Talking About COVID-19 is Positively Associated With Team Cultural
Tightness: Implications for Team Deviance and Creativity
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The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically affected everyone’s work and daily life, and many employees
are talking with their coworkers about this widespread pandemic on a regular basis. In this research, we
examine how talking about crises such as COVID-19 at the team level affects team dynamics and behaviors.
Drawing upon cultural tightness
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can leverage this knowledge to enhance the benefits and mitigate the
costs of such talk.

To address these questions, we draw upon cultural tightness—
looseness theory (Gelfand et al., 2006, 2011). Cultural tightness is
theoretically relevant because it is often a result of external threats
(Gelfand et al., 2011; Harrington & Gelfand, 2014) and talking
about crises, like COVID-19, is likely to make such external threats
salient (Pennebaker et al., 2001; Rimé et al., 1998). Equally impor-
tant, cultural tightness has been found to have implications for
important behavioral outcomes, such as rule-breaking behaviors
(Chua et al., 2019;



to provide indirect support for such a hypothesis. For example,
terror management theory suggests that talking about events related
to death can increase mortality salience (Greenberg et al., 1997),
which increases the defense of in-group cultural norms (Rosenblatt
et al., 1989) and group affiliation (Castano et al., 2002



Method

We collected multisource, three-wave data in Southern China.
In the



Control Variables

We controlled for team characteristics (i.e., team size, average
gender, age, education, and dyadic tenure) and leader characteristics
(i.e., gender, age, and education) owing to their established relation-
ships with team cultural tightness, deviance, and creativity (Becker,
2005; Bernerth & Aguinis, 2016; Spector & Brannick, 2011).5
Furthermore, in line with previous research (e.g., Del Carmen
Triana et al., 2013), to verify that team COVID-19 talk has incre-
mental effects beyond the effects of prior team cultural tightness, we
also controlled for team cultural tightness in T1. We assessed it
using the same cultural tightness scale described above, o« = .73;
mean rygg) = .96, ranging .88-1.00;F [102, 248] = 1.76, p < .01;
ICC[1] = .18; ICC[2] = .43. We note that removing these controls
does not affect the statistical significance of our findings, and all
reported coefficient b



positive effect on team cultural tightness (b = .22, p = .002).
Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. We then used the PROCESS
macro (Model 4) to examine the unstandardized indirect effect
coefficients (a bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 resamples) per-
taining to Hypotheses 2 and 3. Results revealed that the indirect
effect of team COVID-19 talk on team deviance via team cultural
tightness was significant, estimate = —.08, 95% CI = [-.17, —.03].
Likewise, the indirect effect of team COVID-19 talk on team creativity
via team cultural tightness was significant, estimate = —.17, 95%
Cl = [-.36, —.05]. Thus, Hypotheses 2 and 3 were supported.®

To test Hypotheses 4-6, we used the PROCESS macro (Model 7)
to test the moderated mediation model (Tables 3 and 4). As shown
in Table 3, the interaction of team COVID-19 talk and team
virtuality was significant and negative in predicting team cultural
tightness (b = —.13, p = .001; Figure 1). Simple slope tests
indicated that the relationship between team COVID-19 talk
and team cultural tightness was significant and positive when
team virtuality was lower (-1 S g b = .44, = 4.91, p < .001)
but not when team virtuality was higher (+1 S.' b=
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everyone globally, it affords us a unique opportunity to examine the
effects of crisis talk on team outcomes. We provide evidence that
team COVID-19 talk, which is a manifestation of crisis talk, is a
mixed blessing. Importantly, pundits have forecasted that crises
will likely occur more frequently in the near future (e.g., due to
climate change; Loria, 2018). By studying crisis talk in the
unique context of the COVID-19 pandemic, our work provides
a first step in understanding how talking about macrocrises



tightness literature by exploring a boundary condition under which
team crisis talk is associated with a tighter or looser team culture.
These findings not only offer a more comprehensive understanding
of the effects of crisis talk on team cultural tightness, but also
highlight the importance of taking team factors into account.

Implications for Practice

The present study also provides important practical insights for
organizations. First, because a tight team culture as a result of
team COVID-19 talk can constrain norm-violating behaviors



talk into account when exploring content-specific talks.” Further-
more, other aspects of crisis talk including the valence of the talk
and the levels of self-disclosure in team COVID-19 talk might
influence the results. For example, negatively- (vs. positively-)
valanced, or high (vs. low) levels of self-disclosure COVID-19
talk is likely to make external threats even more salient
(Baumeister et al.,, 2001; Laurenceau et al., 1998), further
enhancing the development of a tight team culture. Relatedly,
potential second stage moderators that can mitigate the decreased
creativity as a result of cultural tightness without increasing
deviance should be explored in future research.

Second, since team virtuality was reported by leaders, it might
reflect leaders’ attitudes toward their subordinates (e.g., trust). We
note that, during this pandemic, team leaders had limited discre-
tion in deciding who are eligible to or how many days team
members could work from home. Along the same line, work from
home might heighten team members’ levels of job control, which
might weaken the relationship between team COVID-19 talk and
team cultural tightness (Sonnentag & Spychala, 2012). Thus, we
welcome future research to further rule out these alternative
explanations. Also, we measured only one aspect (i.e., team
work-from-home days) of team virtuality. Future research might
consider including other dimensions of team virtuality to replicate
our findings.

