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Abstract

This organizational case study surveyed and interviewed 8 participants (N=8) from the
information technology (IT) industry to discover the characteristics and best practices of
successful virtual teams. Four IT companies, listed in the Web100 and the S&P 500, referred 8
participants they considered virtual team experts to take part in the study. A thematic analysis of
study data gathered from the participants indicated that the characteristics of successful virtual
teams include a clear and superordinate goal, commitment to that goal, specific objectives, a
results-driven structure, focus and direction provided by the team leader and organizational
structure, competent team members, individual and mutual accountability, and high mutual trust
among members. Study data also showed that successful virtual teams had best practices in the
areas of virtual team building, adding and removing team members, and building and
maintaining team cohesion. Virtual team best practices for team building were oriented toward
helping team members develop positive interpersonal relationships. The best practices for
adding new virtual team members involved inclusive activities that made new members feel like
they were part of the team. The best practice for removing marginal or nonperforming virtual
team members was for the leader to privately tell the member, face-to-face, the reason for
dismissal. Frequent communication, that was considerate of time zone differences and that paid
attention to more than just the team’s tasks, described the best practice for building and

maintaining team cohesion.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Introduction to the Study

For years people have worked together on tasks they could not accomplish individually.
Our ancestors initially banded together for survival. Thousands of years later, they worked
together to build the great pyramids of Egypt. Then in the middle ages, they worked together
and built magnificent structures, such as the cathedral of Norte Dame. Today, many people work
together on information technology (IT) projects, that on the outside may not be as resplendent
as Norte Dame, but are none the less as complicated and challenging to accomplish. The
timeless truth is, that people working together, continue to achieve far more than they ever could
individually (Cleland, 1999; Meredith & Mantel, 1995).

Increasingly, people are being directed to accomplish their collective work without being
physically colocated with their other teammates (Katzenbach & Smith, 2001). In other words,
they are being told to produce like a team without actually having their teammates near them.
They are supposed to function as a virtual team, using technology to bridge the gap between
space and time.

As arelatively new form of teamwork, virtual teams have not been the subject of a great
deal of research. However, as their popularity increases, so does the need for a better
understanding of this work structure. Fundamental to the understanding of any phenomena is
gaining knowledge of its unique characteristics. Characteristics are those distinguishing traits,
qualities, or features that are peculiar to and help identify something (Webster’s Dictionary,

1998). In addition to an understanding of characteristics is the more practical knowledge of best



Virtual Teams 2
practices. Best practices are those methods or procedures that surpass all others and are
generally used as benchmarks for others to emulate (Webster’s Dictionary, 1998).

Together characteristics and best practices can provide industrial/organizational (I/O)
psychologists a better understanding of virtual teams. More specifically, they can provide a
rubric for virtual team evaluation and intervention. Just as the DSMV aids clinical psychologists
in their evaluation of patients, and the results of efficacy studies help practitioners choose the
most effective intervention, understanding the characteristics and best practices of successful

virtual teams will help guide /O psychologists in the future.

Background of the Problem

Nearly everyone he had to communicate with anymore was remote from him. When he
picked up the phone, he virtually never talked with a live person anymore. With low
budgets for travel, it seemed virtually impossible to know what was going on remote
from him. With people split across distant locations, it also seemed virtually impossible
to create a sense of team. To him, the virtual workplace made his job a virtual

nightmare! (Kostner, 1994)

Like the virtual team leader described above, many virtual team leaders and members
find work in the virtual world frustrating. Frustrating because of all the reasons mentioned above
and because there are few benchmarks for success to reference in the virtual environment. Why
then do organizations operate in such a fashion? The answer is that organizations typically

receive significant benefits from the use of virtual teams. Some of these benefits include getting
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their people closer to the customer, cutting down travel costs, using people who are reluctant to
relocate, and easily adding new team members (McGarvey, 1997).

The number of home-based workers has continued to increase over the last few years and
since 2001, it increased 40 % to 23.5 million (Vanderkay, 2003). With numbers like this,
workers will have increased opportunities to be assigned to a virtual team in the future. If they
are prepared for working in the virtual environment, leaders and members increase the likelihood
of a rewarding and productive team experience. To be prepared, virtual team leaders and
members need to know what to expect and what is expected of them.

There are volumes of research and theories about what to expect from teams with
colocated members. However, research into virtual teams has concentrated primarily on what is
required in the areas of technology and communication. From an organizational psychology
perspective, there is little research on the characteristics and best practices of successful virtual
teams. In order to prepare leaders and members for the virtual team environment, our
understanding of the characteristics and best practices that promote and sustain successful virtual

teams must improve.

Statement of the Problem

What are the characteristics and best practices that promote and sustain successful virtual

teams?
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Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to better understand the characteristics and best practices
of successful virtual teams. This was accomplished by means of an organizational case study
using virtual team members from the information technology (IT) industry. Eight organizations
within the IT industry were solicited to provide the name of a highly experienced member of
several successful virtual teams. These highly experienced virtual team members were sent
questionnaires addressing characteristics and best practices of virtual teams. This was followed
up by a structured interview of each participant. Data gathered was analyzed for reoccurring

themes.

Research Questions

Research Question One. What are the characteristics of successful virtual teams?
1. Are the characteristics similar to successful colocated teams?
2. Is continuous performance measurement necessary for successful virtual teams?

3. How important is an understanding of and commitment to a superordinate goal for
virtual teams?

4. Is team size significant?

Research Question Two. What are the best practices of successful virtual teams with regard to:
1. Virtual team-building?
2. Addition and removal of team members?

3. Establishing and capturing group norms?



Virtual Teams 5

4. Building and sustaining team cohesion/esprit de corps?

Nature of the Study

This study was a qualitative inquiry into the characteristics and best practices of
successful virtual teams. The research design was an organizational case-study, which included

an in-depth investigation of a small number of individuals intimately familiar with virtual teams.

Significance of the Study

Since the practice of organizational psychology often involves the training and
development of employees, and efforts to improve organizational performance, a better
understanding of the characteristics and best practices of virtual teams is essential. Research to
date has not provided practitioners the necessary benchmarks from which organizational
psychology practices and interventions can confidently be designed.

With the number of virtual teams increasing, it is imperative that our understanding
extend beyond these teams’ communication and technology requirements. Although it has been
well established that there is more to successful colocated teams than just being properly
equipped and resourced, this is not the case for virtual teams. Establishing the characteristics
and best practices of successful virtual teams will help guide organizational psychologists with
their consultations on virtual teams. It will also set the proper expectations for virtual team

sponsors, leaders, and members.
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In addition to helping industrial/organizational psychologists understand the
characteristics and best practices of virtual teams, this study augments the virtual team
environment literature with new data on developing team commitment, managing team morale,
and data on the development and importance of explicit group norms. This type of data is useful
to any team operating in the virtual environment, whether it is a school with a distance education

program or a government office with telecommuters.

Definition of Terms

Best practices—those approaches that lead to superior performance
Characteristics—distinguishing traits, features, or qualities

Colocated team—a team whose members are in close physical proximity to one another (the same
room or work area)

Successful-having achieved the desired outcome

Virtual team—a team whose members are physically separated from one another and who

communicate, meet, and make decisions via electronic means
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Assumptions and Limitations

Assumptions in this study include that organizations provided names of experienced
virtual teams members and that their teams’ past efforts were successful. Another assumption is
that team members honestly answered questions in the questionnaires and follow-up interviews.

Limitations include the generalizability of the findings because of the small number of
participants. Additionally, since all participants were drawn from the same industry this may

limit the findings applicability to other industries.



CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

From the Great Wall of China to the Manhattan Project, people working together in
teams have produced far more than they ever could have working individually. In today’s
complex information technology world, teams are a preferred work structure, because they tend
to solve complex problems faster than individuals working in a serial fashion (Robbins, 1996).
They also keep members focused on the goal, and teams tend to be more creative than
individuals (1996).

