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Abstract

Virtual teams are playing an increasingly important role in organizations.
However, virtual teams’ increasing team member interaction beyond
traditional organizational boundaries has outpaced our understanding of
their interpersonal dynamics and unique communication characteristics.
Research shows that the development of interpersonal and group
communications between team members is an important factor in effective
working relationships; however, little research has been done on the
effects of crossing organizational, cultural, and time and distance
boundaries on relationship building in virtual teams. This chapter reports
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on a field study of New Zealand-based virtual team leaders working with
boundary spanning virtual teams. From a team leaders’ perspective,
boundary-crossing issues (organizational, cultural, language, time and
distance) can affect relationship building in many important ways. These
effects are explored and the implications for practice and research are also
discussed.

Introduction

In this chapter, we look at how virtual team leaders assess and respond to
boundary crossing issues when building relationships with team members in
start-up virtual teams. To give a sense of the revolutionary nature of virtual
teams in this regard, similarities and differences with traditional colocated teams
will first be examined. Virtual teams are a relatively new phenomenon, and by
definition, are groups that work across time and distance via information and
communications technology (ICT) (Townsend, DeMarie, & Hendrickson, 1998).

Groups are a basic human societal structure, heterogeneous, based on human
communication, and associated with decision making. Cooperation becomes
essential to achieve goals. Team creation and maintenance can be considered as
a group communications system, subject to group dynamics. Teams are task
oriented. Hirokawa and Poole (1996) suggested that the creation and mainte-
nance of teams require rules and protocols, opinion leaders and gate keepers for
decision making. With a complex communication process, even in a colocated
environment with visual cues such as body language and gestures, in technology-
mediated virtual environments, complexity assumes a greater dimension (Tiffin
& Rajasingham, 1995, 2001). Sapir-Whorf’s (1921, 1956) theory of linguistic
relativity argues that the structure of a culture’s language determines the
behavior and habits of thinking of that culture and is an important consideration
in building relationships across boundaries in virtual environments.

With rapid advances in information and communication technology allowing for
alternatives to face-to-face communication, virtual teams are playing an increas-
ingly important role in organizational life and are often assigned the most
important tasks in an organization, such as multinational product launches,
negotiation of mergers and acquisitions among global companies, and manage-
ment of strategic alliances (Maznevski & Chudoba, 2000). However, their use
has outpaced the understanding of their dynamics and unique characteristics
(Cramton & Webber, 2000). This chapter adds to this understanding, particularly
as related to leader-facilitated relationship building with team members.

The following section backgrounds relationship building, boundary crossing, and
leadership in virtual teams. This is followed by a brief explanation of the
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