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The critical dependence of armed forces on teams carrying out tasks in a continuously changing, uncertain
and often dangerous environment, raises questions about how to better understand factors that enable or
hamper effective team learning. So far there is no developed field of research into team learning in the
Swedish Armed Forces. This is the first of several studies within the Swedish Armed Forces to explore
and gain a better understanding of team learning. In this first study of team learning we followed a military staff exercise. The theoretical base in this study is Amy Edmondson’s theoretical model for studying
and analyzing team learning. The model consists of context support, team leader coaching, team psychology safety and team learning behavior. The results of this study supports the theoretical model of
team learning and describe factors that are important for creating good conditions for team learning behavior.
Keywords: Team Learning; Context Support; Team Leader Coaching; Psychology Safety; Learning
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Introduction
The critical dependence of armed forces on teams carrying
out tasks in a continuously changing, uncertain and often dangerous environment, raises questions about how to better understand factors that enable or hamper effective team learning
in organizations. Learning in organizations has been explored
for several decades (e.g. Argyris & Schön, 1978; Hayes et al.,
1988; Levitt & March, 1988; Stata, 1989; Senge, 1990; Schein,
1993; Garvin, 2000) and is related to the concept of collective
learning, which is quite a broad term that refers to learning
between dyads, teams, organizations, communities of practices,
and societies. There are many suggestions and examples of how
to study phenomena linked to conceptions of collective learning
(McCarthy & Garavan, 2008) and team training such as task or
team work processes and team performance (Salas et al., 2008).
Most concepts of collective learning include organizational
learning (Argyris & Schön, 1978; Senge, 2006; Gavin, 2006),
team learning (Edmondson, 1999/2002; McCarthy & Garavan,
2008; Senge 2006) collective strategic leadership (Vera &
Crossan, 2004) communities of practice (Wenger, 1998; Brown &
Duguid, 2001) and organizational-led collective learning (Thomas,
Sussman, & Henderson, 2001).
The basic interest in organizational learning and team learning stems from the idea that organizations can develop and
improve their actions and performance by learning from previous and current work actions. According to Fiol & Lyles
(1985) and Garvin (2000) organizational learning is a process
of improving and changing organizational actions through better knowledge, whereas or Argyris & Schön (1978) say that
organizational learning occurs when members of the organization detect and correct errors in organizational theory-in-use,
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.

and embed the results in private images and shared maps of
organization. This means that an organization learns when its
actions are modified through discussion and reflection on new
knowledge or insights (Edmondson, 2002) i.e. not when organizations only gain new knowledge, without taking new actions.
Therefore, an essential element of organizational learning is the
interplay between discussion, reflection and action. Discussion
and reflection include behavior such as sharing information,
seeking feedback, discussing errors, and analyzing past performance, while actions are decisions, changes, improvement,
implementation of new ideas, and transferring new information
within the organization that actually fallout as a result of changes
to theory-in-use.
Although literature on organizational learning is emerging,
there is little knowledge about how successful organizations are
at learning (Edmondson, 2002; Senge, 2006). Team learning is
poorly understood and will remain somewhat mysterious until
there is robust theory about what happens when teams learn
(Senge, 2006).
In this study we will take a group level perspective on interpersonal processes that influence organizational learning through
actions and interactions between people working in small teams.
A substantial amount of work is carried out by teams in organizations (Osterman, 1994) and the context for organizational
learning is often a team. Teams can be viewed as the fundamental learning unit in an organization and team learning is a
process of aligning and developing the capacity of teams to improve their performance and results (Senge, 2006). Teams are
important in that individual team members’ cognition and behavior are shaped by the social influences of the attitudes and
behavior of other team members with whom they work closely
(Argyris, 1982; Argyris & Schön, 1978; Hackman, 1992; Salanick &
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Pfeffer, 1978). By studying teams that make appropriate changes
to their work and actions, as a consequence of discussion and
reflections on their work processes and performance, it should
be possible to study team learning.
Like all kinds of learning, team learning requires training and
practice. Military staff exercises are practice and can be seen as
a central pedagogic training program in the armed forces’ strategy for organizational and team learning, which aims to improve the individual competence of officers, as well as the collective competence of teams and the organization itself. In the
military and many other sectors, such as healthcare and aviation,
team training is a common tool used to develop and improve
teamwork and team performance. Through team training, teams
and individuals are supposed to improve their knowledge, skills,
and attitudinal competences (KSA) as well as team processes
and performance (Salas et al., 2008). Teams can improve their
communication skills, decision processes, decision making and
their ability to deal with and perform under stress. Team training is aimed at improving task work, teamwork and process
skills (Goldstein & Ford, 2002). Team learning is built on
shared visions and personal mastery, but what really matters is
that the team can play together (Senge, 2006).
Team learning can be defined as a process in which a team
takes action, obtains and reflects upon feedback and makes
changes to adapt or improve (Argote et al., 2000; Argyris, 1982;
Argyris & Schön, 1972; Edmondson, 1999; Senge, 2006). Studying team learning is not the same as studying organizational
or individual learning; it is another level of analysis. While
organizational learning is on a macro level and individual
learning is on a micro level, team learning is a meso level approach to organizational learning (Edmondson, 1999). Team
learning at the meso level may not translate into the organizational macro level. Often groups fail to communicate with others in the organization (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992), or are unable to convince others in the organization to adopt new ways of
working (Roth & Kleiner, 2000).
Research also shows that instituting new work practices in
one part of an organization can give rise to a phenomenon
whereby other organizational groups’ envy of the success of one
group can lead to other groups rejecting the changes (Walton,
1975). Individual level theories point to the limited effects individual learning has on effective organizational change. Individuals also tend to hold tacit theories (“theories-in-use”) that
disable their own and others learning (Argyris & Schön, 1978).
Organizational learning often remains locally driven by the
goals and concerns of individuals, groups and teams rather than
serving organizational goals (Edmondson, 2002). Learning in
teams is driven by interpersonal perceptions and concerns; a
lack of psychology safety in these teams can inhibit experimenting, admitting mistakes, or questioning current team practices (Edmonton, 1999). Team learning breaks down when
teams fail to reflect on their own actions or when they do reflect,
but fail to make changes following discussion and reflection.
Team learning can be of two different types—exploitation
and exploration (March, 1991); first and second order learning
(Lant & Mezias, 1992); single and double-loop learning (Argyris, 1982); Learning I and Learning II (Bateson, 1972), incremental and radical learning (Miner & Mezias, 1996). The former is characterized by improving existing routines or capabilities and the latter by reframing a situation, developing new
capabilities, or solving ambiguous problems.
Since team learning is a fundamentally collective process,
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aiming to improve the competence of both the individual and
the team, there is a need for a process that makes it possible to
tap the potential for many minds to be more intelligent than one
mind (Senge, 2006). According to Senge (2006), this process is
the dialog. The purpose of a dialog is to go beyond any one
individual’s understanding to gain access to a larger “pool of
common meaning” which cannot be accessed individually. In
dialog, contrary to discussion, people are not in opposition and
no one strives to win, everyone is a winner. In dialog the team
explores complex issues from many points of view and individuals gain insights that could not be achieved individually.
Dialog is playful and requires a willingness to play with new
ideas, to examine them and test them. Some basic conditions
for a genuine and fruitful dialog are that individuals must regard one another as equals, suspend their assumptions and
communicate their assumptions freely with the aim of bringing
the full depth of people’s experience and thought to the surface,
and there must be a facilitator who has the ability to create and
support a culture of free flow of meaning within the team
(Senge, 2006). However, according to Argyris (1999, 1990,
1982), there are threats to genuine dialog where teams trap
themselves in “defensive routines”. Defensive routines are entrenched habits we use to protect ourselves from the embarrassment and threat that may come from exposing our thinking—a protective shell around our deepest assumptions. The
source of defensive routines is fear of exposing the thinking
that lies behind our views because we are afraid that people will
find errors in it. Defensive routines can be a strategy for teams
to avoid conflict within the team and team members might believe that they must suppress their conflicting views in order to
maintain a “smooth surface” to the team. Even when team
members share a common vision, they might have different ideas
about how to achieve that vision. A free flow of conflicting
ideas is a necessary condition for critical, reflective and creative
dialog. Conflicts are thus a natural part of an ongoing dialog.
By using defensive routines, teams insulate their mental models
and assumptions from examination; this will result in the development of a “skilled incompetence” to learn and the team
remains incompetent at improving its performance and producing high quality results. Defensive routines are so diverse and
so commonplace that they usually go unnoticed (Senge, 2006).
In this study we will use a model for team learning developed by Amy Edmondson that focuses on team learning as a
process, which can be studied and analyzed in terms of context
support, team leader coaching, team psychology safety and
team learning behavior (Edmondson, 1999). Team learning is a
process of discussion, reflection and action that serves as an
incremental learning goal (being better at what you are already
doing) and/or a radical learning goal (doing things in a new
way). Both are essential for effective organizational learning
and adaptation. In a study focusing on team learning, a significant indicator of learning is when discussion and reflection
brings about changes in actions, routines and theory-in-use
(Argyris & Schön, 1978).

