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Overview
The emergence of teams and teamwork as an attractive tool for the modern enterprise did not develop from a vacuum; the importance of teams and teamwork was created by specific corporate needs.  In particular, the inherent structural tension created by the administration of vertical organizational structures and the management of cross-functional business processes has produced an environment in which support systems are ineffectively aligned with business effectiveness.  Although command and control systems followed the functional structure of the corporation, true value-creation is located within corporate business processes---and these value-creating processes crossed the boundaries of even the best managed functional units.
Teams and teamwork emerged to fulfill this management/value-creation gap.  As with any new methodology, many types of teams were created as the enterprise searched for the right balance between organization and business process effectiveness.  Although the first teamwork environment were predominately geographically localized, the introduction of new communications technologies and the expansion of the enterprise beyond its traditional value-chain elements has led to the creation of a new hybrid---the virtual team.  The virtual team is characterized by time and space independence.  Even though the virtual team can transcend geography and time zone constraints, its function remains true to its original purpose:   strengthening the value-creating process of the enterprise.  On the other hand, technology-based virtual teams are a unique hybrid of the team genus.  To be successfully leveraged, virtual teams require creative approaches---especially in the area of communications.  This White Paper addresses these unique virtual team communication challenges.  The first section provides an overview of virtual team communication issues.  The second and third sections highlights the importance of communication in the areas of problem-solving and decision-making; two critical topics in the world of virtual teams.
Communication in Virtual Teams

The quality of communication is the key metric for successful teams whether the teams are ad hoc, virtual or co-located.  When dealing in virtual teams communication becomes even more important as members do not share the same space. Personalities are hard to distinguish and react to. All members need to be aware of the team goals, metrics and deadlines. To do this email and phone communication needs to be in tact. 

Communication obstacles in virtual teams include:

1. Type of internet connections

2. Software packages

3. Time zones

4. Content meaning

5.  Personalities

6.  Conflict acknowledgment and resolution.  

Internet connections can play a major part for team communication if messenger service is used. Even regular communication can be delayed if some member has a slower system than others.  

Specific anti-viral and anti-spam email features within software packages can keep members from being able to open attachments.  Some ISPs restrict the delivery of email attachments larger than preset file sizes.  Since much of virtual team communication is done via email, the consistent treatment of email attachments is a necessary prerequisite for effective virtual team communication.

Time zones can create obstacles when meeting deadlines. It is important that all members are aware in which time zones the deadlines occur.  

Many times when emailing it is difficult to understand just what is meant by a message. When emailing it is critical that others do not misunderstand the meaning. Reading your email message as thinking about it from an outsider’s standpoint can be beneficial. 

In virtual teams it is hard to get to know a person and their personality trends. This can make it awkward to begin communicating and giving feedback. 

Conflict acknowledgement and resolution can also be very difficult to recognize as personal styles are not as easily recognized.  Some tactics for overcoming these obstacles include:
1. Charters

2. Honesty and trust

3. Metrics

4. Deadlines

5. Goals

6. Feedback

Charters are a necessary for teams to begin their communication. With the charter, teams lay out the goals of the team, the tasks, who is responsible, deadlines, and metrics and communication methods. The charter is the basis for team progress and communication. All members need to be in agreement of the charter in order to proceed.

Honesty is crucial for the success of virtual teams. Team members need to be trust-worthy and honest.  Members need to be able rely on each other to meet deadlines and team goals. If there is a problem or conflict, members need to be able to share their opinions or problems with others.  Do you best to share a bit of your personality through others via email. Be open and warm, instead of short emails. 

Deadlines are the backbone of a project, which keeps members on task. Without deadlines, members would work at their own speed. Members need to be honest with the team if there are problems with the deadlines. 

Metrics allow a team to measure their communication and progress towards team goals. By using metrics a team is able to value their success.  By using feedback between team members, metrics are more easily decided upon. Feedback leads to improved products. 

When working in teams feedback plays an important role. It lets other team members know that you are involved and participating in the teamwork. It also stimulated further discussion or findings.  According to de Janasz, “helping others to better understand the company and how to excel at their jobs can result in enhanced employee morale, improved employee relations, greater teamwork, and enhanced productivity.”  This statement sums up why feedback is necessary and also points out some benefits from it.

For successful teams, clear communication is a must. Key aspects of communication include trust, honesty and feedback. Once a team charter has been decided upon and deadlines are in place, the team has a better chance of being successful. 

Decision-Making in Virtual Teams

Decision-making is an issue that must be considered when developing or working within a virtual team.  Just as the lack of face-to-face interaction causes problems in other areas, it also does with the process of making decisions, both team and individual decisions.  

Challenges to Decision-Making

Generally speaking, decisions that are based upon the team’s findings, or those that affect the team, are often made through a democratic process.  Each member has a chance to voice his/her opinion and can affect the decision.  When the members are spread apart geographically, this process becomes difficult.

