Virtual Teaming

Brenda Elshaw
IBM, UK

INTRODUCTION

Given the ongoing advances in technology and the
consequent changes in the work environment with
the introduction of a mobile workforce, it is inevi-
table that more activities will be undertaken by
virtual teams.

As with any team, a virtual team is a group of
people who share a common objective and combine
to provide a variety of different and complementary
skills in order to achieve that objective. Unlike
traditional teams, they are not collocated and can be
working from a variety of different geographical
locations, which can be either office or home-based.
Often, they work across different time zones, adding
to the challenges involved in successfully bringing a
team together.

BACKGROUND: THE STAGES OF
TEAM DEVELOPMENT

Tuckman (1965) identified four stages of team de-
velopment which detailed a process that all teams
need to work through:

1.  Forming: When teams first come together,
knowing little about each other and the project.

2. Storming: Whenroles and responsibilities are
being clarified, and team members are striving
to establish their position within the team.

3. Norming: When trust is established between
team members and communication becomes
more open and honest.

4.  Performing: When the team members under-
take the tasks at hand.

Virtual teams go through the same stages, but
this needs to be facilitated by a strong and competent
team leader. Steps 1 and 2 are essential for trust to
be established between the team members; there-
fore, team building sessions need to be scheduled to
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allow this to happen. Time has to be built into the
schedule to enable the members to get to know each
other and their respective roles within the team.

BUILDING A VIRTUAL TEAM

Bringing together a virtual team requires strong
management, communication, and facilitation skills.
Often, the team leader is the one common link in
bringing the team together and ensuring that team
objectives are successfully met.

Most traditional teams come together initially via
a face-to-face kick-off meeting, where they get to
know each other and agree on their “team charter”.
For the best results, this should still be done for all
virtual teams as people tend to build trust faster once
they have met their teammates. It is far more
comfortable to meet virtually when you already
know the person involved compared to dealing with
just a faceless voice at the other end of a telephone
call. This forming stage often continues beyond the
initial formal meeting with the session extendingto a
team dinner or sociable drinks.

However, it is not always possible to bring the
team together for an initial meeting, and this has to be
carried out via other means. Where this is conducted
remotely, for example, by means of a conference call,
video conference, or e-meeting, the team leader
should ensure that each team member is involved and
gets an opportunity to introduce him/herself.

Team members should be encouraged to provide
profile information in advance of the meeting, cover-
ing not only their contact details and skills, but also
some personal facts and interests. Contact details
should also include a photograph — putting a face to
avoice often helps get over the problem of speaking
to someone who you have never met.

It is recommended that, even if the team mem-
bers only meet virtually, the team leader makes
every effort to meet the team members face-to-face
when first enrolling them into the team.
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LEADING A VIRTUAL TEAM

When participating in a virtual team, it is essential
that the team members get the opportunity to com-
municate and share ideas on a regular basis. Not
only does the team leader need to be in regular
contact with each team member to understand how
they are performing, but the team members need to
be proactively in regular contact with each other.

One advantage that team members have when
they work in the same location is the opportunity of
meeting informally over lunch or coffee, encourag-
ing them to share information, report on progress and
discuss problems, issues, and so forth. As this is not
an option for a virtual team, communication has to be
more formal and regularly scheduled. Processes
need to be put in place to define the different
communication methods and how and when to use
them.

During formal team meetings, the team leader
should ensure that each participant in the call reports
on their progress. With large teams, this may mean
splitting the team down into smaller, more manage-
able subgroups. A regular meeting schedule involv-
ing everyone at some level ensures that team mem-
bers do not become isolated. This is a good forum at
which to identify and share “quick wins” with team
members to keep the momentum going. In addition to
the formal meetings, the team leader should ensure
that he/she has regular contact with individuals and
subgroups outside the meeting schedule.

TOOLS AND TECHNOLOGY

A wide range of tools and technologies exist to
support virtual teams. The level of functionality and
sophistication of the tool set available to individual
team members, irrespective of their location, is
increasing rapidly, allowing them to easily and trans-
parently communicate with each other. However,
this puts an increasing reliance on the availability of
a supporting infrastructure, from both an IT user
support and training perspective.
Some of the tools available are:

. Broadband: The increasing coverage of broad-

band services allows mobile workers to have a
permanent connection to office systems, irre-
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spective of their location. This is particularly
useful for home-based team members.
Internet/Intranet: The increasing use of the
Internet and provision of in-house intranets
allows dispersed users to have access to com-
mon systems and information sources.
Company Portals: The growth of role-based,
personalized portals enables team members to
log into their systems and obtain a common
desktop from a variety of different locations. It
also ensures that new team members can be
set up with a common team work environment
quickly and easily.

E-mail: Team members can easily communi-
cate via e-mail. Documents can also be passed
between team members using this mechanism,
but this could lead to problems with duplicate
copies at different versions. It can also dis-
courage sharing by allowing team members to
store exclusive copies of documents in mail
files. For that reason, the use of file servers or
Web places for team documents should be
encouraged.

Videoconferencing: The use of
videoconferencing allows team members to
meet face-to-face from a distance. This works
best when team members are based in office
locations that have easy access to
videoconferencing equipment, although it usu-
ally places restrictions on the number of par-
ticipants and requires advance scheduling to
ensure that the facility is simultaneously avail-
able from all locations.

Instant Messaging: The use of instant mes-
saging allows a dispersed team to remain in
contact with each other. It is an excellent
resource for quick, ad-hoc interchanges be-
tween individual team members and also for
synchronous team discussions. It can reduce
the feeling of isolation felt by some team mem-
bers and can assist in making them feel part of
a team. It can also help them identify when
other team members are online, particularly
when working across time zones.

Web Place: A project Web place can provide
the team with a shared workspace structured
for their specific needs. It contains structured
spaces for them to store content, discussion
areas for them to communicate irrespective of
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