In the past, team members came from the same city, the same building, and often the
same office. However, the notion of having all of one’s team members working in the same
office is disappearing fast (Parker, 2003). The competitive global economy is driving companies
to get the best talent on the team, regardless of the talent's physical location, and at same time
keep costs down (Lipnack & Stamps, 2000). To do this, more and more companies are turning
to virtual teams. Virtual teams are made up of people who work closely together despite being
geographically separated (Henry and Hartzler, 1997). Virtual teams are sometimes referred to as
dispersed, distributed, or networked teams (1997).

Regardless of the label, virtual teams are still expected to deliver the benefits of increased
creativity, task focus, and ability to deal with complex problems that have for years been
associated with colocated teams. According to Jeffrey Stamps, coauthor of Virtual Teams,
virtual teams not only provide these benefits, they actually produce some of the best work

organizations have ever seen (2000).
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Virtual team members bring their talents to bear via electronic means instead of in
person. Computer mediated communication systems (CMCS), e-mail, videoconferencing,
telephone conferences, and wireless communication all allow companies to use the most talented
employees, consultants, or subject matter experts regardless of where they live (Duarte &
Snyder, 1999). The result is a talented cadre of team members that rarely, if ever, meet. In this
increasingly competitive global economy, it is critical that companies be able to capitalize on the
benefits of teams and navigate around the pitfalls of the virtual environment in which so many
teams now work (Duarte & Snyder, 1999).

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first section will examine literature on the
characteristics of successful teams and the second section will examine the literature on the
characteristics of successful virtual teams. The chapter concludes with a summary of the

literature and a statement of the problem to be researched.

Characteristics of Successful Teams

Webster defines a team as a group of people working together in a coordinated effort
(1998). This definition does not address effectiveness, success, or achievement of a goal.
However, researchers in organizational leadership and management literature typically do
address one or more of these dimensions (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993, 2001; Larson & LaFasto,
1989; Parker, 1994; Robbins, 1996). The reason is organizations usually form teams for a
specific purpose: to complete a task, to achieve a goal, or to meet some objective. In an

organizational context, fulfilling the assigned purpose usually constitutes success.
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Researchers Larson and LaFasto defined a team as having two or more people, a specific
objective or recognizable goal, and coordination among its members (1989, p. 19). They say
most effective teams share the following common characteristics (1989): (a) a clear and
superordinate goal, (b) a collaborative climate, (c) a result-driven structure, (d) standards of
excellence, (¢) competent team members, (f) external support and recognition, (g) unified
commitment of members, and (h) principled leadership.

Katzenbach and Smith, coauthors of The Wisdom of Teams and The Discipline of Teams,
defined successful teams, as a small group of people working interdependently with
complementary skills who are committed to a common purpose, performance goals, and
approach for which they hold themselves mutually accountable (1993, 2001). They further state
that successful teams create synergy, where the whole is greater than the sum of the parts.
Characteristics of successful teams include (Katzenbach and Smith, 1993): (a) shared leadership
roles, (b) individual and mutual accountability, (c) specific team purpose that the team itself
delivers, (d) collective work-products, (¢) open-ended discussions, (f) active problem solving
meetings, (g) continuous performance measurement, and (h) collective decision making.

Stephen Robbins, researcher and author of Organizational Behavior, defined a team as a
group of people that generates positive synergy through coordinated efforts (1996, p. 348).
Robbins also developed a list of characteristics that high-performing teams consistently share
(1996, p. 365): (a) small number of team members; (b) members with the appropriate technical,
problem-solving, decision-making, and interpersonal skills; (c) members properly matched with
roles; (d) commitment to a common purpose; (e) specific goals; (f) focus and direction provided
by team leader and organizational structure; (g) mutual and individual accountability; (h) well-

designed evaluation and reward systems; and (i) high mutual trust among members.
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A review of the literature also indicated that some authors consider physical proximity as
a factor in team success. In Tom Allen’s study of communication and collaboration among
research and development team members, he found that the farther apart team members were the
less they interacted and collaborated with one another (1984). Allen found that members outside
of 50 feet of one another rarely interacted or collaborated (1984). Glenn Parker concurred and
said that close physical proximity or co-location speeds up team development, team learning, and
informal problem solving (1994). Parker said that co-location also helps break down barriers
between people, facilitates new partnerships, and encourages impromptu meetings (1994, p.
175). All this contributes to more successful teams and in a business context, a healthier bottom
line.

In the past, the co-location of team members was often the assumed structure of a team.
Increasingly, team members are not colocated. Increasingly, they are dispersed, distributed, or
networked. These far-flung team members must now achieve their assigned objectives operating

in a virtual team environment.

Characteristics of Successful Virtual Teams

A virtual team is one in which a group of people work interdependently with a shared
purpose across space, time, and organizational boundaries using technology (Lipnack & Stamps,
2000). In their article, “Virtual teams: Today’s reality, today’s challenge,” Henry and Hartzler
expand on this, saying virtual teams share the following characteristics (1997): (a) Members are

mutually accountable for team results, (b) members are dispersed geographically, (c) members
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work apart more than in the same location, (d) the teams solves problems and makes decisions
jointly, and (e) the team usually has fewer than 20 members.

Robert McGarvey says it is not surprising that teams, particularly virtual teams, are so
popular with organizations considering the benefits they provide (1997). In addition to being
more creative, more capable of dealing with complex problems, and staying on task better than
individuals, virtual teams help organizations by (1997): (a) getting company people closer to
their customers, (b) cutting down on travel time and costs, (c) allowing companies to use people
who are reluctant to relocate, and (d) allowing companies to easily add new team members.

In today’s global market place, generating synergy within teams and capitalizing on all the
benefits virtual teams afford gives businesses the competitive advantage they need to prosper.

Robert Lewis examined the European Virtual Mobility and Distributed Laboratories
(VMDL) as a case study of distributed teams (1998). VMDL was a pilot project within the
European Commission between 1994 and 1995 to examine the processes of distributed
collaboration among professionals. A thematic analysis revealed the following key issues in
virtual teams (1998): (a) Social interaction is necessary to build trust and maintain motivation;
(b) sharing tacit knowledge helps build and maintain common understanding, builds trust, and
reduces feelings of exclusion; (c) leadership styles need to change in response to new situations;
and (d) roles and leadership expectations need to be made explicit.

Lewis said that trust is a key ingredient in successful virtual organizations, and
paradoxically in order to help foster trust and get a virtual team off to a good start, they need to
meet in person (1998). He also found that even if an organization has the right virtual team

technology, teams cannot effectively utilize it, if appropriate organizational structures and
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attitudes are not in place (1998). Lewis also found that even with these things in place, virtual
team members have to buy into this method of work for it to succeed (1998).

Trust is a critical element in healthy group development; however, it appears to be more
tenuous in purely virtual teams (teams that never physically get together) (Wheelan, 1994). In
their article, “TRUST AND VIRTUAL TEAMS,” Sirkka Jarvenpaa of the University of Texas at
Austin and Dorothy Leidner of INSEAD in Fontainebleau, France discuss how trust is
established in virtual teams versus colocated teams (Coutu, 1998). They studied 29 virtual
teams, which only communicated by e-mail, by examining their e-mail communications and
found that virtual teams tend to either establish or not establish trust at the outset (1998). In the
case of colocated team members, trust tends to be built over time and in stages, one stage
building on the other (1998). Therefore, the authors say team leaders and members need to be
very careful what they say in their initial messages to one another, as they found it sets the tone
for the entire project (1998). In a virtual team environment, the old adage, "you never get a
second chance to make a first impression" rings truer than ever (1998).