The Aim of the Study
So far there is no developed field of research into team
learning in the Swedish Armed Forces. This is the first of several studies within the Swedish Armed Forces to explore and
gain a better understanding of team learning. In this first study
on team learning we are following a military staff exercise.
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.
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There are many different definitions of teams, but in this study
of military staffs we found the definition by Salas et al. (Salas
et al., 1992: p. 906) very appropriate. “Teams are a set of two
or more individuals who interact dynamically, adaptively, and
interdependently; who share common goals or purpose; and
who have specific roles or functions to perform.” This definition and features of teams coincide very well with the features
and functions of a military staff team. The teams in military
staff exercises are traditionally structured in sections with
clearly defined tasks, membership, and shared responsibility.
Team training and team learning can consist of learning as an
outcome (Lewitt & March, 1988: p. 320) or as a process of detecting and correcting errors (Argyris & Schön, 1978) aiming at
adaptation, change, developing shared knowledge and skills, attitudes and improvements in actions and performance1. In this
study we will use the central elements of Amy Edmondson’s
theoretical model for studying and analyzing team learning.
The model consists of context support, team leader coaching,
team psychology safety and team learning behavior.
In this study we only focus on how context support, team
leader coaching and team psychology safety will affect team
learning behavior, i.e. we are not studying the performance or
outcome of the staff work. The major reason for this is that the
purpose of this staff exercise is simply individual and team
learning and team learning behavior—so there are no developed
instruments or criteria for evaluating performance or outcome.
In future studies our intention is to follow the whole process
from context support, through team leader coaching, team psychology safety and team learning behavior, to team performance and outcome.

A Model of Team Learning
Context Support
Context support concerns resources that enable the team to
accomplish their task effectively and to a high degree of quality.
Context support includes adequate resources and appropriate
technology; it also includes open, sufficient and correct information to enable the team to accomplish their task. It includes
readily available expert assistance when situations arise that the
individual or team is unable to deal with. Furthermore, good
context support provides good opportunities to learn on the job,
which, combined with supportive team leader behavior, such as
coaching and direction, have been shown to support team psychology safety (Edmondson, 1999) and increase team effectiveness (Hackman, 1987; Wageman, 1988).
Context support had both quantitative and qualitative results
indicating that context support has an impact on variations in
learning behavior, but it does not give a complete explanation
(Edmondson, 1999). High-learning teams were initially less
dependent on appropriate context support and possessed team
strengths that helped them to confront, work with, improve, and
overcome context support obstacles. In contrast, low-learning
teams that lacked appropriate context support were far more
likely to get stuck and be unable to improve and alter their context support situation without external intervention.

