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This research tested a transactive theory model of how individuals allocate and
retrieve task-related information in work teams. It extended prior research by explor-
ing the role of communal information repositories in the context of human informa-
tion resources. Structural equation modeling of six integrated hypotheses revealed
several significant results. First, usage of information repositories was significantly
related to individual access to information. However, the relationship between indi-
vidual direct information exchange with team members (the human repositories) and
individual access to information was significant only among average-level users of
organizational information repositories. Second, development of individual expertise
directories significantly influenced individual direct information exchange with team
members. Third, perceived usage of organizational information repositories by team
members significantly influenced actual usage. Finally, technology-specific compe-
tence in using intranets significantly influenced the actual usage of intranets as orga-
nizational information repositories.

Keywords: communication technologies; social influence; transactive memory

Work in contemporary organizations typically is rarely a solo act. The speed and
complexity of information and communication flows often exceed the pro-
cessing capacities of individuals. There are two common responses to the challenges
created by increased information-processing demands (Galbraith, 1977). The first is
to reduce the demands on any one individual. This reduction can be accomplished
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by increasing the amount of resources allocated for completing tasks, primarily by
asking people to work collaboratively in the form of groups, teams, committees, and
task forces. Teams have access to more expertise, information, and experiences when
each member possesses different knowledge resources (Moreland, 1999). The sec-
ond response is to increase information-processing capacity by providing supple-
mental information systems to improve the speed and reach of information search
and retrieval. This strategy is less useful for tacit knowledge, which is difficult to
codify for transmission in information systems (Polanyi, 1967). Both of these
responses have become important trends in how information is shared and processed
in contemporary organizations.

Theory and research in the area of team collaboration and information sharing has
generated considerable interest (e.g., Argote, 1999; Hansen, Mors, & Lovas, 2005). In
particular, theory and research on transactive memory (TM) systems have contributed
important insights on the structures and processes of team information-processing
(Moreland, 1999). At the same time, a separate strand of theory and research on infor-
mation systems support for collaboration via information repositories has produced
valuable findings (DeSanctis, 1993). Yet TM research has been slow to incorporate
information repositories into foundational premises regarding how differential exper-
tise of collaborating team members can be translated into effective teamwork. We con-
tend that a promising advance is to incorporate information systems into TM research,
bringing it more into line with practice in contemporary organizations, where data-
bases, Web pages, archives, intranets, and other types of information repositories are
well integrated into information search and retrieval procedures.

The article begins with an overview of TM theory and highlights its contributions
toward understanding the processes and effects of collaborative information sharing
in teams to which members bring diverse expertise sets. Premises are developed
regarding how information systems are fundamentally involved in team transactive
information processing. A model comprised of six interrelated hypotheses is tested
on a sample of 179 individuals functioning in 15 teams in a variety of industries. The
article concludes with suggestions for future theoretical integration.

TM Theory of Team Information Processing

A TM system is built when individuals coordinate their information retrieval and
distribution to create a team-level information-processing system that transcends the
sum of the individual parts (Wegner, 1987; Wegner, Erber, & Raymond, 1991;
Wegner, Giuliano, & Hertel, 1985). Individuals create a division of labor for encod-
ing, storing, and retrieving task-relevant information; each individual specializes in
one or more knowledge domains. Individuals rely on other team members to serve
as human repositories for information outside of their own domains (Wegner, 1995).
Thus, when individuals need information in others’ areas of expertise, they can query
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those experts rather than having to invest personally in learning that information. TM
theory is consistent with core organizational theories that specify that organizations
achieve coordination and control through specialization and division of labor
(Galbraith, 1977; Weber, 1947).

Coordination requires that individuals fulfill their commitments to maintaining
up-to-date expertise in their assigned knowledge domains. Success also depends on
effective expertise recognition: Team members must have accurate maps of how
expertise is distributed throughout the team (Wegner, 1987). These maps of the loca-
tions of other knowledge domains are needed to know (a) whom to query for infor-
mation or answers in areas of expertise outside their own areas and (b) to whom to
send new incoming information relevant to those other domains. Communication
and information exchange among team members during the process of task comple-
tion are critical for maintaining expertise recognition.

Recent work offers new theoretical developments for TM theory. One advance
explicates the previously unexplored role of task assignments in TM, highlighting
how tasks are linked to people and expertise in team memory systems (Brandon &
Hollingshead, 2004). A second promising development explores the motivational
element, focusing on incentives and disincentives to developing and maintaining TM
systems (Xu, Fulk, Hollingshead, & Levitt, 2004). This theoretical stream draws on
motivational premises from public goods theory and the theory of collective action
(Marwell & Oliver, 1993). A third conceptual development is expansion of the theory
to a multilevel perspective that contains mechanisms by which the system at the team
level emerges from actions by individuals (Yuan, 2004; Yuan, Monge, & Fulk, 2005).
This expansion is consistent with Simon’s (1991) observation that a team has to rely
on its members to engage in collective cognitive activities. Building on the emergence
model proposed by Kozlowski and Klein (2000), Yuan, Monge, and Fulk (2005) pro-
posed that individuals’ respective perceptions of expertise distribution at the micro
level form the “elemental content” (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000) for the emergent TM
at the macro level. Frequent information exchange and social interaction among team
members are the action process through which idiosyncratic expertise perceptions are
shared and transformed into team knowledge.

The individual-level component of TM systems and its later developments (Yuan,
Monge, & Fulk, 2005) have focused on the development of the human expertise direc-
tories about “who knows what.” However, as Wegner observed (1987), members of a
team can use multiple means to store organizational information, including human
beings and information repositories. Therefore, the focus of the current research is to
extend the individual-level component of the multilevel TM model to explore how
human interaction and information repositories can influence information-sharing
activities. As noted earlier, studying both types of information sources together is
important because organizational members typically rely on their colleagues and infor-
mation stores to gain information.
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