Jessica Lipnack and Jeffrey Stamps say the 21% century way of working requires three
things: purpose, people, and links (1999). In their article, “Virtual Teams”, the authors state that
networked organizations and teams need a clear purpose that has been translated into action steps
to help ensure success. The people on the team need to be autonomous and self-reliant members
and at the same time be able to be interdependent. The links that Lipnack and Stamps mention
go beyond just technological connections; they say face-to-face interaction is a must. With all of
these elements combined, the authors say, “effective, value based, swiftly reconfiguring, high
performance, cost sensitive, and decentralized virtual teams will profoundly reshape our world”

(1999).
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Robert McGarvey confirms that virtual teams help companies decentralize and reduce
travel expenses (1997). He says that with improvements in global communications, teams now
have the means to operate in a virtual environment (McGarvey, 1997). However, without a clear
purpose, specific roles for each member, and the proper equipment and training the team's
effectiveness will be diminished (1997). McGarvey also points out that virtual team members
need to be independent and self motivated. He also says that, "with virtual teams, the traditional
concept of an all-powerful leader has to be forgotten"(1997). He says that virtual teams do not
prosper under controlling leadership. The virtual leader, according to McGarvey, needs to be
clear on the team's purpose and inspire the members to pursue it (1997).

Although the team’s leader and members actually create the product or service within the
virtual team, without the external support and understanding of the greater organization they
would probably fail. In their 1997 book, TOOLS FOR VIRTUAL TEAMS: A TEAM FITNESS
COMPANION, Henry and Hartzler say that sponsors and leaders of virtual teams need to
seriously consider the following in order to help ensure success: (a) Spend the time and money
necessary for a team kickoff meeting; (b) develop a plan addressing the team's goals and
strategies; (c) train members in the use of virtual team software and hardware, and
methodologies for joint problem-solving, database management, and project management; (d)
emphasize the need to share critical information; (e) expect and require competent performance;
and (f) don't forget the human side of the equation. Failing to consider these elements will
increase a virtual team’s probability of failure (1997).

Frank Symons, of Clark University, studied the power structure of virtual departments,
organizational structures larger than virtual teams (1997). He studied these virtual departments

in different organizational settings for the first ten years of their growth to determine if virtual
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departments break down or reinforce vertical chains and levels of command (1997). What he
found was that the traditional hierarchical power structure was far from being erased or even
reduced. Symons’s research showed that instead of replacing the traditional locations of power,
virtual departments created new electronic power overlays, which kept the power with the same
organizational players. Another interesting finding was that although virtual departments
leverage technology to overcome business problems, the technology has also created new social
tensions (1997). Members of the virtual departments quickly became skilled at exploiting the
technology for personal benefit, by using it to protect against and deflect invasion by others, to
hoard or disguise information, and to avoid electronic surveillance (1997). Symons’ study shows
the darker side of virtual work groups and highlights the need for honest, mature, self-reliant, and
competent group members.

In actuality, it is not enough to have honest, mature, self-reliant, and competent team
leaders and members; successful virtual teams must have the appropriate hardware and software
(Webster, 1995). The team’s technology needs vary based on the task they are pursuing. For
example, Ford Motor Company uses a sophisticated video link with data exchange capabilities,
provided by Silicon Graphics, Inc., to enable their car designers in Ford’s Global Design Center
in Dearborn, MI to collaborate with machinists in the milling facility in Turin, Italy (Webster,
1995). Other virtual teams simply use a standard PC with a small Internet video camera and
common software, like Microsoft’s NetMeeting, to conduct their virtual team meetings and
business (Hibbard, 1998). The fact of the matter is, the two most used virtual team tools are the
telephone and e-mail, so today just about any organization with a need to form a virtual team has

the means necessary to accomplish this (Lipnack & Stamps, 2000).
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Erran Carmel, an expert in virtual software teams, says that in order for virtual teams to
be able to effectively communicate they must have multiple communication channels with lots of
redundancy (Garner, 1999). He says this is a virtual team necessity, which requires sponsor and
leader support. He also concurs with most of the previous authors on the importance of a face-
to-face kickoff meeting for virtual teams. He says these get-togethers build relationships and
trust, which lead to teams that are more effective. He also recommends that virtual teams
occasionally take time to strengthen and maintain their interpersonal relationships through virtual
retreats. This can be done on conference calls or in chat rooms where team members discuss
personal matters not related to the project.

Not everyone is sold on virtual teams; some industry observers say that geographically
dispersed work groups are incapable of true teamwork (Melymuka, 1997). The arguments
against virtual teams include that they are difficult to design, counterintuitive, complex, and
often less productive than teams working together in person (1997). Despite these arguments,
the number of virtual teams is growing, driven by the globalization of industries, downsizing

(thinning the expertise in the technical ranks), and shrinking travel budgets (1997).

Summary

This chapter was divided into two sections. The first section examined selected literature
on the characteristics of successful colocated teams. Findings show that although each theorist
had their own unique set of characteristics for successful colocated teams, there were also
commonalities among the different sets of characteristics. For example, a clear purpose,

competent team members, mutual and individual accountability, and good leadership appear on
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many of the theorists’ lists. There is also evidence that proximity or co-location is beneficial to
team communication, team development, team problem solving, and team creativity.

The second section of the chapter examined selected literature on the characteristics of
successful virtual teams. Findings showed three common themes in the literature: (a) difficulty
in the development of trust among virtual team members; (b) recommendations for a face-to-face
meeting of virtual team members early in the team’s development; and (c) virtual teams must
have the appropriate hardware and software necessary to communicate, meet, and make
decisions in a virtual environment.

Analysis of the literature also revealed that virtual teams are an increasingly popular
method of accomplishing work within organizations. Reasons for this include all the benefits of
colocated teams (creativity, task focus, ability to handle complex problems) plus the flexibility in
staffing the team, being able to get team members closer to the customer, and overall cost
reductions.

With global competition between companies getting keener every year, the need to have
the best talent on each and every team has become a necessity. The added need to trim costs and
cut down on nonproductive travel time requires a solution. Many organizations have turned to

virtual teams as their answer.

Statement of the Problem

There is extensive research on the characteristics of successful teams in colocated

environments, but less so for virtual environments. Much of what has been written about virtual
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teams relates to communication and related technologies, not characteristics or best practices of
successful virtual teams.

The issues of trust, an initial face-to-face meeting, and proper hardware and software are
recurrent themes in the literature on virtual teams. However, beyond these broad needs, what
other unique characteristics and best practices promote success in virtual teams? In order to
further our understanding and optimize the use of virtual teams, additional research into the

unique characteristics and best practices of successful virtual teams is needed.



CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to better understand the characteristics and best practices
that promote and sustain successful virtual teams. With the numbers of virtual teams increasing,
industrial/organizational psychologists and team sponsors need to know more about how these
teams function. This increased knowledge will help both better support virtual teams, thereby

improving team performance.

Research Design

The qualitative research design of this study was an organizational case study. As such,
it was an in-depth investigation of a small number of virtual team members in an attempt to
discover the characteristics and best practices of successful virtual teams (Leedy & Ormrod,
2001, p. 149). This exploratory study examined successful virtual team members from the
information technology (IT) industry.

Advantages of an organizational-case study include realism and the richness of data,
which can reveal the nature of a particular phenomenon (Leedy & Ormrod, 2001, p. 148). Along
with the advantages come some disadvantages, such as the lack of researcher control over
variables and difficulty analyzing and interpreting all the data gathered (Yin, 1989). Despite
these drawbacks, an organizational-case study appeared to be the most appropriate research

design for this study.



Virtual Teams 20

Population

Participants were experienced virtual team members from the information technology
(IT) industry. Eight IT companies were selected using Web 100, which tracks the largest (by
revenue) U.S. and international companies (2003). Web 100 provides a comprehensive
breakdown by industry of who is leading and who is lagging using industry standard categories.
The eight IT companies were all industry leaders in their specialty (e.g. hardware, software,
telecommunications).