Team Leader Coaching
The team leader is probably the most significant person when
1

Also John Dewey (1922) viewed learning as a continuous process of designing, carrying out, reflecting, and modifying actions.
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it comes to creating an atmosphere and learning culture that
promote team learning behavior. Team leader behavior and
coaching style is a salient and important influence on team
psychology safety. The team members are particularly aware of
the behavior of the leader (Tyler & Lind, 1992). If the leader is
supportive, coaching oriented and responds positively to questions and challenges, it will enhance psychology safety, which
in turn will support learning behavior. The team leader is, or at
least should be, a role model that sets standards within the team.
Team leaders that encourage team members to ask for help if
they are unable to solve a problem, to reveal and discuss errors,
and have an open minded approach to discussing and solving
problems, will create a culture of team psychology safety. If, on
the other hand, team leaders act in an authoritarian and punitive
manner, it can create a team culture of insecurity, resulting in
team members tending to act in ways that inhibit learning when
they face the possibility of threat and embarrassment (Argyris,
1982). Edmondson’s study (2002) revealed that in teams in
which discussion, reflection and change occurred, power distances (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005) were either absent or narrowed by the leader. Team leaders who could mitigate the potential for fear, due to their relative power over team members,
might elicit a more fruitful learning environment.
Team leaders can also encourage and enhance team learning
behavior by having an explicit strategy and operational plan for
implementing and accomplishing activities, which aim to make
team learning a systematic, planned intervention designed to
facilitate the acquisition of job-related KSAs (Goldstein & Ford,
2002) focused on improving how individuals work together
effectively as a team. Team learning behavior includes such
activities as continuously seeking improvement, lessons learned,
mutual performance monitoring, feedback, communication, coordination, and decision making (Cannon-Browers et al., 1995;
Stagl, Salas, & Fiore, 2007). Such behavior also requires attitudes that support dialog and open communication and collaborative learning, i.e. using the team members as a source of
knowledge for the rest of the team (Bresó, Gracia, Latorre, &
Peiró, 2008). A good team leader must be a facilitator who
holds the context of the dialog (Senge, 2006).

Team Psychology Safety
Team learning behavior depends strongly on team psychology safety. A team level perspective calls for attention to group
processes and perceptions of interpersonal risk in hindering
team learning. Edmondson (1999) defines team psychology safety as a shared belief about the consequences of interpersonal
risk-taking, i.e. when team members feel safe or unsafe about
interpersonal risk-taking. Within a team there is often a general,
tacit belief and sense of confidence that team members will not
attack, embarrass, reject, punish or bully each other when
speaking up or admitting errors. There is a mutual confidence
that stems from mutual respect and trust among the team members. Team psychology safety is significantly different from the
concept of cohesiveness, which can result in a “groupthink”
culture that can reduce the confidence and willingness to speak
up and disagree. The concept of team psychology safety is
closely related to the concept of trust, defined as the expectation that others’ future actions will be favorable to one’s interests, whereby one is willing to be vulnerable to those actions
(Meyer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; Robinson, 1996). However, team psychology safety goes beyond interpersonal trust and
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describes a team culture and climate characterized by interpersonal trust and mutual respect in which the team members feel
confident and comfortable being themselves (Edmondson,
1999). To become a real group phenomenon, not just on the
individual team member level, team psychology safety must be
a belief shared by the team members. Previous work on learning has found that it is difficult to try new ideas in organizations without psychology safety (Schein, 1993; Edmondson,
1999). Poor psychology safety will doubtless result in what
Argyris (1982) calls defensive routines, mentioned earlier in
this article.

Team Learning Behavior
Amy Edmondson’s (1999) concept of team learning behavior
as a process, rather than an outcome, focuses on behavior and
activities that encourage and promote learning behavior, rather
than outputs in terms of cognition and behavior, such as KSA.
These team learning activities and behavior “conceptualize
learning at the group level of analysis as an ongoing process of
discussion, reflection and action, characterized by asking questions, seeking feedback, experimenting, reflecting on results,
and discussion of errors or unexpected outcomes of actions” (p.
353). There is interplay between team learning behavior in the
form of reflection and team learning involving action. Learning
behaviors such as discussion and reflection are team behaviors
that include sharing information, seeking feedback and discussion of errors; these all promote reflection and new insights, but
not necessarily actions and new theory-in-use. Learning behavior occurs as action when decisions are actually made as a
result of these new insights; these decisions then change and
improve the team’s performance (Edmondson, 2002). Team
learn- ing behavior is closely related to Senge’s (2006) concept
of dia- log as the fundamental means for team learning.
To summarize (Figure 1) context support and team leader
coaching are essential for creating and maintaining team psychology safety which is vital for creating team learning behavior.

Psychology Safety as the Centre of Gravity for Team
Learning
The most striking result in Edmondson’s (1999) study shows
that the “centre of gravity” for team learning is psychology
safety, i.e. the most important variable, among all those connected with the encouragement and achievement of learning
behavior, is team psychology safety. There are substantial and
highly empirical relationships between team psychology safety
and learning behavior in Edmondson’s data, which displayed
strong evidence of links between a coherent interpersonal climate (characterized by the presence of a blend of trust, respect
for each other’s competence, and caring about each other as
people) and team psychology safety. The implication of this
result is that people’s beliefs about how others will respond—
if they engage in behavior for which the outcome is uncertain—affects their willingness to take interpersonal risks (Edmondson, 1999). Edmonson also found evidence that a lack of
team psychology safety contributed to a reluctance to ask for
help and an unwillingness to question the team goal for fear of
sanction by management. Learning behavior in social settings
can be risky, but can be mitigated by a tolerance of imperfection and error.
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Figure 1.
A model of team learning2.

