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This Quarter's Focus

Collective 
Intelligence
Exploring how team composition impacts CI4the hidden force that makes some 
teams consistently outperform others across diverse challenges.



Meet the Expert
Dr. Anita Williams Woolley

Associate Professor of Organizational Behavior and 
Theory at Carnegie Mellon's Tepper School of 
Business

PhD from Harvard, studied with legendary teams 
researcher Richard Hackman

One of the world's foremost scholars studying team 
dynamics and collective intelligence

Source: This is a brief summary of the podcast Professor Woolley guested in for: 6 Conditions | The Science & Art of Great Teams: DR. ANITA 
WILLIAMS WOOLLEY AND PRANAV GUPTA: COLLECTIVE INTELLIGENCE IN TEAMS, Apr 6, 2021. Full podcast URL: 
https://www.6conditions.com/podcast/dr-anita-williams-woolley-and-pranav-gupta-collective-intelligence-in-teams

https://www.6conditions.com/podcast/dr-anita-williams-woolley-and-pranav-gupta-collective-intelligence-in-teams


What Is Collective 
Intelligence?

General Ability
A team's capacity to perform well 
across many different task types4
deciding, creating, executing4not 
just one specialized area.

Consistent Performance
Some teams are reliably better than 
others, even when individual 
members have equal intelligence 
and expertise.

Beyond IQ
CI isn't about stacking the smartest people. High-IQ teams can underperform if 
interaction patterns don't unlock their potential.



The Composition Paradox

"Teams can be loaded with high IQ and still underperform if interaction patterns don't let the team use what it has."

Composition matters4but primarily through how it changes interaction dynamics. The key insight: it's not who's on the team, but how they work 
together that determines collective intelligence.

1

Individual Talent
Smart people with expertise

2

Interaction Patterns
How they communicate and collaborate

3

Collective Intelligence
Team performance outcomes



The Gender Composition Finding
Research shows a higher proportion of women tends to correlate with higher collective intelligence. The mechanism: teams with more women 
score higher on social perceptiveness, which drives better turn-taking, inclusion, and coordination.

60%

Optimal Mix
Results show a practical "step up" around 60/40 composition, though the relationship appears roughly linear in larger datasets

Important caveat: You can compensate for non-ideal composition by deliberately designing better team processes. Composition isn't 
destiny.



Social Perceptiveness: The Secret Ingredient
Reading the Room
Noticing who's disengaged, 
confused, or holding back4whether 
online or in-person

Expertise Recognition
Identifying who has relevant 
knowledge and when to tap into it

Real-Time Adaptation
Adjusting team dynamics on the fly 
based on social cues and needs

Social perceptiveness4essentially theory of mind and reading cues4is the capability researchers keep seeing as the driver of high collective 
intelligence. It enables teams to coordinate effectively and use their collective resources wisely.



The Nuanced Reality of Diversity
Ethnic Diversity
Early evidence suggests it can raise CI, 
but may lower satisfaction4meaning 
performance and "how it feels" can 
diverge.

Cognitive Diversity
Best outcomes tend to require moderate 
diversity. Very high cognitive diversity 
can underperform unless teams are 
coached early to collaborate well.

Age Diversity
Low-to-moderate age spread has little 
effect. Very high age diversity (20+ 
years) shows up as a consistent 
negative predictor of CI in their datasets.



CI vs. Team Happiness
Two Separate Tracks

Collective intelligence and team satisfaction are not the same thing. 
Teams can be highly collectively intelligent without being especially 
cohesive or satisfied4and vice versa.

This distinction matters for leaders: optimizing for one doesn't 
automatically optimize for the other. You need intentional strategies 
for both.



How CI Works: The Under-
the-Hood Model
Intelligent systems4including teams4rely on three core functions operating as 
transactive systems shared across people, not just in individual heads:

Memory
Who knows what; storing and 
retrieving knowledge across the 
team

Attention
What we focus on; allocating 
bandwidth and managing priorities

Reasoning
Prioritizing goals; deciding and adapting strategies



Adaptation: The Real Test of CI
High-CI teams excel at triaging uncertainty. They're better at resetting goals, reallocating work, and making smart trade-offs between "assign to 
the expert" versus "assign to the urgent bottleneck."

1

Recognize Change
Detect when conditions shift

2

Reset Goals
Adjust priorities quickly

3

Reallocate Resources
Shift work dynamically

4

Execute
Deliver under new conditions

This adaptive capacity separates high-performing teams from the rest, especially in complex, uncertain environments.



The Power of Process Over Composition

2x
Process Impact

Team processes are approximately twice as important as compositional factors in predicting collective intelligence

This is excellent news: while you can't always control who's on your team, processes are trainable and improvable. Investing in how teams work 
together yields greater returns than obsessing over perfect composition.

Processes are learnable
Teams can develop better interaction 
patterns through training and practice

Processes are controllable
Leaders can design and implement 
better team processes regardless of 
composition

Processes drive results
Better processes unlock the potential 
already present in your team



Building CI Through Practice and Reflection
The SEALs Example

Elite military teams like Navy SEALs represent the extreme: they don't just do work, they 
practice teamwork relentlessly.

Most business teams skip this step entirely. They focus on executing tasks but never 
practice working together as a team.

01

Mid-Course Reviews
Pause during projects to assess what's 
working and what isn't

02

After-Action Reviews
Reflect on completed work to form and test 
hypotheses about team effectiveness

03

Deliberate Practice
Create opportunities to practice teamwork 
skills, not just task execution



The Future: AI as Team Coach
Digital augmentation and AI offer promising possibilities4not as expertise replacement, but as team facilitators that enhance collective 
intelligence without social costs.

Surface Missing Voices
Identify who hasn't contributed and prompt 
inclusion

Flag Unclear Goals
Detect ambiguity and prompt clarification

Prompt Role Clarity
Suggest task allocation and expertise 
matching

The key advantage: AI can provide coaching and facilitation without the social dynamics that might make human intervention awkward or 
politically charged.



Key Takeaways for Leaders

1

Focus on Processes First
Invest in how teams interact4it's 2x more 
predictive than composition and fully 
within your control

2

Cultivate Social Perceptiveness
Build teams' ability to read cues, notice 
engagement, and adapt in real time

3

Design for Moderate Diversity
Seek balanced diversity and compensate 
for composition gaps with strong 
processes

4

Practice Teamwork, Not Just Work
Build in mid-course and after-action reviews; make reflection a 
habit

5

Optimize for Both CI and Satisfaction
Remember these are separate outcomes requiring different 
strategies