Each IT company was asked to identify an individual with extensive experience on
successful virtual teams; someone they consider a virtual team expert. This person should have
had a minimum of three years experience on at least three successful virtual teams. They should
also have had experience on traditional face-to-face teams, be able to speak English and have a
willingness to participate in the study. Participants were from the US, male and female, and

ranged in age from 40 to 60 years old.

Sample

In many case studies only one subject is studied in depth for a specified period of time.
A classic example of this is Breuer and Freud’s case study of Anna O. (Hunt, 1994, p. 171).
However, in this collective case study, eight participants were studied in depth to allow for
comparison and generalization (Leedy & Ormrod, 2001, p. 149). A diverse mix of participants

was achieved for this study, even though they were selected by nonprobability sampling (Simon
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& Francis, 1998, p. 91). Therefore age, gender, and ethnicity were not significant factors in this

study.

Methods and Procedures

Eight IT organizations were solicited to provide the name of a virtual team leader or
member who was highly experienced with successful virtual teams, experienced with successful
colocated teams, could speak English, and was willing to participate in the study.

Once the eight participants were identified they were sent an informed consent form (see
Appendix A) and a questionnaire (see Appendix B) to fill out. Upon completion and return of
the consent form and questionnaire, participants were scheduled for an interview. On the agreed-
upon date and time, the researcher conducted a recorded telephone structured interview (see
Appendix C).

The interviews were to follow up on any questions raised by the participants’ responses
on the questionnaires, as well as an opportunity to explore topics of particular interest in greater
depth. After the interview, participants were thanked for their assistance and told that they may
receive a copy of the completed study if they so desire. Data gathered was then analyzed for

underlying themes and characteristics.
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Data Collection Instruments

A questionnaire and structured interview (see Appendix B & C) were used to gather data
from participants. Both have characteristic strengths and weaknesses.

Strengths of the interview include that they are flexible, adaptable, and the interviewer
can pick up on verbal cues when done face-to-face or on the phone. Weaknesses of the interview
include that they are time consuming, some people are reluctant to participate in them, and notes
of the interview must be transcribed. Considerations and workarounds for interviews include
planning ahead to ensure the effective use of the time for all involved. When face-to-face
interviews are not possible, the researcher must pay close attention to the participants’ tone and
inflection when they respond to questions on the telephone. Also, a recorder should be used to
help accurately capture the participants’ responses.

Questionnaire strengths include that they are very efficient in terms of time and effort for
participants. A large number of questions can be asked of participants in a uniformed way
without undue researcher bias. Questionnaires can be administered electronically, over the web,
or via pencil and paper with regular mail. Some weaknesses of questionnaires include difficulty
in developing comprehensive inquiries, development takes time and skill, and interpreting the
data gathered can sometimes be difficult because of its volume. Considerations in the use of
questionnaires include taking time to design a questionnaire that addresses all of the researcher's

areas of interest. The questionnaire should also be visually appealing and easy to navigate.
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Validity and Reliability

For the findings of any study to be useful they must be seen as trustworthy (Robson,
1993, p. 66). The two key elements in establishing this trust are validity and reliability. Validity
refers to the extent to which the study achieved the purpose for which it was designed (Simon &
Francis, 1998, p. 70), and reliability refers to the consistency of measurements of a particular
phenomena (Leedy & Ormrod, 2001, p. 31).

In qualitative research there are numerous strategies for supporting the validity of
findings, including comparing multiple data sources, spending extensive time in the field,
negative case analysis, thick description, feedback from colleagues in the field, and respondent
validation (Leedy & Ormrod, 2001, p. 106). To ensure the validity of findings from this study
the researcher compared multiple sources of data (eight participants from different companies)
and used respondent validation of conclusions during interviews with each study participant.

To ensure reliability of data gathered in a qualitative study the researcher must be aware
of and try to mitigate the affects of errors and biases (Robson, 1993, p. 67). To reduce errors in
this study, the researcher field-tested the questionnaire to ensure the questions were interpreted
the same way by several different people. In addition, after the questionnaires were returned
from the study participants, the researcher conducted a telephonic interview with each participant
to ensure there was no misinterpretation of any of the questions and clarify any unclear
participant responses. Mitigating participant and researcher bias in the study was challenging.
The researcher not only had to be cognizant of participant and researcher bias and their potential

influence on the study, he also had to continually evaluate data gathered and data gathering
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techniques to ensure they were not compromised by these biases. Awareness and vigilance were

the researcher’s watchwords to mitigate the influence of biases.

Research Questions

What are the characteristics of successful virtual teams?
1. Are the characteristics similar to successful colocated teams?
2. Is continuous performance measurement necessary for successful virtual teams?

3. How important is an understanding of and commitment to a superordinate goal for
virtual teams?

4. Is team size significant?

What are the best practices of successful virtual teams with regard to:
1. Virtual team-building?
2. Addition and removal of team members?
3. Establishing and capturing group norms?

4, Building and sustaining team cohesion/esprit de corps?
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Data Collection and Analysis Procedures

Each participant was sent a questionnaire which addresses all research questions (see
Appendix B). After it was completed and returned, each participant was interviewed by
telephone (see Appendix C). This interview was recorded for further analysis.

Data gathered during the study was then analyzed using the following steps (Leedy &
Ormrod, 2001) :

(a) Organize the data into a logical order.

(b) Categorize data into meaningful groups.

(c) Interpret data in relation to other data and the overall study.

(d) Identify underlying themes, patterns, and characteristics.

(¢) Synthesize an overall portrait of the case study.

Expected Findings

Based on research of the literature and personal experience with virtual teams and virtual
team members, the researcher expects the overall characteristics of successful virtual teams will
be similar to those of colocated teams. However, the researcher expects there will be some
important distinctions. For example, the researcher believes that a clearly identified team leader
with an engaged hands-on leadership style will be important to success. Sharing of the
leadership role will be less important to success. The researcher also expects to find that

successful virtual teams are more structured and more formal in their planning, organizing,
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implementing, and controlling of the teams” work. Virtual teams will also have more structured
and formal role assignment/management and established virtual team meeting protocols.

In regard to best practices, the researcher does not know how successful virtual teams
conduct team building, develop group norms, add or remove team members, or create and
sustain a sense of esprit de corps. However, the researcher suspects that many successful virtual
teams meet face-to-face early in their development and spend time together establishing
relationships and trust. Normally, during this face-to face “kickoff” meeting the virtual teams

explicitly develop ground rules for working with one another in the virtual environment.



CHAPTER 4. RESULTS

This chapter presents the results of a qualitative study conducted to better understand the
characteristics and best practices that promote and sustain successful virtual teams. The specific
research questions investigated were:

One. What are the characteristics of successful virtual teams?
1. Are the characteristics similar to successful colocated teams?
2. Is continuous performance measurement necessary for successful virtual teams?

3. How important is an understanding of and commitment to a superordinate goal for
virtual teams?

4. Is team size significant?
Two. What are the best practices of successful virtual teams with regard to:
1. Virtual team-building?
2. Addition and removal of team members?
3. Establishing and capturing group norms?

4. Building and sustaining team cohesion/esprit de corps?

The results of this research are presented in four main sections. The first section
describes how the study was conducted. The next section presents the demographics of the
sample population. The third part is data on virtual team characteristics and it is subdivided into
results from survey questions, interview questions, and a summary. The final section is data on
virtual team best practices and it is also subdivided into results from survey questions, interview

questions, and a summary.
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Description of the Study

This study was designed as an organizational case study. It investigated a small number
of experienced virtual team members from the information technology (IT) industry to discover
the characteristics and best practices of successful virtual teams.

Eight IT companies were selected to participate in the study. They were chosen by using
Web 100, which tracks the largest (by revenue) U.S. and international companies (2003). Each
of the eight IT companies was an industry leader in its specialty (e.g. computers, software,
telecommunications) and was also listed in the Standard and Poors (S&P) 500 stock index of
publicly traded companies. Over a period of four months, four of the selected eight IT
companies agreed to participate in the study.