Edmondson also showed the importance of a leadership style
that supports learning behavior by creating psychology safety
among the team members. Team leaders whose behavior encourages input and discussions can create a perception of psychology safety that results in a positive cycle of discussion,
reflection and action that enables progress in team learning and
team learning behavior.
Edmondson’s study shows that psychology safety is the centre of gravity for team learning. This is a very important point
because it highlights the enormous potential to create and increase team psychology safety by developing appropriate leadership coaching styles and providing relevant, high quality
con- text support, both of which can be defined and enhanced in
team training exercises and in real military operations.

Methods
With the aim of studying team learning in a military staff exercise and testing Edmondson’s team learning model we decided to study a military staff exercise that takes place in late
spring every year3.

The Research Site4
The research site was the Combined Joint Staff Exercise
(CJSE) which is a multinational exercise run by the Swedish
Armed Forces (450 officers) in co-operation with the Swedish
National Defence College (65 teachers and 143 students) with
participants from the Baltic Defence College (15 teachers and
70 students), the Finnish National Defence University (15 teachers and 90 students), the Norwegian Defence Command and
Staff College (5 officers), Norwegian Operational Headquarters
(5 - 10 officers) and the Swiss Armed Forces Headquarters (20
officers). 60 civilians from the Swedish Women’s Voluntary
Defence Service and other voluntary organizations also took
part and about 10 civilians from the Folke Bernadotte Academy5. Altogether there were about 1000 people involved in the
exercise. The training audience (TA) that took part in this study
consisted of about 300 hundred officers from the participating
Defense Colleges/Universities (captains and majors).
The aim of the exercise is to prepare the participants for
2

This is a slightly revised model of Edmondson’s model of work-team learning adjusted to suit this specific study where we don’t study the team performance, for the original model see, Edmondson (1999: p. 357).
3
Every year the SAF runs a large military staff exercise—either the Combined Joint Staff Exercise (CJSE) or Exercise VIKING, which is a similar,
but larger exercise. This study was conducted at CJSE 2012.
4
This information is from is taken from the Swedish Armed Forces Headquaters compendium EXSPEC, Exercise Specification for the Combined Joint
Staff Exercise 2012 (CJSE 12) (2011-06-17).
5
The Folke Bernadotte Academy (FBA) is a Swedish government agency
dedicated to improving the quality and effectiveness of international peace
intervention.
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work in a multifunctional and multinational staff with a focus
on training in staff methods and procedures. The exercise is
part of the Swedish Partnership for Peace Goals 2202 and English is the official exercise language. The exercise scenario is
based on a UN Chapter VII6 mandated NATO led Crisis Response Operation.

Sample

Team Learning in CJSE

Data Collection

CJSE is created for individual learning, team training and
team learning for military staffs. The staffs consist of a number
of headquarters: BOGALAND Forces (BFOR HQ), Land Component Command (LCC), Maritime Component Command
(MCC), an Air Component Command (ACC), 19 Mechanized
Brigade (MECH BDE) and a Special Operations Component
Command (SOC). The staffs are based at three different locations in Sweden, but in this study four staffs took part—BFOR,
LCC, MECH BDE and SOCC. These staffs were based in
Enköping some 70 kilometers north west of Stockholm; the
Maritime Component Command and Air Component Command
were not included in this study.
Besides the different staffs there are three teams in the exercise organization that have an indirect or direct pedagogic influence on the TA and which can be seen as important context
support for the TA.
Firstly, there is the Observer and Training Team (OTT),
which works in direct contact with the TA and is involved in
direct pedagogic activities with them. The role of the OTT is to
sit with the sections and observe their work, giving advice and
if necessary train individuals, groups, sections or the whole
staff. The OTT is the main pedagogic instrument for helping
the TA during the exercise. They are experts on all elements of
staff work and most of them are experienced officer teachers
from the participating nations Defense Academies or Universities. The OTT also includes a group of English language teachers who provide language support and feedback, primarily to
the TA, but also to others involved in the exercise, if required.
Secondly, there is Game Control (GC) whose function, based
on the exercise training objectives, is to implement “injects”
into the scenario that will “force” the staff and sections to act in
such a way that they are training and achieving the training
objectives. GC also has response cells that are in direct contact
with the TA and respond to TA actions or act as the enemy.
Therefore, GC plays both an indirect and direct pedagogic role
for the training audience.
Thirdly, there is the Exercise Evaluation Team (EXEVAL),
which is responsible for evaluating the entire exercise by questionnaire, interviews and collecting written reports from the different staffs, sections and teams involved in CJSE. EXEVAL
plays no direct and active pedagogic function for the training
audience during the exercise, but is probably the most important part in improving and developing CJSE over the longer
term. Some weeks after the completion of CJSE EXEVAL arrange a Post Exercise Discussion with all teams involved in
organizing and running the exercise. The conclusions from this
meeting and the evaluation completed by EXEVAL are documented in a Final Exercise Report, which is one of the most
important inputs into the planning of the next CJSE.

The quantitative part of the study was conducted as a survey
using Edmondson’s (1999) original questionnaire. Because we
wanted to differentiate between learning behavior as reflection
and learning behavior as action, we tried to develop an additional scale with questions on the subject of learning behavior
as action. However, this showed insufficient internal consistency so it was deleted from the study. The questionnaires were
distributed electronically to all staff members in the TA. Because the official language of the exercise is English, we made
the reasonable assumption that the participants from various
countries would have sufficient proficiency in the English language to understand the questions in the questionnaire, which
are not overly complex. Table 2 shows demographics.

