particularly for those employees who 

crave deeper connections to their colleagues. A core 

team could be defined by structural factors, such as 

where people spend the majority of their time, or by 

social factors, such as shared affinities and interests. In 

earlier research, we found that participants associated 

core teams with important psychological and social 

benefits. One participant described his core team as 

one in which members shared comfortable similari-

ties in background and work ethic. Others called 

their team their “authentic community” and a col-

lection of “my favorite colleagues.”15  

For a core team to trigger such positive connota-

tions, it should include pro-relationship design 

elements such as a shared identity, a longer duration, 

and a common mission. In this type of environment, 

more enriching relationships are likely to grow. To 

protect and nurture core teams, the organization 

must align the human resources systems and work-

flows accordingly. For example, job descriptions 

could be written to enable employees to dedicate 

50% or some other substantial percentage of their 

time to one core team. When appropriate, projects 

could also be designed to support the creation of a 

stable team roster with well-defined roles and a time 

horizon lasting months or years instead of weeks.

Engage team leaders in combating loneliness. 

Given the nature of loneliness and the complexity of 

organizational life, we cannot expect individual em-

ployees to “cure” their loneliness on their own — even 

if a monitoring process is in place and core teams are 

available. To solve a systemic issue such as workplace 

loneliness, a systemic response is required. That 

means leaders and managers who control team de-

signs and placement must be asked to take more 

responsibility for employee well-being and social  

interconnection. This need not be onerous or heavy-

handed — it can be as simple as a periodic check-in 

with the team on how members are feeling. But team 

leaders must be sincere and patient in their efforts to 

get people to open up, since loneliness is not some-

thing that people usually want to discuss. A good way 

to remove any perceived stigma is to make such check-

ins a normal part of the team’s processes.

TEAM FEATURES IMPACT ON TEAM MEMBERS 

Fluid composition “ I do not know who is on my team. Every Monday, 
somebody comes and tells me that he was  
assigned to something and the other guy who 
worked on that before just left for something 
else. Without long-term commitment, it is very 
hard to get connected.”

Modularized roles “ I am interchangeable. They have made it so  
anyone can do my job on the team. Maybe  
they would miss me, but I am not so sure.”

Part-time commitment “ For the underprioritized teams, it was difficult to 
have enough time to share and connect deeper.”

Short duration “ All teams are temporarily established based on 
project allocation, and projects are short (four 
weeks on average), leaving limited time for  
team members to develop social connections.”

FOUR WAYS THAT TEAMS FOSTER LONELINESS
In our studies, participants explained why the following features of modern 
team design made them feel disconnected from their groups. 
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It is also important to recognize that team leaders’ 

authority and access to information enable them to 

tackle some of the issues that arise between teams.  

Take, for example, the common situation where  

firefighting on one team constantly pulls shared mem-

bers off other teams’ projects, impeding their ability to 

form necessary connections. Team managers need not 

be responsible for teams other than their own, but they 

should take shared responsibility for employees’ social 

welfare. That includes being open to discussions about 

spillover effects and being willing to take action, per-

haps by changing team membership or working with 

leaders of members’ core teams to better align project 

schedules. Organizations can reinforce this shared re-

sponsibility by evaluating and compensating team 

leaders not just on team output but also on the degree 

to which they foster positive interpersonal dynamics 

both internally and across the organization. 

SEEMINGLY BENEFICIAL organizational structures 

can incur hidden costs, as our research shows, de-

grading the psychological well-being of employees 

and the social fabric of the workplace. Leaders should 

consider carefully if it is necessary or even desirable  

to incorporate elements such as fluid composition, 

modularized roles, part-time commitment, and 

short duration in their team designs. For the sake of 

all those lonely workers — and ineffective teams — 

out there, we encourage leaders to proactively 

monitor and foster satisfying connections among 

employees. The promise of high-performing teams 

still exists, but it takes a sensitive, deliberate approach 

to designing teams to realize that potential. 

Constance N. Hadley is an organizational psychologist 
and lecturer at Boston University’s Questrom School of 
Business. Mark Mortensen (@profmortensen), an asso-
ciate professor of organizational behavior at INSEAD, 
researches and consults with organizations on collab-
oration. The authors contributed equally to this article. 
Comment on this article at https://sloanreview.mit 
.edu/x/62216.
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