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Definition

ñA virtual team works across space, time, and organizational 

boundaries with links strengthened by webs of communication 

technologies.ò 
(Lipnack, J. & Stamps, J. [1997]. Virtual teams reaching across space, time, and 

organizations with technology. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.) 
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Definition

Types:

Virtual teams might be used in different circumstances and 

situations:

ÅTask forces: teams that are formed for a specific project.

ÅLong term teams: teams that work on a more permanent 

basis.
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Characteristics

Å Geographically and often temporally distributed

Å Often inter-organizational

Å Work together by means of information technology

Å Often set up as temporary structures: membership is fluid and 

evolves according to changing task requirements 

Å Team members often work in different functional areas

Å Team members possess relevant knowledge in areas of 

expertise 

Å Team members need to collaborate to accomplish tasks
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Importance

Why are virtual teams so popular?

Å Globalization: 

ïHighly competitive and dynamic environment

ïRising customer expectations: ñbigger, better, fasterò

ïñNeed to do more with lessò

Å The availability of technology, the possibility to connectivity, 

collaboration and communication via:

ïInternet, intranet

ïEmail, instant messaging

ïElectronic groupware

ïAudio and videoconferencing
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Importance

Why are virtual teams so popular?

ïDownsized and lean organizations

ïProcess- and project-oriented structures

ïGeographical dispersion of essential employees

ïTeam-oriented structures 

ïFlatter hierarchies, more partnership-based organizations

ïIncrease in teleworking: approximately 50% of the U.S. work 
force work from home at least some of the time or from 
customer locations (Harris Interactive)

ÅDefinition

ÅCharacteristics

üImportance

ÅOpportunities

ÅChallenges

ÅImplementation

ÅOD Interventions

ÅConclusion



7

Opportunities

Virtual teaming

Å Allows employees to be located anywhere in the world:

üAllows firms to expand their potential labor markets, giving access 
to previously unavailable expertise and enabling them to hire and 
retain the best people regardless of their physical location (Cascio, 2000)

üSaves organizations time and travel expenses (Cascio, 2000)

üOften allows team members to work from home (Katzenbach & Smith, 2001)

Å Increases flexibility and responsiveness:

üVirtual teams can rapidly be formed by dispersed experts and 
redeployed or disbanded (Potter, Cook & Balthazar, 2000)

üEmployees can be assigned to multiple, concurrent teams (Cascio, 2000)

üDynamic team membership allows people to move from one project 
to another (Cascio, 2000)
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Opportunities

Virtual teaming

Å Enables better resource utilization: 

üBecause of the time differences between different locations, the 

organization may gain the benefit of a 24-hour shift though 

members would only work an eight-hour day. (Willmore, 2000)

üBy organizing the work in the correct sequence, one team may 

continue the work as it is left at the end of the other teamôs workday. 

Å Enhances global competitiveness:

üBy working with and presenting a local presence to a companyôs 

global clients

ü Team communications and work reports are available online to 

facilitate swift responses to the demands of a global market (Cascio, 

2000)
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Opportunities

Research has shown that virtual teams can outperform 

face-to-face teams:

Å Virtual teams using groupware generate more ideas in brainstorming 
sessions than the same participants working face-to-face

Å Virtual interaction seems to be effective at reducing various kinds of 
discrimination within team members. With visual stimuli removed, the 
focus is more on content and less on the person generating the content 
(Willmore, 2000)

Å Dysfunctional team behaviors such as dominating, interrupting, arriving 
late, and carrying on side conversations are less frequent.

Å Advantageous for individual from foreign countries or shy individuals 
who are apt to be more comfortable and productive in virtual teams 

Å Allows physically challenged people, retired individuals and those with 
child or eldercare obligations to contribute to companies looking for the 
most knowledgeable team members possible (Hagen, 1998)
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Opportunities - Best Practices

Å Motorola: 

Multiple teams are working together from different parts of the 

globe on a single product

Å IBM: 

üInternal studies show an increased productivity of 15 to 40% 

for teleworking employees.

üSaves 40-60% per site of real estate expenses through virtual 

workplaces

Å Other companies deploying virtual teams include Ericsson, HP, 

Honeywell, GE, DaimlerChrysler, and Oracle
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Challenges

Building trust and relationships:

Å Issues of trust because traditional social control based on authority 

gives way to self-direction and self-control (Cascio, 2000)

Å Because exchanging information is more difficult, virtual teams 

tend to be more task-oriented and exchange less social-emotional 

information, slowing the development of relational links which have 

been shown to be important for motivation, morale, decision-

making and creativity.

Å Studies show that collaboration technologies hinder the 

development of a strong sense of cohesion and satisfaction with 

the groupôs interaction process. 
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Challenges

Computer-mediated communication methods impose constraints on 

communication that are likely to affect a groupôs performance:

Å Lack of physical interaction with its associated verbal and 

nonverbal cues reduces the richness of the information transmitted 

by virtual team members and the synergies that often accompany 

face-to-face communication

Å Virtual teams need more time due to asynchronous communication 

media (ñturnaround timeò)

Building shared purposes, charter, protocol:

Å Defining rules of conduct, assigning roles, agreeing on 
communication methods
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Challenges

Developing norms of accountability:

Å It may be more difficult to establish impactful accountability in the 

absence of in person social cues

Culture clashes and cultural awareness:

Å Multinational enterprises increasingly use cross-cultural teams 

which can bring communication problems. 

Å Since team members may not even be members of the same 

organization or may be members of independent divisions of the 

same organization, organizational cultures of the team members 

may be very different.

Virtual teams have less effective performance and communication,

and take longer to complete tasks than face-to-face teams
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Implementation: Six Key Issues

Å Goals and objectives

Å Leadership and team member roles

Å Communication

Å Trust

Å Shared values, team, and organizational process

Å Reward and performance measures

Bal, J. & Teo, P.K. (2001). Implementing virtual teamworking: Part 2 - a literature review. Logistics Information 

Management; 14,3.)
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Implementation: Six Key Issues

Goals and objectives: 

Å Due to the lack of bureaucratic rules and regulations, it is essential to 

have clear goals and objectives, which

- Must be clearly defined in the early state of working together

- Must be aligned with corporate strategy

Å Charter, mission, vision, and goals and objectives must provide 

direction to a team and help them stay in tune and aligned (Henry & Hartzler, 1998; 

Haywood, 1998)

Å Lack of physical contact may ñmake the link between charter and work 

more tenuousò (Duarte & Snyder, 1999). 

Å The clarity of purpose and the participatory process by which the group 

achieves is ñthe best predictorò of virtual team success (Lipnack & Stamps, 1997)
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