The study involved both qualitative and quantitative data
collection methods with the aim of gaining a comprehensive
understanding of team learning. Table 1 shows the sample in
this study.

Interviews
The qualitative part of the study involved lengthy, semi-structured,
Table 1.
The sample.
Interviews
Exercise management
Observer and training team (OTT)

3

Game control team

1

EXEVAL team

1

Training audience staffs
BFOR
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LCC

2

MECH BDE

4

SOCC

4
N 19

Questionnaire
Respondents from training audience staffs

N 58

Table 2.
Demographic.

Gender
Nationality
Age
Position

6

Chapter VII: Action with respect to threats to the peace, breaches of the
peace, and acts of aggression. (http://www.un.org/en/documents/charter/
chapter7.shtml) (2012-05-11).

4

Service

n

%

Male

52

93

Female

4

7

Swedish

41

Other

14

30 - 39

31

≥40

25

Section member

35

Section or subsection commander

20

Army

32

Other

24
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individual interviews with officers in the TA such as section
leaders, sub-section leaders, staff members and officers involved in running and evaluating the exercise. The interviews
were strongly focused on the learning themes in Edmondson’s
team learning model. Each interview lasted 11 - 25 minutes and
was recorded and transcribed by one of the authors. Several
informal and spontaneous conversations were conducted on a
daily basis with officers in different sections and the impression
gathered from all these conversations were similar to the opinions put forward by the informants. The interview material was
analyzed and structured in line with the themes and issues that
were the focus in the team learning model used in this study.

Results
The results are organized around themes in the team learning
model described above. The results focus on team learning in
the TA, but also reflect team learning in those teams running
the exercise such as OTT, GC and EXEVAL. Before presenting
the results, we will give a brief description of the pedagogical
settings and basic pedagogical method used during CJSE.

Pedagogical Setting and Basic Pedagogical Method
All learning activities in the sections and teams focused on
tasks and the completion of tasks. The teams are given certain
tasks, which have to be completed within a specific timeframe
and to a sufficient standard of quality. The central pedagogical
method used in CJSE is “on the job training” or as some said
“Being thrown in at the pedagogic deep end”, meaning that
they got a task to work out within a certain timeframe, which
they generally have no prior experience of, as well as possible
with the help of the members of their team. The TA arrive on
Monday of the first week when then they have to prepare
themselves, getting to know each other and starting to build
routines for the staff work until Thursday the same week when
they conducted a “rock drill” which is a kind of dress rehearsal
before the exercise start on Friday. The exercise lasts for five
days, from Friday of the first week to Wednesday of the second
week. The TA consists of temporarily assembled staffs from
different nations, many of whom have never met before, while
others are student officers from the different national defense
academies and universities. The commanders of the sections are
officers from the Swedish Armed Forces HQ who fill the same
real positions in the HQ. The deputy commanders of sections
are student officers from the defense academies and universities.
The official exercise language is English and everything has to
be done in English.
The analytical variables in this study consisted of four indices which will be presented below. The indices demonstrated
adequate internal consistency. The Cronbach alphas for the indices ranged from .70 (Context support) to .89 (Team leader
coaching).
The variables were: Context support (α = .70, five items: “”).
Team psychology safety (α = .74, seven items: “”).
Team leader coaching (α = .89, three items: “”).
Team learning behavior as reflection (α = .75, seven items:
“”).

Results from the Survey
In Table 3 we can see that all mean values are positive and
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Table 3.
Mean.

Context support
Team psychology safety
Team leader coaching

*

Team learning behavior as reflection

N

M

SD

55

4.8

.65

55

5.8

.87

54

4.1

.85

54

5.2

.83

*

Note: The scale for team leader coaching is 1 - 5 and for all others 1 - 7.

clearly above the middle of the scale, which should be an indication that the TA is quite satisfied with the exercise. Team
leader coaching and team psychology safety have the highest
score, which indicates that the TA feel safe within their team
and with their team leaders and their coaching style.
A Pearson correlation test shows that there is no correlation
between psychology safety and context support but strong correlation between psychology safety and team leader coaching
(.001) and between psychology safety and learning behavior
(.000). Context support and team learning behavior has strong
correlation (.001). Team leader coaching and learning behavior
as reflection has strong correlation (.000).