Each of the four participating IT companies was asked to identify an individual with
extensive experience on successful virtual teams--someone they considered a virtual team expert.
The person needed a minimum of three years experience on at least three successful virtual
teams. They also needed experience on traditional face-to-face teams, English proficiency, and a
willingness to participate in the study (see Appendix E).

Two of the IT companies complied, each providing the name of one experienced virtual
team volunteer. The other two IT companies each provided the names of four experienced
virtual team volunteers. This resulted in 10 nominated study participants.

Each of the 10 participants was sent an informed consent form (see Appendix A) and a
25-question survey (see Appendix B). The first 10 survey questions dealt with virtual team
characteristics and the remaining 15 questions investigated virtual team best practices. Upon

completion and return of the consent form and questionnaire, participants were scheduled for an
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interview. Nine of the 10 participants returned the consent form and questionnaire. One of the 9
returned surveys was not included in the study results because the participant had minimal virtual
team experience. This left 8 qualified volunteers and 8 usable surveys (N=8).

The remaining 8 participants were contacted to set a date and time for a follow-on
telephone interview (see Appendix C). Seven of the 8 participants granted follow-on interviews.
These interviews asked participants questions to clarify survey responses and to validate themes
developed from survey responses (see Appendix D, follow-on questions). There were 25 follow-
on interview questions (FIQ). The first 12 investigated virtual team characteristics and the

remaining 13 interview questions dealt with virtual team best practices.

Demographics

All participants in the study were employed in the information technology (IT) sector.
Job titles included project manager, director, and managing partner. Ages ranged from 40 — 60
years old. Gender of participants included 3 females and 5 males.

The participants’ years of experience with colocated teams averaged 18 years. The
number of colocated teams worked with averaged 44. Of those colocated teams, the average
number of successful ones was 34, and the typical lifespan of these colocated teams averaged 11
months.

The participants’ years of experience with virtual teams averaged 7 years. They worked
on an average of 23 virtual teams. The number of those virtual teams that were successful

averaged 19, and the typical lifespan of these virtual teams averaged 10 months.
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All eight participants in the study held various positions on both colocated and virtual
teams, including member, leader, subject matter expert, and sponsor. However, only 3

participants were team sponsors and of those only 2 had sponsored virtual teams.

Virtual Team Characteristics

To discover the characteristics of successful virtual teams, a 25-question survey was sent
to each participant. Questions 1 -10 examined virtual team characteristics and the remaining 15
survey questions dealt with virtual team best practices. The first 10 questions investigated
characteristics of both colocated and virtual teams. The questions were closed-ended, asking
participants to choose from a list of characteristics. The responses to those questions were
compiled and follow-on questions were developed based on emerging themes. Participants were

asked the follow-on questions during their interview.

Survey Data on Virtual Team Characteristics

In the first part of the questionnaire, participants were asked what were the characteristics
of the successful colocated teams they had worked on in the past? They were then asked to pick
the top three characteristics that they felt were most important to their colocated teams’ success.
Finally, participants were asked what characteristics were least important to the success of their

colocated teams. Table 1 reflects the number of participants selecting a particular characteristic.
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Table 1. Characteristics of Successful Colocated Teams

Characteristics Overall Top Three Least
Important

A clear and superordinate goal 4 1 2
A collaborative environment 7 7 0
A result driven structure 6 0 1
Standards of excellence 5 1 0
Competent team members 7 1 1
External support and recognition 1 0 6
Continuous performance measurement 3 0 3
Collective decision making 7 2 0
Small number of team members 3 0 4
Members properly matched with roles 5 2 3
Commitment to a superordinate goal 5 0 2
Specific objectives 4 0 0
Individual and mutual accountability 8 3 0
High mutual trust among members 6 4 1
Focus and direction provided by team 7 2 0
leader and organizational structure

Other — daily face-to-face interactions 1 1 0

The characteristics of successful colocated teams most often selected were: individual
and mutual accountability (n==8), a collaborative environment (n=7), competent team members
(n=7), collective decision making (n=7), and focus and direction provided by team leader and
organizational structure (n=7). When asked to pick the top three characteristics, participants
overwhelmingly chose, a collaborative environment (7=7) as the top pick. High mutual trust
among members (n=4) and individual and mutual accountability (n=3) were the next two most
selected characteristics of the top three. The characteristic selected as least important to success
of a colocated team was external support and recognition (n=6), followed by small number of

team members (n=4) and continuous performance measurement (n=3).
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Participants in the study were then asked about the overall characteristics of the
successful virtual teams they had worked with in the past? They were asked to pick the top three
characteristics that they felt were most important to their virtual team’s success. Finally,
participants were asked what characteristics were least important to the success of their virtual

teams. Table 2 reflects the number of participants selecting a particular characteristic.

Table 2. Characteristics of Successful Virtual Teams

Least

Characteristics Overall Top Three Tmportant

A clear and superordinate goal

A collaborative environment

A result driven structure

Standards of excellence

Competent team members

External support and recognition
Continuous performance measurement
Collective decision making

Small number of team members
Members properly matched with roles
Commitment to a superordinate goal
Specific objectives

Individual and mutual accountability
High mutual trust among members
Focus and direction provided by team
leader and organizational structure
Other —
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The characteristics of successful virtual teams most often selected were: individual and
mutual accountability (n=7), focus and direction provided by team leader and organizational
structure (n=7), a result driven structure (n=6), and high mutual trust among members (n=6).
When asked to pick the top three characteristics, participants chose, focus and direction provided

by team leader and organizational structure (»=4), high mutual trust among members (n=3), and
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a clear and superordinate goal (n=3). The characteristics selected as least important to success of
a virtual team were external support and recognition (n=5) and continuous performance
measurement (n=5). In subsequent questions, participants said virtual teams were more (n=5)
creative, more (n=6) task focused, and more (n=4) capable of dealing with complex problems

than individuals working on a project in a serial fashion.

Interview Data on Virtual Team Characteristics

Based on the responses to the first 10 survey questions, 12 follow-on questions related to
successful virtual team characteristics were developed for interviews. These questions were
closed-ended, asking participants whether or not certain characteristics were descriptive of
successful virtual teams.

During follow-on interviews, participants were asked if the following characteristics
accurately portrayed successful virtual teams: a clear and superordinate goal, commitment to a
super ordinate goal, specific objectives, a result-driven structure, focus and direction provided by
team leader and organizational structure, competent team members, individual and mutual
accountability, and high mutual trust among members. All interviewed participants (n=7) agreed
that these characteristics accurately portrayed successful virtual teams.

All interviewed participants (n=7) said that a clear and superordinate goal and focus and
direction provided by the team leader and organizational structure were very important to the
success of virtual teams. Most interviewed participants (n=6) said that external support and

recognition and continuous performance measurement were not very important to the success of
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virtual teams. One interviewee said that external support and recognition did play a role in the
success of their virtual teams.

Interviewed participants were asked, based on their experience, if most virtual team
members were highly competent, had high standards of excellence, and were individually and
mutually accountable. Five interviewees said yes and 2 said no. The 2 that said no, commented
that many virtual team members on previous virtual teams lacked one or more of these
characteristics. Interviewees were then asked if organizations were more selective when
choosing members for virtual teams. Three participants said organizations were more selective.
They indicated that in order to succeed with a virtual team, members needed a different
mentality, so their organizations tried to select those that were self-motivated, self-reliant, and
self-actualizing. However, 4 participants said organizations were not more selective when
choosing members for virtual teams. Participants said that selection for membership on a virtual
team was often determined by a potential member’s availability, and that frequently no thought
was given to a potential new member’s ability or inclination to work on a virtual team. They
also said that members were assigned to virtual teams because virtual teams are the
organization’s most cost effective means of accomplishing work, and if an employee wanted to
stay with the organization, they needed to perform well on virtual teams.

