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ABSTRACT

Virtual teams have evolved since the 1990's and are becoming increas-
ingly popular for many reasons, i.e. securing the right person for the
project, outsourcing, offshoring and the resulting need to work with
global resources, as well as avoidance of travel due to cost and security
concerns. Are there significant and important differences between
virtual teams and traditional teams that are critical to successful project
completion? This paper will discuss a research in progress aimed at
identifying differences in successful virtual and traditional teams.

BACKGROUND

A virtual project is defined as a project where some or all of the team
members are not co-located. These team members can be located a mile
away, a state away or across an ocean. Powell et al define virtual teams,
“Virtual teams are groups of geographically, organizationally and/or
time dispersed workers brought together by information and telecom-
munication technologies to accomplish one or more organizational
tasks”.(Powell et al., 2004)

Most projects run into problems at some time before their completion.
Before a problem actually occurs on a project, there is the risk of it
occurring. If potential project risks are known before they occur, it is
possible that pre-planning, i.e. a risk management plan, can prevent the
risk or minimize it once it has occurred. Considerable literature has been
written on the benefits of risk management. Boehm, an early proponent
of risk management, suggested focusing on the top critical risks of a
project to improve project success.(Boehm, 1991) The Standish Group,
who produce the annual CHAOS report on information technology
project success has reported very little improvement in the project success
rate over the past several years.(Standish Group International, 2001)

The purpose of this research is to identify any differences in critical risk
factors between virtual and traditional software projects. This study is
important to determining the critical risk factors specific to virtual
projects so that risk management for those projects can be appropriately
focused. If a set of the most critical risks, specific to virtual projects,
can be identified, they can lead to a customized risk management plan
which should improve the chances of having a successful project.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND RESULTS

Multiple research methodologies will be used to conduct this study. This
paper will discuss the first part of a larger study. First, a survey tool was
developed to identify risk factors for both virtual and traditional
projects. The tool was submitted and approved by the institution’s
human subjects review board. Next, the survey tool was used in face-to-
face interviews with a pilot group of information technology project
management practitioners. The practitioners were encouraged to
discuss hurdles encountered on two recent specific projects, a virtual
project and a traditional project. The hurdles identified in the interviews
were used to help develop a list of project risk factors. During the
interview portion of this study, many risk factors were identified and
charted. The following is a discussion of three of those risk factors: 1)
communication, 2) management of remote resources and 3) trust.

Communication

Communication is important to virtual projects; it holds project teams
together. There are many aspects of communication, such as the vehicle
or tools used to communicate, the methods used to communicate, i.e.
written or verbal, and the importance of non-verbal cues. One inter-
viewee spoke about the importance of communication for a team that
was located at two separate sites. Due to previous circumstances, there
was an “us versus them” attitude between the two sites. Face-to-face
communication was deemed important in this situation. The inter-
viewee stated: “Once you put a face to a voice, you start to care about
each other.” Another interviewee commented on virtual team commu-
nication, saying “It is more difficult to communicate over the phone
than walking over to the persons' desk to talk.”

Technology and communication can come together to facilitate virtual
team communication. One of the differences between virtual teams and
traditional teams in the area of communication are the tools. On a
virtual team, the tools may be the only way to share information vital
to the project, i.e. requirements documents, coding specifications,
documented processes and procedures. These are not just quick, back and
forth messages; they are working documents needed to complete the
project. Teams working across organizational, departmental or geo-
graphical boundaries often have problems exchanging information
electronically because they reside on different LANSs, they do not have
security access to the necessary directories or there is no common
storage location. One interviewee indicated these types of issues can
impact projects and result in loss of time. An interviewee also pointed
out the added importance of carefully planning and organizing commu-
nication particularly in virtual teams.

Obviously, it is very important for virtual teams to be supported by the
necessary tools to communicate effectively. Virtual teams have the
potential to be exceptional; but, they will need support from the
companies that want to use them. Kirkman and Mathieu believe the
resources important to virtual team success are: software tools and
accompanying hardware, training and development in virtual team
processes and most importantly, giving the teams the time they need
to learn to work together in new ways.(Kirkman & Mathieu, 2005)

Management of Remote Resources

The difference in management style needed for remote resources was
identified in the interviews as a factor that initially slowed down the
project but improved over the duration of the project. One interviewee
indicated managing remote resources was definitely different from
managing on-site resources. The degree of importance this risk factor
carries is probably based on an individual managers’ comfort level with
the concept of remote work. Unfortunately, managers are generally not
being trained on how to manage virtual teamwork. One interviewee
stated, “It takes longer (to do the project) when learning how to manage
remote resources while doing it.” A solution to improving this factor
would be to provide training to managers on working with remote
resources before they are assigned a virtual project team. The manage-
ment skill sets for virtual teamwork may develop eventually over time;
however, training could speed up the learning curve.
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Trust

Walther et al define trust as “... an expectancy held by an individual or
a group that the word, promise, or verbal or written statement of another
individual or group can be relied upon”.(Walther et al., 2005) Trust
becomes an issue in virtual projects particularly because it’'s difficult to
believe what you can't see. One project manager who was interviewed
said “I couldn't see if the people were working”. This bothered him, so
he developed ways to determine who was working and who wasn’'t. In
this particular project, there were other negative things that were taking
place on the project, so it is possible this impacted the ability to trust.
It may be the case, that trust is improved by face-to-face communica-
tion. Since virtual teams have little or no face-to-face communication,
trust could be harder to repair. Powell, et al listed trust as one of the eight
major issues that early virtual team work identified.(Powell et al., 2004)
Focusing on team building may improve trust on virtual teams. However,
the real problem there will be how to engage in team building activities
with remote resources.

OBSERVATIONS FROM THE INTERVIEWS

Conducting the first part of the study via face-to-face interviews resulted
in rich data that is not possible to obtain through paper surveys. The
interviewees often gave detailed information about problems that
occurred and how they were resolved. All interviewees had managed
virtual projects, making it likely that virtual projects are becoming a
more common form of project.

An unexpected outcome of the interviews was the discovery that some
project managers and team members had not participated in a traditional
project in a number of years. Perhaps this is an indication that
traditional projects are decreasing. Further research is needed to
determine which type of project is more common today, virtual or
traditional. A recent comment on virtual teams supports suspicions of
their increasing role; “We believe that as we move into the future,
various driving forces .....will lead companies to use virtual teams as a
norm and discover that the virtual experience may be preferable to
meeting face-to face.”(Jones et al., 2005)

An observation from several of the interviews is that many companies
seem to have evolved into using virtual teams without much thought,
because it is cost effective, i.e. lower travel costs, lower office space
overhead, less long-term payroll commitment. However, none of the

managers interviewed had been trained to work in this new virtual
environment. In fact, there seemed to be very little formal support by
these companies of the virtual team process.

CONCLUSION

In summary, it is possible for each of the risks discussed; communication,
managing remote resources and trust to occur on traditional projects
although each of these was only discussed in connection with virtual
projects. The following two assumptions about being made about these
risks, 1) these risk factors are more likely to happen on virtual projects
due to the distance attribute and 2) these risks are more critical on virtual
projects. Determining if these two assumptions have any validity is one
of the objectives of the larger study. In other words, what still seems
to be important is determining which risks are more likely to occur on
virtual teams and which are critical, i.e. having the greatest impact on
a virtual project.

The next steps in this study are to revise the survey tool based on
feedback from the pilot group interviews. Then, to conduct a focus
group of a different set of information technology practitioners to
ensure the list of risk factors is conclusive. Finally, an online survey,
based on the survey tool, will be sent to a larger population of
practitioners.
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