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Abstract

In today’s global and distributed business

economy, virtual teams are becoming the norm,

rather than the exception. Whether managing a

geographically dispersed workforce or just getting

started with part-time virtual assistants scattered

across the globe, learning to manage and

communicate with virtual teams is essential to

business growth and success in today’s work

culture. A TOWS Matrix is used to structure the

results of the analysis and to identify future virtual

team strategies for the organization. The study

demonstrates that a structured approach is

essential to ensure that the benefits resulting from

virtual teamwork are maximized. Some

fundamentals those are important to understand for

all teamwork -- virtual or in person are the

analysis of this article.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Virtual teams have emerged as a powerful

structure in the contemporary business

environment, and are characterized by the use of

information and communication technologies

(ICTs), radical changes in organizational design,

and the deployment of a multicultural workforce

(Gilson et al, 2014; Greenberg et al., 2007). A

virtual team can deliver large strategic, operational

or commercial projects involving various

concurrent and sequential activities by team

members across various geographical localities

(Lee-Kelley and Shanky, 2008). Virtual team

formation has also been found useful for enabling

organizations to pool the talents of their own

employees, and employees of trading partners to

meet the demands of today's competitive global

environment (Gibson et al, 2014). However, the

natural evolution of virtual teams in a dynamic

business environment can leave many

organizations grappling with a succession of

problems, including: the formalization of virtual

team work processes and strategies (Carter et al.,

2015; Lee, 2009); the role of technology in a virtual

team environment (Clear and MacDonell, 2011;

Bryant et al., 2009); the issue of virtual team

communication (Cramton and Orvis, 2003;

Riopelle et al., 2003); the creation of suitable

organizational structures for virtual team operations

(Bryant et al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2001); and the

interaction of personnel that comprise the virtual

team and their supporters (Hill et al., 2014; Fan et

al., 2011).

To derive the full benefits of the

implemented virtual team structure, it is necessary

to contend with these factors, and to create a

general framework that may usefully incorporate

solutions to the problem areas outlined. Although

there is a wealth of research on a range of issues

associated with virtual teams and collaboration

technologies, no such integrated model is available

to guide the managers of large organizations in the

implementation and management of virtual teams.

This paper fills this research gap by examining the

use of virtual teams and collaboration technology,

using critical success factors derived from the

extent literature. The research is also facilitated by

a practical empirical investigation that is carried-

out in a multinational medical device company.

This allows us to examine virtual teams in an actual

company environment, as opposed to a highly

structured, though artificial, setting in controlled
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laboratory settings. Potential strategies for the

company regarding the use of virtual teams are

explored, and the development of a virtual team

model, covering major strands of the current

research literature, are proposed and discussed.

Critical Success Factors

Several authors have identified critical

factors that attribute to the success of virtual teams.

These are collected and grouped into three main

areas below: organizational structure, team

processes and virtual environment, and people.

Organizational structure

Requirements for successfully supporting

virtual teams, according to Germain and McGuire,

(2014) include: human resource policies to

recognize, support, and reward virtual team

members and leaders; training—both during the

initiation of a virtual team and also on a continuous

basis; a receptive organizational culture; and

continued management support. Rosen et al.,

(2007) emphasize the requirement to provide teams

with the robust, responsive service they need to do

their work efficiently. Shen et al., (2014) focus on

collaboration and technology readiness, positing

previous experience as a critical factor prior to

implementation of the virtual team. They highlight

the need for the organization to have some

experience in collaboration technology before

implementing virtual teams. This includes

collaboration readiness, and technology readiness.

Team processes and the virtual environment

Poltrock and Engelbeck (1999) outline the

requirements for establishing an environment that

can successfully support virtual teaming; including:

providing opportunities for interaction that can

substitute for those experienced in a traditional

team setting; providing visibility for team members

on each other's activities, availability and work

progress; providing support to different modes of

work; and providing an environment that operates

as an integrated service, as it supports many people

engaged in critical activities. Within this

framework of priorities, Rezgui (2007)

recommends the inclusion of face-to-face

interactions, when possible, during the virtual team

lifecycle and in particular during its inception,

where the vision, mission, and goals can be

communicated and shared. Zigurs (2003) stresses

the importance of interspersing face-to-face

communication with virtual meetings to help to

build relationships and commitment that can

enhance team performance. Maznevski and

Chudoba (2000) meanwhile recommend that virtual

team meetings should follow a 'temporal rhythm'

by holding 'regular, intense face-to-face meetings,

followed by less intensive, shorter interaction

incidents using various media'. Cultural aspects

remain important too: while ICTs have been found

to mitigate the negative impact of intercultural

miscommunication, differences in language, verbal

styles, and nonverbal styles were found to influence

team effectiveness (Shachaf, 2008).