When asked if a small number of team members was important to the success of virtual
teams, most (7=5) participants said no. However, 2 interviewees said that although a virtual
team’s size did not have to be small; size does have an impact on performance. They stated that
with too many team members, management can become a logistical nightmare, and with too few
members, the team may not have the necessary skills to accomplish the assigned task. When

asked what the optimum size for a virtual team was; 4 participants recommended a variety of
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team sizes ranging from 5 to 20 members; 2 participants said it depended on the team’s task; and
1 participant said the number was not important, what was important was an understanding of the
team’s goal. Participants were then asked how many virtual team members was too many and 5
participants offered a variety of responses ranging from more than 12 to more than 50. The other
2 participants said it depends on the individual members on the team and how they work
together.

Participants were then asked what was the best aspect of working on a virtual team. Two
(n=2) said it was working with members from around the globe, the diversity, and the different
perspectives. Two others (n=2) said it was the freedom to run their own lives and schedule their
own work activities. Three participants (n=3) said working from home had several additional
positive aspects including no travel/commute time, the lack of office politics, not being bogged
down by co-worker interruptions, and being able to concentrate on work. For three (n=3), the
worst aspect of working on a virtual team was feeling isolated, the lack of face-to-face contact
with team members, and the associated difficulty in being unable to read people’s body
language. One said a negative aspect was being overlooked by superiors because of a lack of
face-time. Another said it was the difficulty of trying to motivate people without physically
being there. One participant said the worst aspect of working on a virtual team was the
reluctance of highly trained technical people to learn the communications skills necessary to
succeed in a virtual environment. One said it just took a lot of time and discipline to develop
relationships in a virtual environment. Another interviewee said that the worst aspect was she
was working more hours in the virtual environment, more than she use to work in traditional
office settings. She said this happened because she felt uncomfortable not responding to

teammates several time zones away that were still working on project tasks, even though she had
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already worked a full day. She felt this need to respond because the business computer and
communication equipment was there in her house and she could hear her phone ringing or her

computer chime announcing new e-mail.

Summary of Data on Virtual Team Characteristics

In summary and in response to the first research question; What are the characteristics of
successful virtual teams? Successful virtual teams tend to have the following characteristics: a
clear and superordinate goal, commitment to a superordinate goal, specific objectives, a result-
driven structure, focus and direction provided by team leader and organizational structure,
competent team members, individual and mutual accountability, and high mutual trust among
members.

Are the characteristics similar to successful colocated teams? Yes, the data revealed that
successful virtual teams’ characteristics were similar to successful colocated teams in several
ways. High mutual trust among team members, individual and mutual accountability, and focus
and direction provided by team leader and organizational structure were important to the success
of both virtual and colocated teams. Although a collaborative environment and collective
decision-making were characteristics of successful colocated teams, these characteristics were
not found to be very important to the success of virtual teams.

Is continuous performance measurement necessary for successful virtual teams?

Not according to study participants; continuous performance measurement and external support
and recognition were not viewed as necessary for the success of virtual teams. These

characteristics were not viewed as necessary for the success of colocated teams either.
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How important is an understanding of and commitment to a superordinate goal for virtual
teams? Fundamental.. understanding of and commitment to a clear and superordinate goal were
seen as very important to the success of virtual teams by participants. The data revealed that
these characteristics help the team visualize where they are going and help them work together
toward their common goal.

Is team size significant? Yes, according to the data, for virtual teams, and colocated
teams, team size is significant. In many cases, the team’s task helps determine the size of the
team. However, participants said teams can be too small or too large to effectively perform their
assigned tasks. If a virtual team is too small it may not have the requisite talent onboard. Ifit is

too large it could be a logistical nightmare.

Virtual Team Best Practices

The last 15 questions of the 25 question survey focused on the best practices of
successful virtual teams. These questions were open-ended in nature, asking participants based
on their experience their views on various virtual team best practices. Responses to the questions
were compiled and follow-on questions were developed based on emerging themes. Participants

were then asked the follow-on questions during their interviews (see Appendix D).

Survey Data on Virtual Team Best Practices

Participants provided numerous and varied responses to survey questions 11 —25. In

order to accurately and clearly present this data, participants were randomly assigned a letter
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code, A through H. This letter code was then associated with all survey and interview responses
from that participant. In this section, research data are presented after survey questions 11 - 17.
However, responses to multipart survey questions 18 — 25 are presented in narrative and chart

form.

Question 11: What was the best practice for ensuring team members understood the team’s

purpose?

A — A practice of collective leadership — all team members participate in the leadership role.
Routine status updates and discussion around team goals & objectives.

B - Review and gain acceptance during the kickoff meeting. Take the time to get everyone’s
questions, concerns, suggestions into open discussion.

C — Team goals, clear mission, leadership.
D — Multiple teleconferences with the team and having the team members share their approach.

E - The team’s purpose was introduced in the kickoff meeting and reiterated throughout the
project on team calls and in decision making discussions.

F — Bring together the virtual team for a kickoff meeting.

G — Clear communication of project goals, timelines, and assigned tasks.

H — Have he/she restate purpose in his/her own words. Review initial work to ensure work
direction is consistent with purpose.

Question 12: What was the best practice for developing commitment to the team’s purpose and

to one another?

A — Treat people like adults — collaborative rather than directive style of leadership. Lots of
ongoing conversation.

B — Starting at kickoff and continuing throughout the project, review what is working, who can
help who, what is needed and highlight individual results.
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C — Leadership & matching team roles to people.

D — To gain commitment to the team, we had the project sponsor address the team. The sponsor
explained the purpose, requested and outlined the commitment required to complete project.

E — The team is most committed to purpose when the vision is co-developed by the team itself.
F — Alignment of individual goals within the context of superordinate team goal.

G — Strong project management lead by a strong project manager who measures progress against
specific metrics.

H — Good communication, collaborative climate, and consistent standard of excellence.

Question 13: What was the best practice for encouraging the development of positive
interpersonal relationships and trust among team members?

A — Allowing time for social interaction at regular meetings. Treating each other with respect.
Include members in direction setting. Acknowledge contributions.

B - Reinforce positive accomplishments of team members’ combined work effort.
C - Conference calls with whole team participation.

D - By having the team member mentor the entire team on his area of expertise or a tool
required to complete the project.

E — Frequent communication.

F — Frequent contact, electronic as well as face-to-face when possible. Timely and quick
response to team member e-mails.

G — Make it a foregone conclusion! If they can’t work together then we can’t be successful, then
none of us will stay employed.

H — Open communication. Clear history of actions backing up statements.
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Question 14: What was the best practice for monitoring and managing team member stress?

A — Ongoing communication concerning workload, outside stresses, family, health. Ability to be
flexible with schedules.

B — One-on-one conversations. Ask open questions listen for stress related comments, missed
deadlines, poor work products.

C — Frequent checkpoint conversations.
D — Weekly meeting with team members.

E — Different team members have different best practices — some need to discuss, some need to
be left alone, some need additional challenges, etc.

F — Team dashboard that continuously reflects team’s progress. Awareness — trust — moved the
team’s progress.

G — Daily contact with each team member.

H — Clear understanding of problem domain area and efforts required. Open communication.

Question 15: What was the best practice for monitoring and managing team member conflict?
A — Continuous relationship building.

B — Watch and listen for negative comments, refusing to work together, one-on-one
conversations followed by conflict management.

C — Telephone conversations, one on one.

D — Weekly meeting with the full team...In this meeting each member discussed
accomplishments, risks, issues, and critical path tasks. This usually highlighted team member
conflict. In some cases, a separate meeting was required.

E — Focus on customer — very little team conflict.

F — Surfacing team conflict at the earliest possible opportunity and attempt to resolve it —
difference of opinion, okay — but team leader will decide.