Third, we took a design approach to ensure representativeness
and randomly invited three or four employees from each team to
participate, while team size varied up to 43. To rule out this possible
sampling issue, we coded a continuous variable (i.e., team sample
ratio: the number of team members who participated/the number of
all team members), included it as a control variable, and reran the
analyses. Results including team sample ratio as a control variable
were comparable (i.e., all reported coefficient bs were comparable
in effect size [+/— .13]). Nevertheless, we welcome future research
to replicate our findings with samples that are more representative.

Fourth, the ICC[2] of team COVID-19 talk (i.e., .48) was low
(Kozlowski & Klein, 2000), yet comparable to those reported in
previous team studies (e.g., Liao & Chuang, 2007; Myers, 2020;
Porter, 2005; Qin et al., 2019). Although this may reflect our
relatively small team size (i.e., 3.4; Beal & Dawson, 2007; Bliese,
1998) and five-point scales, it is a limitation of our study. Beyond
these statistical reasons, it is plausible that employees may have
disagreements about what constitutes team COVID-19 talk. For
example, some people might consider talking about COVID-19’s
indirect impacts (e.g., the failing businesses near work) as parts of
COVID-19 talk while others do not. We encourage future research
to be mindful of these statistical and substantive possibilities that
might contribute to low ICC values should they decide to use our
measure of COVID-19 talk.

Finally, our sample was from China, which is commonly regarded
as having a tight culture (Chuacet al., 2019), and the results might be
stronger in culturally loose countries. Because culturally loose
countries are generally less likely to face external threats (Gelfand
et al., 2011), and when presented with one, such threats or talking
about such threats might be more salient and thus lead to a more
drastic increase in cultural tightness. That said, our findings might be
conservative as teams within loose national cultures might experi-
ence a more dramatic increase in cultural tightness as a result of
crisis talk. In addition, different kinds of crisis might have different
ranges of influence, levels of severity, durations, relevance to

oneself, and relevance to mortality. These dimensions of crisis
situations are likely to moderate the impacts of team crisis talk
on team cultural tightness. For example, compared with COVID-19
talk, talking about a drought may be less likely to be associated with
cultural tightness because it usually has a direct impact on some
people for a relatively limited amount of time. Thus, when general-
izing our findings to other crises, it is important to consider the
relevant characteristics of crisis situations.

Conclusion

In this research, we find that talking about crises can have
important implications for team dynamics and behaviors in the
workplace. We hope our work not only provides a better under-
standing of the roles of talking about crises but also offers insights
for future research to explore how crises and related coping beha-
viors might affect organizational behavior.

" Also, as an anonymous reviewer suggested, we collected individual-
level data to test the distinct predictive power between COVID-19 talk and
general talk on cultural tightness. Specifically, we recruited 129 employees
online and measured COVID-19 talk (a = .73), cultural tightness (a = .73),
and general talk (using the same six-item COVID-19 talk scale without
referencing to COVID-19; a = .92). Regression results revealed that, after
controlling for the general talk (b = —.01, p = .91), COVID-19 talk was still
significantly related to cultural tightness (b = .26, p < .001). These findings
provide some supporting evidence that COVID-19 talk explains variance in
culture tightness above and beyond general talk.
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Appendix

Scale Items Used in the Study

Team COVID-19 talk

(1) My team members talk about COVID-19.

(2) My team members share stories with each other about
COVID-19.

(3) My team members chat with each other when they get news
about COVID-19.

(4) My team members communicate with each other about the
COVID-19 situation.

(5) My team members give each other examples of how COVID-
19 is going.

Team cultural tightness

(1) There are many social norms that members are supposed to
abide by in our team.

(2) In our team, there are very clear expectations for how
members should act in most situations.

(3) Members agree upon what behaviors are appropriate versus
inappropriate in most situations in our team.

(4) Members in our team have a great deal of freedom in deciding
how they want to behave in most situations. (Reverse coded)

(5) In our team, if someone acts in an inappropriate way, others
will strongly disapprove.

(6) Members in our team almost always comply with
social norms.

Team deviance

(1) The members in my team purposely waste the employer’s
materials/supplies.

(2) The members in my team complain about insignificant things
at work.

(3) The members in my team tell people outside the job what a
lousy place they work for.

(4) The members in my team come to work late without
permission.

(5) The members in my team stay home from work and say they
are sick when they aren’t.

(6) The members in my team insult someone about their job
performance.

(7) The members in my team make fun of someone’s per-
sonal life.

(8) The members in my team ignore someone at work.

(9) The members in my team start an argument with someone
at work.

(10) The members in my team insult or made fun of someone
at work.

Team creativity

(1) The members in my team are a good source of highly
creative ideas.

(2) The members in my team demonstrate originality in
their work.

(3) The members in my team suggest radically new ways to
achieve performance.
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