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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
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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?
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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.