Results from the Interviews
Context Support
The main context support in CJSE consists of 1) the Bogaland scenario, which gives the basic framework of the operation and the geographic conditions; 2) the Operational Plan
(OPLAN), which describes how to run the entire operation
giving End State, Objectives and so on; and finally 3) the Standard Operating Procedures (SOP), which describe working processes and methods within the staff. Beside this background
context support, the teams have continuous access to expert assistance and guidance from the OTT on a daily basis and appropriate technology such as computers and telephones.
Positive Context Support
The most obvious positive context support mentioned by the
informants is the OTT, which has a concrete pedagogic function involving a mix of teaching, mentoring and team coaching.
Members of the OTT see themselves as helpers rather than
judges.
OTT: The main aim of the OTT is not to evaluate, but rather
to observe and train—this isn’t about evaluating performance;
on the contrary, it’s about helping the exercised staffs achieve
the goal of improving and achieving the exercise objectives.
The OTT’s task is to observe the TA and if needed mentor
and train them. Since the OTT mostly consists of teachers from
the various defense academies and universities, they are well
known to many in the TA. Many of them have been OTT in
previous CJSEs and are definitely a key element when it comes
to creating a feeling of team psychology safety.
They also have an electronic reporting system where all information goes to a central server. They use notepads to record
their observations of staff work in the sections, which are then
used for pedagogical discussion with the TA. The OTT has two
meetings per day when they inform each other about events in
the different sections and discuss what they have to improve the
following day.
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OTT: We have a few meetings during the day where we report back. It’s not a standalone process—we need to have a discussion with others in the OTT. You can’t do your own thing—
you have to listen to others, which helps increase your own understanding.
The OTT not only has a daily loop of learning behavior in
the form of discussion, reflection and incremental actions on a
daily basis, but also year on year.
Another important form of context support is GC, whose task
is to play injects into the scenario with the aim of guiding the
TA to practice the training objectives. GC has frequent contact
with OTT where they carry out short evaluations of the TA’s
response to injects and decide if they can proceed as planned or
if something needs to be changed. GC also has response cells,
whose task is to respond to the TA’s responses to injects. Like
OTT GC has their own daily meetings where they inform each
other about the day’s events and what has to be improved the
following day. GC also has a learning loop of learning behavior
in the form of discussion, reflection and incremental action on a
daily basis, but also changes and improvements to injects from
exercise to exercise.
The third and final form of context support, which has considerable pedagogic influence on the whole exercise and the
training audience, is EXEVAL, whose evaluations are the fundamental input in the effort to improve and develop all elements of future CJSEs.
EXEVAL: Our role is to evaluate the entire exercise. This is
done through a Final Exercise Report (FER). This contains a
number of conclusions about what worked during the exercise
and what did not work and is directed at the exercise “owners”.
They then write a directive saying how the next exercise should
be conducted. We then follow the entire planning process for
the next exercise.
EXEVAL has daily learning behavior meetings to discuss,
reflect and improve via incremental actions. EXEVAL has no
direct pedagogic influence on the TA.
Negative Context Support
There were three negative aspects regarding context support
mentioned by the informants.
Firstly, some thought the information about the scenario, the
OPLAN and SOPs that they received before the exercise was
not of an appropriate standard. The opinion was that this part of
the context support required significant improvement.
OTT: Preparation needs to be improved—it’s OK now, but
can be better. It should be possible to produce better documents,
plans and a better situational scenario.
TA: What surprised me most was the amount of friction and
lack of clarity about the start situation. How things should be
when we started—all the confusion. For example—it was D +
10. What did this mean to us and what should happen?
Secondly, the TA has insufficient time or opportunity to
prepare properly before the exercise.
EXEVAL: It’s on the wish list that pre-training should be
better. We’ve said that it would be desirable if participants did
some sort of certification before the exercise—some easy
training package so they can at least get into the exercise before
they arrive.
OTT: It might be possible to link some sort of ADL (Advanced Distance Learning) course—so that you can go into some
web site in advance.
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The third and final problem mentioned concerned the scenario. The scenario is not a problem in itself, but this scenario has
been used so many times in CJSE and in another regular staff
exercise named Viking, that many in the TA have strong preconceptions about the scenario and injects, which had a negative impact on their staff work. During this CJSE the GC tried
to introduce new injects with the aim of making the TA identify
a threat in another geographic area than the usual one, but the
TA did not trust that information and stayed in the wrong geographic area waiting for the usual scenario and injects to happen.
GC: Preconceptions about the old exercise play are so strong
that it’s difficult to get them to change course and take other
decisions. They think we’re trying to fool them.
These three context support weaknesses pose some pedagogic challenges and probably have some negative influence on
the psychology safety feeling among the TA but not too much;
it seemed rather to produce some frustration.
Team Leader Coaching
The team leader function in the sections is shared between
the section commander and the deputy section commander. The
section commander’s main responsibility is to interact with the
world outside the section and with other section commanders,
while the deputy section commander’s main responsibility is to
organize and direct the work within the section, i.e. responsibility for the team leader coaching function focused on in this
study.
Positive Team Leader Coaching
The general opinion seems to be that the leadership and team
leader coaching in this exercise is excellent. The mean score in
the survey is 4.1 of 5 and all the informants interviewed are evidently positive about the leadership style and leadership coaching.
TA: He is the boss, but there’s no prestige involved and he
always listens when I have something to say.
When interviewing team leaders it seems obvious that they
have a clear pedagogic idea behind their coaching approach
where they try to maximize learning for as many as possible.
TA: I think individual learning is also important. You could
always give the task to someone who has the necessary knowledge, but that’s not the point of this exercise—we should be
able to play the role we are given, be that boss or analyst. Everyone should learn something during the exercise. For example,
we’ve just given a task to the assessment team, which could be
completed by one person, but we’ve split it between three
people so that they all feel responsible for a task. I know that
others do likewise because everyone has to be involved and feel
part of the team—otherwise, it would not be an exercise for
everyone. This way everyone goes home saying they learnt
something, rather that some people doing lots of work and others nothing at all. That could easily happen if you only focus on
the outcome.
There seems to be a general opinion among the informants
that there is a kind of typical and significant democratic Swedish leadership style that coincides well with what is described
as a positive leadership coaching style in Edmondson’s team
learning model with features like team leaders encouraging
team members to ask for help, to reveal and discuss errors, and
have an open minded approach to discussing and solving problems.