Rezgui (2007) also offers several

recommendations for successful virtual teams: give

equal access to information, including project

status and progression; develop strong

communication and collaboration protocols,

including code of conduct, standards for

availability and acknowledgement; and establish

trust and cohesion among both leaders and team

members. Griffith et al. (2003) highlight the need

to verbalize rules, terminologies, and descriptions,

along with the development of strategies and

technologies that support the transfer of knowledge

within virtual team settings from individuals,

through the group and eventually to organizational-

level knowledge. Team empowerment and team-

based reward systems are also considered to

be crucial (Bryant et al., 2009). Kirkman and

Mathieu (2005) highlight team empowerment—
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defined as an increased task motivation that is due

to team members' collective, positive assessments

of their organizational tasks (Kirkman and Rosen,

2000)—as an important factor in the performance

of virtual teams. Chinowsky and Rojas (2003)

believe that teams should be given the power to

make independent decisions, with teams receiving

the greatest independence functioning as better

teams, and reducing the likelihood that geographic

separation will affect the project outcome.

People

A consideration of the interaction of

personnel that comprise the virtual team and the

virtual team's support system is also essential for

success. Trust, for example, has been found to be

crucial in virtual teams (Schiller et al., 2014;

Germain and McGuire, 2014), as many tasks are

carried out independently and team members must

rely on each other's expertise to carry out these

tasks successfully. Estimating the level of trust in a

virtual team allows the team leader(s) to assess the

trustworthiness of each member and the

cooperation situation between members (Fan et al.,

2011), while a lack of trust can act as a barrier to

knowledge sharing (Rosen et al., 2007).

As members of virtual teams often have

different work, discipline, and culture-related

cognitive schemata and expectancies of each other's

behavior, these tend to act as 'filters' that team

members can use when they are operating in a

context, trying to achieve a result and perceiving

each other's behavior; so that these differences in

perception may become a source of

misunderstanding and conflict in a virtual team

(Rusman et al., 2010). Instilling all members of a

virtual team with a sense of cultural awareness is

seen as a vital means of creating trust and

openness, particularly in a multi-national

organization in which team members may be

widely dispersed (Germain and McGuire, 2014).

Johnson et al. (2001) outline specific qualities

required in good virtual team members, including

self-discipline, individual accountability, excellent

team participation skills, and trust. Rezgui (2007)

suggest that it is important to involve project

coordinators experienced in virtual team

management; and that virtual project managers

should exhibit a number of essential attributes that

include being: a leader, a 'results catalyst', a

facilitator, a 'barrier-buster', a business-analyzer, a

coach, and a living example. Minas et al., (2014)

suggest that the personality characteristics and

psychological profile of virtual team members

should also be considered when establishing virtual

teams.

Goals vs. Objectives

In order to meet a goal -- the desired end

result -- the team must complete many tasks or

objectives. Well-organized teams need to detail

both.

At the beginning stages of team formation,

state what each person brings to the team and their

responsibilities. Stress the importance of

interdependence -- that in order for the team to

succeed, each individual needs to play their role.

This can also be a time to establish guidelines for

team behaviour, norms and any necessary rules.

In leading and managing teams, you want to make

sure the roles and purposes for each team member

are clear. This is part of being a team leader,

delegating responsibility and holding people

accountable. Together you outline the tasks or

objectives needed to meet the goal and then divide

and conquer (or divide, collaborate in smaller

groups and conquer, if applicable).

Avoid information hoarding

Hoarding of information: Some people do

this out of fear of losing control or because they

don’t want to inundate their team with unnecessary

information. Teams in order to perform well and be
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motivated to innovate, it should not anything back.

Good leaders will act as an information hub, where

information can flow freely and transparent

communication is encouraged. One way to do this

is to create a shared file site (Google Docs,

Basecamp, Drop box, etc.) where any and all

relevant information can be stored. Title or

categorize the documents clearly so information

can be easily accessed. Communicate this to team,

so if they want resources or additional Intel, they

should know where to find it. Better to put it all  at

the outset and give  teams access than to keep it to

yourself and end up with a less-than-optimal

solution because not all available information was

used.

Managing team conflict

If more than one person involved in any

activity, conflict is a natural part of business. It’s

only negative if you let it get to that point. Without

conflict, the status quo prevails. A significant

amount of positive change can result from conflict

if it’s managed correctly.

To understand conflict in teams it is better,

here are a few of the commonly used conflict

management strategies. These strategies are often

used to avoid or postpone conflict, but the

underlying issue will likely resurface if it is not

addressed at the root. If a team member using one

of these strategies, it’s best to address the elephant

in the room and we have to state that we’re going

to postpone the conflict for now in the interest of

moving the team toward an objective or goal, it

needs to be addressed eventually.

Ignoring

Here the conflict is ignored altogether.

People walk away, switch topics or simply ignore

the reality. One or both parties will feel inequity at

this point, and negative feelings will likely build

under the surface. Conflict being ignored, as

mentioned earlier, note that it’s happening and that

you’ll come together and address it at the

appropriate time.

Acquiescing

This is when one party just gives up,

submits, surrenders or agrees to disagree to

accommodate the other person and end the conflict.

Again, the conflict will not truly be resolved unless

the root issues are addressed.

Compromising

A compromise is when we give up part of

what you want, the other party gives up on

something they want, and both move forward. A

common misperception about managing conflict is

to think that compromise is the go-to solution. But

compromise isn’t a win/win. At best it’s a half-

win/half-win. Creating win-win solutions involves

creative problem solving, a deep understanding of

the conflict from both sides, and a willingness to

work together toward a solution. This can only

come from dialogue, and from really understanding

the different personalities, perspectives and thought

processes involved.

