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INTRODUCTION!

The term *virtual team’ is becoming increasingly more visible in the
news media, due to recent trends of corporate mergers, global markets, and
interdisciplinary teamwork. A number of different technologiesarecurrently
being tried out in the workplace to support both real-time and asynchronous
communication and interaction. These technologies include more well-
known support such as e-mail and audio-conferencing, as well as newer
technol ogies such as desktop conferencing, media spaces, and chat.

The goal of this chapter isto describe certain challenges for teams who
engagein virtually collocated work. Numerous challenges face these teams
who are expected to perform as physically collocated teams: to provide
deliverables, meet project schedules, and to generate feasible and even
innovative problem solutions. And yet all this must be done at a distance.
Team members stem from different departments, organizations, countries,
and sometimes even competitor companies. Sometimes teams meet face-to-
face on aregular basis, sometimes rarely, often not at all. How can team
members be expected to be motivated to attend meetings, to develop trust, or
even to adopt thetechnol ogy when social pressuresfrom adistanceareweak?
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Even management and technical support for theseteamsat thelocal level may
also be weak; managers may consider such teamsto be a part-time activity,
and local sites may lack gurus, champions, or even compatible hardware.

In this chapter, | distinguish thetopic of virtually collocated teamsfrom
ageneral discussion of the problems involved in distributed work. The key
word of my argument isteams, and | will focus on how the development and
sustainability of social processes in the group are affected by the use of
technology. The challenges that these teams face are directly tied to the
limitations that the technology imposes on the communication of relevant
socia information, believed to be essential to the effectiveness of teams.

Itiswidely believed that awell-functioning team needsto forgecommon
goals, working procedures, and rules of interaction. Researchersare accumu-
lating evidence that suggeststhat the ability of adistributed team to function
depends on such factors, and not only on the capability of the technology to
enablecommunication and data-exchange. I nthe next sections; | describethe
role of interaction in developing perceptions of membership of a social/
working group and explain challengesthat arise when teams do not have the
opportunity to meet face-to-face often during their formation process. |
illustratethese challengeswith examplesfoundinvirtual meetinginteraction.
| then discuss future directions for technology development and socidl
research to support virtually collocated work.

DEVELOPING AS A “WELL-FORMED”

VIRTUAL TEAM

My hypothesisin this chapter is that limitations due to technology and
distance make it difficult for geographically distributed teams to develop
certain socia processes in order to function as a “well-formed” team.
However, a“well-formed” team, especially onethat isgeographically distrib-
uted, is hard to define. Originaly Lewin (1948) proposed that a group
becomesasocial systemwhenmembers goalsand their meansto attainthese
goals become interdependent. Rabbie and Horwitz (1988) elaborate on this
idea by adding that not only is the perceived interdependence of individual
members essential to forming a group, but they must also experience a
common fate. However an alternative view by Tajfel and Turner (1986)
explains that members can still perceive themselves as agroup even though
their goalsmay not beinterdependent. Rather, theprocessof emphasizingand
defining socia category differences defines a group for individuals.

I nteraction among group membersfacilitates perceptions of interdepen-
dence or distinct social categorizations for the group. Most investigations of
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