95

E. HEDLUND, J. ÖSTERBERG

TA: And the strength of the learning is the group discussions—we can think one way, but we can also think another
way. Not getting locked into a sort of cultural norm where “this
is the way to do things and it’s always right”. Being openminded, listening and taking things in; saying to yourself—aha,
I hadn’t thought about that. Adopting a certain modesty and being able to change your ideas, broaden your thinking and think
outside the box. It is also very important that you do not become locked in your thinking and the only way to achieve that
is for everyone to work together with all minds focused on the
same thing.
The right leadership style is essential in creating a culture of
team psychology safety.
The informants also mentioned the leadership doctrine Mission Command as typical of the leadership style in the Swedish
and other armed forces. Mission Command means that the commander gives a broad order and the subordinates are trusted to
complete the task without over-supervision by their commander,
which is unlike the command and control leadership doctrine in
some armed forces. This leadership style is also fruitful when it
comes to creating a culture of team psychology safety.
TA: There are differences between various cultures. Some
are used to their commanders working one way—some are used
to other ways. Give someone a task and let them take the responsibility for seeing it through. This goes without saying for
us.
Negative Team Leader Coaching
None of the informants made any negative comments about
the leadership or leadership coaching.
Team Psychology Safety
Team psychology safety is essential in a military staff exercise like CJSE in order for the exercise to be successful. There
are some major challenges to meet when trying to create psychology safety during CJSE. Firstly, the staffs and headquarters
are temporarily assembled with participants from about twenty
nations. Secondly, there are quite big differences in English
language skills and professional backgrounds; some officers are
students, while others are filling their usual positions as sections leaders in the Swedish Armed Forces HQ.
Positive Psychology Safety
The informants express a fundamental feeling of team psychology safety in the interviews. This is strongly supported by
the survey where the score for team psychology safety is 5.8 in
a scale to 7. They say that they are not afraid of owning up to
errors or admitting that they do not know everything; they can
ask team members, deputy section commanders or OTT for
help.
TA: You feel that there is room for mistakes without a feeling that you are under-performing or bad at your job; everyone
knows it’s difficult, because we’re all knew to our posts. I was
not worried about my performance when I got here because I’ve
never worked in a brigade HQ before—and on that basis you
can set your own objectives.
The section commanders, deputy section commanders and
OTT also frequently highlight the need to create a strong feeling of psychology safety in the team if you wish to create a
successful and effective team. Creating team psychology safety
seems to be a hallmark of Swedish leadership style and culture.
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Negative Psychology Safety
The informants made no negative comments about individual
or team psychology safety in this exercise.
Team Learning Behavior as Discussion and Reflection
Team learning behavior in the sections takes the form of
daily discussions and reflection on when, how and who is going
to deal with a task, or which procedures are adequate or which
should be changed. And the team members learn a lot from
each other.
TA: Those with less experience who do this exercise learn a
great deal. What I see as a great benefit of this exercise is that
you learn from one another.
Most teams in the sections have at least one team meeting
every day, and all sections have a daily meeting called a “hot
wash up” at the end of the day. The basic idea behind the “hot
wash up” is that everyone in the section should feel free and
confident to speak up and say what is good and what is bad and
what should be changed or adjusted during the next day’s work.
TA: We finish the day with “hot wash ups”—everyone’s
there and it isn’t only the bosses who speak. Everyone explains
what they’ve done today, what they have learnt today and what
they’re going to do tomorrow. It’s a good way to get people to
think through and reflect on what they’ve done. Nobody’s input
is more important than anyone else’s. Everyone can have their
say and everyone generally has something to say. Interestingly,
some can say “today I attended a lot of meetings and didn’t
really understand what I did, but maybe things will be clearer
later” and two days later they say that things have become
clearer.
The “hot wash up” is usually led by the deputy commander,
but in many sections the section commander also attends the
meeting. Some of the sections decided to document the outcome of “hot wash ups” so they can be useful input to the final
exercise evaluation and report. Other sections have the policy
of no documentation because it risks undermining team members’ willingness to speak freely.
Positive Learning Behavior as Discussion and Reflection
Almost all informants interviewed in this study expressed not
only very positive experiences of team learning behavior through
discussion and reflection in their own specific teams and sections, but also on the entire exercise. They say that they never
hesitated in speaking freely at the “hot wash ups” and they had
all a strong conviction that the main purpose of the exercise is
learning and learning behavior and not to produce outstanding
performances and perfect outcomes.
TA: I think the climate is good with lots of room for expression. It’s not a “production” exercise and you’re not criticized if
your English wasn’t good enough—the focus was on how to
improve things next time. This was also confirmed by the OTT.
OTT: CJSE can be seen as an exercise where all participants
learn something—i.e. not only those who are there to practice
staff work, but also those involved in the planning and running
of the exercise; lessons are learnt about how to make the exercise better next time.
Negative Learning Behavior as Discussion and Reflection
One negative statement concerning learning behavior through
discussion and reflection was that there was no point in raising
problems that were too complex at “hot wash ups” because the
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exercise is too short to solve such problems. On the other hand
these problems can be reported in the final evaluation to EXEVAL and taken into consideration when planning the next
exercise.
TA: Some changes are too big to implement during this exercise, but we report them in the final evaluation.
Team Learning Behavior as Action
All learning activities in the exercise are focused on tasks
and completing tasks within a certain timeframe to a sufficiently high standard; this means that there is no time for endless
discussions and reflection. This has significant implications for
the relationships between learning behavior in the form of discussion, reflection and action. All discussions and reflection are
fundamentally aimed at producing concrete suggestions for
action to improve the staffs’ work. The outcome of the daily
“hot wash up” meetings is a list of actions to be implemented in
the team’s staff work the next day.
Positive Team Learning Behavior as Action
Many informants expressed the idea that this attitude to the
close relationship between discussion, reflection and action should
be seen as a significant part of a military cultural habit.
TA: We address those issues that we have decided to discuss.
We deal with those tasks. In an exercise like this there is no
time to stand around and chat. We can’t simply have a talking
shop—we have to produce results as well.
Negative Team Learning Behavior as Action
No informants expressed any doubt about the ability of officers to convert new insights from discussion and reflection
into actions.
In summary, the heart of the pedagogic idea behind CJSE is
to practice staff work in action, discuss and reflect on the staff
work completed, and turn these new insights into real actions
and new theory-in-use. These new actions are then evaluated
through discussions, reflections and the implementation of new
actions—and so on in a continuous learning behavioral process.
The pedagogical situation at CJSE described in Figure 2 shows
that team leader coaching is not just a context support resource,
it is a continuous pedagogic activity at all stages of the exercise,
performed primarily by the section and deputy section leader
and also secondary by the OTT.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to explore and gain more knowledge and a better understanding of learning in teams during a
military staff exercise, by using central elements of Amy Edmondson’s theoretical model for analyzing team learning. The
study conducted at the annual staff exercise CJSE in Sweden
shows that Edmondson’s theoretical model for studying and
analyzing team learning behavior works well and is useful in
this military context. The results of this study supports Edmondson’s model for team learning; i.e. team psychology safety is
central for creating team learning behavior. The results from the
interviews also confirm a close relationship between learning
behavior as discussion and reflection and learning behavior as
action, which goes a bit beyond Edmondson’s original model
for team learning that does not include learning behavior as action. This study also shows that team leader coaching is not just
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Figure 2.
The pedagogical cycle in CJSE.