Specific strategies for communicating and

leading virtual teams

How to get virtual?

Research shows that virtual teams can

actually be more effective than in-person teams in

solving quick, simple problems. However, the more

complex the problem, the more there is a need for

face-to-face interaction.

With virtual teams, we don’t have the

option of meeting face-to-face. But we can get as

close to that as possible. Advancements in

technology have made it considerably easier to

coordinate virtual, visual meetings with people

across the globe. phone is now a videoconferencing

device. Applications like Skype, Google

Hangouts and -- my favourite -- Zoom have

enabled and facilitated this visual communication.
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Strategies for Making Meetings Really Work

Virtual kickoffs

Prior to starting work with any virtual

team, have we should have first meeting via video

conference. This allows each person on the team to

“put a face to a name” and establish a visual

rapport with each team member. We can do this as

a kickoff meeting to introduce everyone involved,

establish responsibilities and celebrate the mutual

goal that the team will work toward achieving

together.

At the outset, agree on the technologies

we use for communication. We have to set these

expectations right off the bat and stick to the plan.

What are the channels you agree to monitor?

What hours will you make yourself available?

Is email the best choice?

Is there a better tool for your project?

What’s the expected turnaround time?

What’s the policy on replying to all vs. replying to

only the relevant parties?

When someone should just pick up the phone (or

get on a video call) and talk instead of having an

email chain goes back and forth?

Establishing these communication norms and rules

at the beginning will save time and frustration later

in the process.

In order to manage the whole business as a

virtual team, periodic all-hands or town-hall

meetings via video and record them so those who

were unable to attend may still glean any necessary

information. Summarize the virtual meetings in an

email to ensure everyone’s on the same page,

responsibilities are listed and we can hold everyone

accountable.

Research methodology

The aim of the study was to gather

concrete, practical and context-dependent

knowledge about virtual teams in a specific

environment. Consequently a comprehensive

inductive case study was used to collect the data

required. According to Yin (2014) case studies

allow for a detailed contextual analysis of a limited

number of events or conditions and their

relationship. They are lauded to be a valuable way

of examining complex real-life situations. They are

also used to explain a situation and to provide a

basis to apply solutions to situations (Huberman

and Miles, 2002). In this approach questions,

insights, propositions, and pictures emerge from the

data collection process. According to (Rowley

2002) case study research employs analytical rather

than statistical generalization techniques. Here

'previously developed theory is used as a template

with which to compare the empirical results of the

case study'.

The unit of analysis in this study

comprised employees in the Irish site of a large

multinational medical device organization who

worked in a virtual team. These spanned many

functions including product design, manufacturing,

supply chain management and senior management.

The goal of the study was to review the systems

and technologies provided at an organizational

level to facilitate collaboration; examine the teams

currently working virtually in the company,

separated by either location or time; and determine

the success of virtual teaming in the company by

canvassing opinions from virtual team members.

Utilizing a semi-structured interview format,

respondents from selected virtual teams were asked

a set of applicable questions, which included

information about the frequency of virtual team

participation versus face-to-face meeting,

technologies deployed, training received, perceived

advantages and disadvantages of virtual team work,

and management perceptions of the technologies

and guidance required to support distributed

teamwork. A non-probabilistic sampling method

was favored to target respondents as statistical
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generalization was not one of our research

objectives (Merriam, 2014). Purposeful sampling,

or selecting a sample from which the maximum can

be learned, was deemed be most appropriate for

this study. Interviews continued until saturation

point i.e. where no new data emerged. Where

necessary additional documentation was supplied

and explained to clarify any outstanding issues that

respondents may have had in answering the

questions.

Great care and attention was paid to

maintaining scientific rigor in our study. Data

collection techniques followed best practice in

order to ensure reliability and validity. Interview

questions were derived from the literature to steer

the interviews. A pre-test combined with 3 pilot

tests were conducted in advance to ensure that the

correct information was gathered and that there was

no ambiguity in the questions posed. Interviews

lasted between 45 and 70 minutes. The answers to

the questions were recorded by hand. Structured

templates were used to ensure that the information

was recorded in the same way for each interview.

Case notes were written up within 24 hours of the

interview. Clarifications and amendments were

made where necessary. In order to satisfy Yin's

(2009) requirement of linking the data to the

proposition the analysis of the findings was based

on the theoretical propositions. Furthermore a chain

of evidence was maintained.

A TOWS matrix is used to structure the

findings (Weihrich 1982). This study presents a

three-step adaptation of the TOWS methodology:

first, an analysis of the enterprise and its current

approach to virtual teaming is given, which

includes a survey of virtual team members to

understand their experiences; secondly, these

results are subsequently adapted to the TOWS

matrix structure, and from this, potential strategies

are identified and evaluated; and thirdly, using the

information gathered in the case study, alongside

that from the literature review, a model for the

implementation and management of virtual teams is

presented and assessed.
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