G — Immediate escalation.

H - Be direct and consistent
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Question 16: What was the best practice for monitoring and managing team member morale?

A — Open, ongoing team communication — check in around allocation of work — flexibility with
work assignments.

B — Monitoring is easier than managing. In the past, I have sent dinner certificates, candy, movie
passes, etc. good for two.

C — Telephone conversation.

D — In our weekly meeting, each team member was asked how were things going before closing
the meeting.

E — Frequent communication — notes, awards for small accomplishments or implementation of
creative solutions.

F — Member’s language, voice, & e-mails.
G — Rewards based on project milestone completion, i.e. dinners, cash bonus.

H — Work needs to be rewarding and creative approaches to problem solving, etc.

Question 17: What was the best practice for adding and removing members to the team?
A — Giving adequate time for members to transition or rearrange workload.

B — Team announcements highlighting positive contributions of those leaving & skills of those
joining,

C — Keeping the goals in mind & involving people with the correct skills to meet those goals.

D — After going through the selection process, the final candidate was given a week to call other
team members to discuss the project, teaming, and other interests. After a week, a decision to
join the team was required. In a virtual team, I never had to remove a member.

E — No response.

F — Team concurrence.

G — No response.

H — Open communication with existing team members.
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The survey then asked if their teams had any face-to-face meetings? Seven said yes and
only 1 said no. They were asked to describe when these face-to-face meetings took place: 4 said,
initially, for a kick-off meeting; 1 said, at regularly scheduled intervals; and 3 said, as problems
arose. Four participants said they had these face-to-face meetings when budgets allowed them to
be held. When asked if these face-to-face meetings had any affect on the team’s performance, all
that had such meetings (n=7) said it was positive. They were then asked to what did they
attributed this positive affect on performance. They responded:
A — The sense of familiarity and relationship building that took place.

B — Getting to know each other in a face-to-face situation, direct interactive conversation,
interpersonal relationship development.

C — No response.

D — Could not develop a solution in conference calls — had to be face-to-face.

E — An opportunity to discuss details, interpersonal conversations.

F — Putting a face to the voice/e-mail and non-verbal communication.

G — Ability to communicate problem components more clearly.

H — Builds better working relationships.

Participants were then asked how long the affect lasted. 6 said it lasted for the life of the team
and 1 said the affect lasted 1 month. One participant clarified what he meant when he chose the
statement the affect lasted for the life of the team, by saying the affect lasted as long as the
person that attended the face-to-face meeting was on the team. He further clarified that this was
often not the lifespan of the team because high turnover was a big problem for his organization’s

virtual teams.
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The survey inquired if time was set aside early on to develop explicit team norms (e.g.
respect one another, be prepared for meetings, etc.)? Only 3 participants said yes, the remaining
5 said no. The participants that responded yes were asked how this was done. They responded:
B — During the face-to-face kickoff meeting & follow-on meetings when budgets allowed.
E — In the kickoff meeting — we developed the list of best practices for successful teams.
F — Explicit agreement on norms during kick-off meeting.
The participants that responded no to the initial question were asked if implicit team norms
(unspoken rules for interacting with one another) developed. All 5 said yes. These participants
were then asked which of the implicit norms were most apparent to them. They responded:
A — Collaborative style of meeting team objectives.

D — Be on time for teleconference, meeting not to extend beyond allocated time, be prepared for
meetings.

G — Polite consideration of all view points.

H —~ On individual basis.

The survey asked if time was set aside for team-building activities with their virtual team.
Three said yes and 5 said no. Those responding yes were asked which team-building activities
were most effective. They said:
A — One’s that focused on the social side — getting to know one another.
E — Cultural or sports side trips in evening.
F — Spending time together — social as well as formal.

The survey then asked participants if their team members received training to help them
with interpersonal relationships in a virtual environment. All (n=8) said no. When asked if their

team members received training to help them with virtual environment etiquette and protocols?
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All (n=8) said no. Participants were then asked if their team members received training to help
them with the hardware and software they would be using in the virtual environment. Only 2
said yes. The remaining 6 said no. The 2 that responded yes said the training virtual team
members received was:
A — On the job training (OJT)

F — Online & continuous IT support.

The last two questions of the survey dealt with the frequency of use of different
communication modes employed in team work and socializing. The modes of communication
included: face-to-face, voicemail, groupware, telephone, mail, videoconference, teleconference,
e-mail, and fax. Participants were asked to assign each mode of communication with a
frequency of use by applying one of the following terms: Never, Infrequently, Occasionally,
Frequently, or Always. Each of the frequencies were weighted as follows: Never = 0,
Infrequently = 1, Occasionally = 2, Frequently = 3, and Always = 4. Participants’ weighted

responses are represented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Communication Mode Frequency of Use

Participants indicated that the most frequently used modes of communication for
accomplishing virtual team work were e-mail, teleconferencing, voicemail, and the telephone.
The most frequently used modes of communication for virtual team socializing were e-mail,
telephone, and voicemail.

When asked if team members contacted one another for social reasons not directly related
to team tasks, 4 participants responded yes and 4 responded no. The four that responded yes,
were asked how this affected team performance. They said:

A — Beneficial.

C — No problems.

E — Positively.

F — Improved performance and strengthened trust.
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Interview Data on Virtual Team Best Practices

Based on participant responses to survey questions 11 —25, follow-on interview
questions (FIQ) were developed. These 13 questions were probative in nature, asking
participants their views on various successful virtual team best practices. Participant responses
are presented after each follow-on interview question (FIQ). Letter codes assigned to
participants and their responses in the previous section are still associated with the same
participant and their responses presented in this section. Participant F did not participate in an

interview.

FIQ: Based on your experience, what practice works best for virtual team-building?
A — Small talk not about business, it’s important.

B — Get physically together. Especially with key members, they need to have a face with a name
and a voice.

C - Kickoff with a conference call.

D - Log on early to conference call for social chitchat.
E — Having multiple comm. modes and regular calls.
G - Don’t do it, don’t have the time or money for it.

H — Having good interpersonal skills.

FIQ: Does a face-to-face kick-off meeting help with virtual team-building? Why?
A — Yes, and optimally you start with one.

B - Yes, helps with more complex projects.
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C — Definitely yes, even just for a few hours.

D — Extremely important, puts a face with the voice and the name. Also helps in the
understanding of the team’s goal.

E — Yes, when combined with team-building activities it helps build trust.
G - Yes, but there is not a lot of money to do them.

H - Yes, especially when you don’t know the individual. Helps establish relationships.

FIQ: If there was a marginally performing or non-performing virtual team member, were they
removed? If so, how?

A — Not had that happen.

B - Yes, face-to-face. If not called them and explained.

C — Been able to counsel them and turn them around. Personnel would take care of removing
them.

D — Ask them to find another team to be on. Organization reassigns them.
E — Not had to.
G —RIF them.

H — Not had the situation.

FIQ: What was the best way of bringing on new team members to an already established virtual
team?

A — Have them share about themselves during a teleconference with the team.

B — Publish a notice to the team with their bio and resume relative to the team’s needs.

C — Introduced them at a face-to-face meeting. Sent out introduction to the team.

D — Throw them in the mix and give them their tasks and resources. If colocated, assign them to
a mentor.
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E — Formal introduction. Make their starting experience as similar to other team members.
G — Equip them, begin to learn about them, and introduce at weekly conference call.

H — Make them feel they have ownership in the team’s goal. Provide extra communication to
make them feel like a part of the team.

FIQ: Based on your experience, did explicitly developing norms (e.g., respect one another, be
prepared for meetings, etc.) early in the team’s life save time versus letting norms develop
implicitly (unspoken rules for interacting with one another) on their own? How and Why ?

A — With large groups, norms were developed explicitly. Not necessary with smaller groups.
B — Start with explicit ground rules then adjust them as necessary. It’s a living document.

