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INTRODUCTION

Virtual teams represent individuals who are 
gathered together to perform a particular task in 
an environment where the communication occurs 
through a host of information communication 

technology systems, often referred to as com-
puter-mediated communication (CMC) media. 
The essence of a virtual team can be described 
in two formats: (1) those occurring in collocated 
groups whereby individuals and participants are 
in close physical proximity, and (2) global virtual 
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teams in which participants or members in the 
group interact from geographically dispersed 
locations and are not in the same physical proxim-
ity. It is essential to distinguish the two types of 
virtual teams because there is a critical variable 
“culture” that holds different implications for 
task performance and outcomes. For instance, 
individuals in collocated virtual teams may not 
have to worry about culture as much as those 
interacting in the global virtual team do. Thus the 
primary emphasis in this chapter is on the latter 
(i.e., global virtual team) and the role of culture 
in the context of global virtual interaction. This 
is especially important given that, in today’s 
contemporary business environment, the norm 
is that business is no longer confined to national 
geographic borders; rather, much organizational 
work transcends national boundaries, and as a 
result, the tasks occur in global or cross-cultural 
virtual contexts. Notwithstanding, there is a sig-
nificant oversight in the research as to the role 
of culture in global virtual environments. Most 
research emphasizes the technological effects or 
characteristics of the media in global virtual teams 
(GVTs) to the detriment of how culture influences 
the ensuing interactions among GVT members 
(Anawati & Craig, 2006; Olaniran, 2004). At 
the same time culture has been identified as an 
important variable in project management (e.g., 
Eggington, 1993), as well as posing a significant 
challenge for cross-cultural virtual teams (Dube 
& Pare, 2001; Olaniran, 2004, 2006). Therefore, 
the goal of this chapter is to explore culture, 
identify some challenges that culture poses for 
communication interaction in GVT, and attempt 
to offer suggestions for addressing the problems. 
First however, it is necessary to define culture and 
explore why it is important to devote attention to 
the idea of culture in GVT.

According to Keesing (1974) not everyone 
shares precisely the same theory of cultural code, 
and not all individuals share the same ideals about 
their culture; consequently, culture is viewed not 
just as a mere collection of symbols fitted together 

by an analyst, but instead as a system of knowledge, 
shaped and constrained by the way the human 
brain acquires, organizes, and processes infor-
mation and creates an “internal model of reality” 
(Keesing, 1974, p. 89). However, as individuals 
learn to maneuver within their cultures, they 
develop their individual implicit theories of com-
munication that overlap with the implicit personal 
theories of communication that other members 
of the same culture use to guide communication 
and interaction (Gudykunst & Kim, 2003; Olsen, 
1978). In essence, it is argued that:

Our cultures influence our behavior directly 
through the norms and rules we use to guide 
our behavior when we interact with others. Our 
cultures also indirectly affect our communication 
through individual characteristics we learn when 
we are socialized into our cultures. (Gudykunst 
& Kim, 2003, p. 16)

Therefore, if culture is germane to how in-
dividuals view themselves as a part of a unique 
social collective (i.e., identity) and eventual com-
munication interaction, then it is contended that 
culture in essence influences any organizational 
activities and project management, be it face-
to-face or virtual settings. This view has been 
echoed by Hall (1959) who argued that “culture is 
communication and communication is culture” (p. 
159). Similarly, Hofstede, contends that culture is 
learned rather than inherited because it is derived 
from “one’s social environment” and as such it is 
described as “the collective programming of the 
mind” that differentiates members of one human 
group from the other (Hofstede, 1980). Another 
well-known definition of culture was offered by 
Kroeber and Kluckholn (1952) by relating culture 
to behavior. They suggest that culture represents 
patterns of ideas and values that shape peoples’ 
behavior.

Culture, however, is often neglected in the 
virtual workspace literature in spite of its sig-
nificance. Perhaps one of the key reasons for the 
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