a context support resource, it is a continuous pedagogic activity
at all stages of the exercise. This should be seen as a potentially
valuable theoretical contribution to Edmondson’s team learning
model well worth further development in future studies. Unfortunately the scale for learning behavior as action did not work
in this study and a new validated scale will be developed and
included in next year’s CJSE questionnaire.
The results confirms that CJSE seems to offer a highly supportive environment for team training and team learning consisting of language support and sufficient context support in the
form of background information, such as the scenario, OPLAN
and SOP, even if there is room for improvement in some areas
of context support. The context support from EXEVAL and GC
should be regarded as an important but indirect pedagogic tool;
whilst the OTT’s direct pedagogic activities are the most important pedagogic context support for the TA. The team leader
coaching approach among the OTT and other leaders at CJSE
seems to be the most important factor when it comes to encouraging team psychology safety among the TA.
Most learning behavior takes place within the teams of officers in the TA. The teams are given tasks to complete and when
doing so they discuss, reflect and help each other. Those with
more knowledge help those with less. This is the most powerful
pedagogic tool in CJSE, which requires a good portion of psychology safety and supportive team leader coaching.
The leadership coaching style is extremely important for
creating psychology safety and, for that reason, should be investigated in more depth than was possible in this study. Is
there a universal leadership coaching style that supports psychology safety for participants from all the nations in CJSE?
Swedish officers seem to have their own perception of a specific kind of Swedish democratic leadership coaching style that
is less hierarchical than they perceive leadership in other nations to be. This may be correct, but it is an interesting and
important topic for further research to distinguish whether or
not there are different leadership coaching styles among the
nations participating in CJSE, and if so, what consequences this
has for team learning processes. During CJSE the leadership
style has obviously encouraged the creation of positive psychology safety among the participants in this study. However,
this study does not tell us if this so-called Swedish leadership
style has any less positive aspects. There may be a potential for
tension between a “friendly” Swedish democratic leadership
coaching style and the need to manage complex problems such
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as power struggles and conflict within a team or between sections and teams. This issue should be followed up in future
studies. In addition, the interactions among individuals within
teams, between teams, sections and staffs, and between officers
from the different nations should be studied more closely.
Finally, there may be considerable risk that teams, to some
extent, are using what Argyris (1982, 1990, 1999) calls defensive routines to avoid exposing their ideas or lack of competence in front of their team members, or to avoid conflict within
or between teams. It would not be too surprising if there were
more conflict and tension than discovered in this study in a staff
exercise with several hundred participants of over 20 different
nationalities7.

Limitations
This study was exploratory and its findings are limited in
several ways.
Firstly, the survey sample is too small to give any solid results and cannot be regarded as solid validation of Edmondson’s
team learning model. It can only be seen as giving a preliminary indication of what the results might be. The reason for the
small sample is that we were unsure about how to administer
the questionnaire during the exercise. It was placed on the exercise network, but few people knew about it before it was taken away. We have learnt from this experience and will administer the questionnaire differently next time in order to get a
more comprehensive and solid sample.
Secondly, we need to complement the interviews with observations from the sections and meetings such as the “hot wash
ups” to get a deeper understanding of the leader coaching style
and other factors affecting team psychology safety and learning
behavior.
Thirdly, the relationship between learning behavior in the
form of discussion and reflection versus learning behavior in
the form of action has to be explored in more depth.
Fourthly, we have to develop tools and criteria to evaluate
the performance and outcome of the team learning behavior.
There is no real point in devoting much effort to team learning
behavior, if it does not result in improved performance and outcome.
Fifthly, the study gives no specific knowledge about officers
from other participating nations in terms of cultural differences
and other factors that may influence their perception of context
support, team leader coaching styles, psychology safety and
team leader behavior such as discussion, reflection and action.
Finally, the study gives no knowledge about potential differences between sections in terms of the time perspective in
which they work. Some sections work in a current time perspective while other sections work in mid to long term perspectives, which give different conditions, and probably different
needs in terms of context support, leadership coaching and learning behavior.
7

During the exercise we asked students from the Swedish National Defence
College to carry out analyses of their own staff as part of their studies. In
these analyses we found that there seemed to be some tensions between different sections in the staff because some sections are regarded as more
important than others. The exercise play is also more adapted to some sections than others. Some students also said that it was okay to bring up and
discuss minor issues, but because of the time limitations of the exercise it
was not the right time to bring up and address more challenging issues.
These analyses could not be used in this study because of ethical considerations and this analysis task was not part of any research.
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Conclusion
This study should be regarded as an important first attempt to
open a research field of team learning in the Swedish Armed
Forces. The study has already given some important insights
into the subject, but there is much more to learn. It is clear that
Edmondson’s team learning model works well and will be used
for future studies.
Notably, one unexpected, but most interesting finding was
that it is not only the training audience that is involved in team
learning during CJSE. It is apparent that all teams involved in
the organization and running of CJSE are working very hard on
team learning and, like the TA, have a good psychology safety
environment for learning behaviors both through discussion and
reflection as well as action and performance.
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