C — It sets expectations. Explicit and implicit norms work concurrently.

D — We let them develop implicitly. Hasn’t been an issue because no one wants to let the other
team members down.

E — Yes it saves time, but people resist doing it explicitly.
G — Do your assigned job professionally.

H — Naturally comes across.

FIQ: What was the best practice for developing a sense of “team” among virtual team
members?
A — A lot of communication, relationship building, and a clear goal.

B — Keep team small. Icebreakers about likes/dislikes, hobbies, etc. seemed to help connect
team members with one another.

C — Give team feeling of input. Consensus on team decisions and processes. Online team
database that team members have posted their profile, hobbies, likes/dislikes.

D — Kickoff meeting. Chitchat before conference calls.

E — A introduction activity and discussing team member questions not related to project.
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G — Money.

H — None.

FIQ: How did the face-to-face meetings help virtual team performance?

A — Had an inclusive effect. Members felt more a part of the team. Enhanced comm..

B — Allows team to relate a face with a name and a voice. Helps them visualize their teammates.
C — They put a face to a name. Helps them understand one another.

D — Put face, voice, and name together. Added a sense of accountability.

E — Camaraderie, wanted to do things for one another.

G — Meeting held at a nice venue, people get to know one another.

H — Establish relationships, associate face with name and voice, and networking.

FIQ: Participants in the study indicated that virtual team members did not receive training to
help them with interpersonal relationships in a virtual environment. Do you think such training
would improve team performance? How? Why?

A — Yes, some people need more info on how to do this.

B — Yes, virtual teams are just thrown together.

C — Yes, it would be helpful.

D — May help if not experienced. Not significant for my team.

E — Yes, if you can get them to do it.

G - Yes, on the job training.

H — Might help inexperienced.
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FIQ: Participants in the study indicated that virtual team members did not receive training on
virtual environment etiquette and protocols. Do you think such training would improve team
performance? How? Why?
A — Yes, teach what’s appropriate for e-mail. Stop stream of consciousness e-mails.
B — Yes, definitely agree. On phones people must exhibit a higher degree of etiquette.
C — Yes, I think it would help people.
D — No, my members are very experienced.
E — No, team is experienced.
G - Yes, but not hard to learn.

H - Yes, if not experienced.

FIQ: Participants in the study indicated that virtual team members did not receive training on the
hardware and software they would be using in the virtual environment. Do you think such
training would improve team performance? How? Why?

A — Yes, most people get some OJT.

B - Not experienced that problem.

C — Definitely yes, biggest learning curve. One of the biggest gotchas.

D — Not significant. All members are very experienced and use a standardized software suite.

E — No, already experienced.

G — No, people get needed training.

H - Yes, if not knowledgeable. Provide them competent training and support resources.

FIQ: Participants in the study indicated that virtual team members most often used e-mail,

voicemail, teleconference, and the telephone to accomplish work. Video conferencing was the
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least used mode of communication. Is video conferencing available to you and your team
members? If so, do you use it? If not, why not? How would you improve it?

A —Don’t use it. Requires trip to room with equipment. Better video cameras for home PCs.
B — Not available. Don’t use it.
C — Don’t use it because I work from home. To use it I have to go to an office.

D — Not available. Ifit was, I’d have to go to an office. Prefer sending a PowerPoint
presentation and using instant messaging (text) to discuss.

E — Not available. I’d use it if it was available.

G — Cost too much. Web cast works well enough.

H - Not readily available. Use NetMeeting. Would have to travel to use videoconferencing.
Logistics and reservation hassles.

FIQ: Participants in the study indicated that virtual team members most often used the

telephone, e-mail, and voicemail for social interaction with virtual team members.

51

Is communication with virtual team members for social reasons not directly related to team tasks

encouraged or discouraged by your organization?

A —Don’t know.

B — Not one way or the other.

C — Encouraged. Develops camaraderie and mentoring relationships.
D — Encouraged.

E — Not addressed.

G - Encouraged

H — Personally encourage it. Not sure of formal organizational position.
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FIQ: Does the social interaction of virtual team members help or hinder team performance?
How?
A — Helps by breaking down barriers.
B - Helps the team gel.
C —Helps. Especially instant messaging.
D — Helps break the ice and allows team members to get to know one another.
E — Helps develop camaraderie. We use instant messaging.
G — Helps. Single best way is instant messaging.

H — Helps provide a better appreciation for each others perspective.

Summary of Data on Virtual Team Best Practices

This section of the chapter presents data on a variety of virtual team best practices.
Specifically, it helps answer the second research question; What are the best practices of
successful virtual teams with regard to: (a) virtual team-building, (b) addition and removal of
team members, (c) establishing and capturing group norms, and (d) building and sustaining team

cohesion?

Best Practices for Virtual Team-Building

Virtual team-building best practices centered around the development of interpersonal

relationships. Most participants said that in the virtual environment, regular social chitchat
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helped their teams mature. Logging on early to a conference call and having short, social
discussions with other team members was important for the team’s development. When team
members were physically colocated, during a kickoff meeting for example, participants indicated
that spending time together socially at cultural or sporting events helped members get to know
one another. All participants that had face-to-face kickoff meetings said they improved team
performance, and the positive affect generally lasted for the life span of the team. Participants
attributed the positive performance affect of face-to-face kickoff meetings to the development of
interpersonal relationships and trust, enhanced communications, and an added sense of mutual
accountability. Data indicated that face-to-face meetings enhanced communication by enabling
team members to put a face with a name and a voice. As beneficial as virtual team-building is,
most participants said that time was not typically set aside for it. Common reasons for this

included tight schedules and limited budgets.

Best Practices for Adding & Removing Virtual Team Members

Best practices for the addition of a new team member to an already existing virtual team
focused on inclusive activities. In the virtual environment, new members were typically
announced via e-mail and telephone. They were introduced to the team by the organization or
team leader sending their biography and resume to other team members. New members were
sometimes required to call all current team members to establish dialogues, and in other cases
new members were introduced during a teleconference and asked to share some personal
background information with the rest of the team. When timelines and budgets permitted, new

team members were introduced at face-to-face meetings. This gave everyone a chance to meet
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the new person and associate a face to the name and voice. The goal was to make the new
member feel like a part of the team with ownership and understanding of the team’s goal. The
best practice for the removal of marginally or non-performing virtual team members was to
explain to them privately, in a face-to-face meeting when possible, the reasons for dismissal.
When a face-to-face meeting was not possible, they were telephoned. For several, formal

reassignment was handled by the organization after receiving notification from the team leader.

Best Practices for Establishing Group Norms

There were no apparent best practices for establishing and capturing group norms in
successful virtual teams. Most participants did not take time to explicitly develop and write
down norms for their virtual teams. The expectation was that people assigned to the teams were
professionals and would conduct themselves as such. Although explicit norm setting was
acknowledged as a time saver, several participants said it was not necessary with small teams
and that experienced professionals tended to resist developing norms explicitly. Even though
most successful virtual teams did not explicitly develop group norms, participants agreed that
implicit norms did develop. The most apparent norms were polite consideration of all

viewpoints, being prepared for meetings, being on time, and sticking to the agenda.

Best Practices for Building Team Cohesion

When building and sustaining team cohesion/esprit de corps among virtual team

members, the best practice was to help connect team members with one another. During the
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early stages of a team’s development, icebreaker activities were used to get members to share
their likes and dislikes, and to discover personal information about one another. These early
activities coupled with ongoing frequent member-to-member communication and social dialogue
helped reinforce a sense of team. Also important to developing team cohesion/esprit de corps
was the team attaining clarity on the team’s goal and consensus on team decisions and processes.
To achieve this, team members were asked to restate in their own words the goal of the team.
Teams regularly reviewed the team’s goal and took the time to get all members’ questions,

concerns, and suggestions into open discussion.






