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INTRODUCTION

In the past several decades, we have seen tremendous
advancementsinthedevel opment of communicationtech-
nology. Sincetheinvention of the Internet in 1969, there
has been rapid development of Internet-based communi-
cation tools and technol ogies. Thistechnology hasrevo-
lutionized business practices by offering another impor-
tant and effective channel for communication (Foo & Lim,
1997), and has allowed people to work on projectsirre-
spective of their physical location. One resulting busi-
ness practice that has been adopted in recent years is
virtual teamwork. Virtual teamsaregroupsof individuals
whowork at interdependent tasks, who shareresponsibil-
ity for outcomes, and who work together from different
locations. Recently, the use of teams as fundamental
building blocks in organizations is increasing, asis the
useof virtual teamwork (Furst, Blackburn & Rosen, 1999).
Thisarticleidentifiesthe characteristicsof high perform-
ing virtual teams.

BACKGROUND

In addition to the basic definition of a virtual team, all
virtual teamshaveimportant characteristicsthat contrib-
utetotheir overall success. To analyzethecharacteristics
of ateam’ ssituation, Cohen’ s(1994) model of team effec-
tiveness can be used as an organizing framework. The
model identifies strengths and weaknesses that readers
can use to inform their own design and operations of
effective virtual teams. According to Cohen, there are
several broad characteristics that all potentially affect
how successful theteamwill beat meetingitstask, andare
therefore worthy of examination. These characteristics
arelistedin Table 1 and will be examined in detail inthe
following paragraphs. Although Cohen’ steam effective-
nessmodel isbased ontraditional teams(i.e., collocated),
these characteristics have been found to be very impor-
tant in empirical research on virtual teams (Staples &
Cameron, 2004; Wong & Staples, 2004).

TASK DESIGN

Appropriate task design can be a powerful motivator
(Cohen, 1994). Both job characteristicstheory (e.g., Hack-
man & Oldman, 1976, 1980) and sociotechnical theory
(e.g., Cummings, 1978) suggest that group task designis
critical for employee motivation, satisfaction, and perfor-
mance. Both theories suggest that to positively impact
performance and attitudes, the task should be designed
according to the criteriaspecified in Table 2.

Job characteristics theory, which has fairly strong
empirical support, suggeststhat task attributesinfluence
effectivenessthrough their impact on critical psychologi-
cal states such as motivation and satisfaction with the
work. For example, in a case study of one particular
business development virtual team, team members com-
mented that high satisfaction and motivation levels re-
flected the high perceived significance of the project
(Wong & Staples, 2004). Positive motivation and satisfac-
tionlevelshaveapositiveeffect onthequality of thework
and overall productivity of theteam (i.e., anindirect effect
exists between task design and productivity and quality)
(Cohen, 1994). Also, the team must have autonomy in
determining how their work will be done, because au-
tonomy enhances worker attitudes, behaviors, and per-
formance(Cohen & Bailey, 1997). Finally, whenaremote
worker receivesmanagerial feedback intheform of advice
and help, the worker’ s effectiveness increases (Staples,
2001). This would result in an increase in virtual team
performance.

Table 1.Characteristics of virtual teams affecting team
effectiveness

e Design of theteam’ stask
e Thecharacteristics of the members of the team
e The processes used by the team

e Theorganizational context of the team
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE TEAM
AND ITS MEMBERS

Team member characteristics that influence the success
of avirtual team arelisted in Table 3 and are describedin
moredetail below (Cohen, 1994).

The size of the team can affect the ability of theteam
todoitstask (Cohen, 1994). If theteamistoo big, higher
coordination costsresult. If the team size istoo small, it
will not have the resources needed to complete its work,
and team memberswill belesslikely tobecommittedtothe
team. The size of the team should also correspond to the
stage of the project. For example, avirtual team devel op-
ing anew product may need more human resourcesasthe
product movesfrom thedesign stageinto the manufactur-
ing stage.

Stability of team membership is necessary for team
effectiveness. If turnover is high, time and effort will be
spent orientating new members, performance normswill
not develop, and performancewill suffer. However, some
turnover can be beneficial, in that it could revitalize a
stagnant team and enhance creativity (Cohen, 1994).

The collective knowledge and skills of a team will
greatly impact theteam’ sability to carry out itstask. Such
skillsinclude technical skills, information systems (1S)
skills, andinterpersonal skills. Information systemsskills
are needed to use the information technology tools and
systems that are available to communicate virtually and
share information virtually, which isthe norm given the
lack of face-to-faceinteractioninvirtual teams. Effective
communication skillsamong team membersarealsovital

to the effectiveness of avirtual team (Grenier & Metes,
1995).

The degree of virtuality (degree of team geographic
distribution) could contributetoteam effectiveness. There
hasbeen limited empirical evidenceto suggest that greater
geographic distribution (high degree of virtuality) of a
teamleadstolower performance (Cramton, 2002). Thisis
presumably dueto reduced face-to-face contact, reduced
opportunitiesto build social relationships, and the diffi-
culties of communicating and coordinating virtually us-
ing communi cation technol ogy rather than communicat-
ing face-to-face. Thisimpliesthat higher virtuality could
be negatively related to team performance and satisfac-
tion with the work and the team.

Team performance beliefs have been found to be a
strong predictor of group effectiveness in previous re-
search (Cohen, 1994). For example, team belief s, assessed
via a concept called group potency, were found to be
positively related tothecommitment to theteam, satisfac-
tion with being part of the team, and motivation with the
team’ stasks (Staples & Cameron, 2004). Group potency
captures efficacy beliefs at the group level. Group po-
tency (sometimes referred to as group efficacy) is “a
collective belief in the capability of the group to meet a
task objective” (Gibson, Randel & Earley, 2000, p. 71).

TEAM PROCESSES

Thereareseveral behavioral characteristicspertainingto
team process that positively affect team effectiveness.

Table 2. Task design criteria necessary to positively impact performance and attitudes

The task should be designed such that:

e A variety of skillsare required (Ieadership, communication, different technica skills, etc.) such

that a team of people are needed to work together to complete the overall task.

e A wholeand identifiable piece of work exists so that members can see the outcome of their

efforts.

e Itisperceived to have significant impact on the lives of other people so that team members feel

their work isimportant and are motivated to complete the task.

e Theteam has considerable autonomy and independence in determining how the work will be done

so that team members feel empowered and responsible for their actions.

e Theteamis provided with regular and accurate feedback such that the team can understand how it

is performing and make adjustments as needed.
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