With team members spread apart, leaders cannot micromanage the team.  There are times when leaders make executive decisions.  This may work well in collocated groups, but leaders may not be apprised of every determining factor when dealing with team members in other offices or time zones.  In these situations, it is difficult for the leader to make the small decisions.

Depending on the degree to which virtual team members are spread apart, it may not be feasible to hold every meeting in a real-time environment.  It may also be unrealistic to expect every member to be on the same page in some areas of the team assignments/duties.  This delays decision-making.  A collocated team may be able to hold a face-to-face every day for a week, and then make a decision.  A virtual team is not likely to follow this agenda.

Best Practices
Establish a decision-making process early.  The decision-making process should be set in the team’s charter.  It should clearly indicate when decisions are to be made.  Virtual teams do not have the luxury of being able to call emergency meetings or votes, so these processes must be established ahead of time.  If the process is mapped out, each team members will know exactly how much time is available to research an issue, voice an opinion, and seek reaction.  All of these are needed in order to make an educated, accurate decision.
Not only should the “when” question be answered early on, in the team’s charter, but logistics of the decision-making should be outlined as well.  How will the team make the decision?  Will the leader make unilateral decisions?  Will there be a vote among team members?  If so, how will this be done?  These questions need to be answered early so that a problem does not arise when decisions need to be made.
The leader should delegate power to members of the team.  The leader cannot possibly be in control of every situation on the team, nor can he/she make every little decision.  The team members should be empowered to make decisions to a certain degree.  If the leader tries to micromanage a virtual team, it is likely that the leader will be stretched far too thin and the team will fail.
Expect delays.  This is par for the course in virtual environments.  Team members often live in different parts of the country, in different time zones, or even in different countries altogether.  It should not be expected that every member of the team will see an announcement and respond within minutes of its release.  Decisions that require input from various team members must be given ample time to incorporate possible delays.  In other words, do not expect immediate results and plan for this.

Training

There are training opportunities available in this area.  

· Software training – training is available through Microsoft for all of the Microsoft virtual meeting and office products.

· Simulation training – there are many consulting firms that offer simulation training for virtual teams.  There models include segments on making decisions in a virtual environment.  NETg and Legato are two such firms offering training.  Problem-Solving in Virtual Teams

Virtual teams are established to assist with many team-oriented activities including problem solving.  There are several models for problem solving that may be used in virtual teams as well as physical teams.  Virtual problem solving groups perform their tasks, member roles become highly interdependent, and the need for well-orchestrated interactions, including reciprocal communication and feedback is essential.  One factor has been shown to have a substantial effect on a team’s ability to perform is its interaction style.  Interaction style is best understood in terms of the communication patterns in which a group engages as it deals with the inherent conflicts of task orientation and maintenance of member relationships.   

There are three models of problem solving and of the three models: reflective, conflict-based and creative problem solving.  Of the three models, reflective problem solving appears to be most appropriate for virtual problem solving.  Strategies apply to a different kind of teamwork situation.   If a team needs to carry out a detailed study of a topic to identify needs and solutions – reflective problem solving would be appropriate.  Creative problem solving would be used to pool information and ideas and lastly if virtual teams need to evaluate two or more competing alternatives, conflict based problem solving will be most effective.

In each of these models problem identification often times appears to be the most logical first step.  However, the number one reason why vertical team problem solving efforts fail is because the team overlooks identifying the issues and concerns and skips directly to the solution part of the process.  In the beginning of the process time must be allocated to identify everyone’s concern, which decreases the likelihood of misunderstanding and increases the awareness of the problem.  By identifying everyone’s perceived problem, interpersonal relationships are enhanced because everyone is given an opportunity to express their concerns.  This helps to make all of the team members realize that their opinion is important which leads to a conducive working process.

During the problem solving identification process, brainstorming can be used to stimulate and capture creative thoughts and ideas.  There are different variations of brainstorming that can be used and depends upon what is most comfortable for the group.  Round robin, nominal group technique and Post-It Notes brainstorming are the three forms of brainstorming.

The next step in the virtual problem solving process is analyzing the data.  The goal of this step is to systematically evaluate the data collected in order to categorize data into trends and differentiate major problems from minor problems of symptoms.   During this phase, the team can look for relevant data that explains why the problem exists.

After analyzing the data the next step is to evaluate and select potential solutions.  Once the problem is defined and analyzed, the next step should be establishing one specific goal that any acceptable solution should attain.  If the problem is complex a prioritization matrix should be used as a tool for the team to select the best solution when there are several to choose from.

Lastly, once the virtual team arrives at a solution, the team should create a plan for its implementation.  The implementation plan can be a simple checklist to a project plan that outlines deliverables, contingency plans and individual responsibilities. 

The use of virtual teams should be carefully considered.  While they are good in one sense they can be destructive in another sense.  Because virtual interaction makes it easier to either consciously “free ride” or unconsciously “socially loaf”, virtual teams are more likely than face-to-face teams to engage in defensive style.  This along with the lack of emotional cues may promote a tendency for virtual team members to become passive.  In addition, the lack of personal inhibition in virtual teams together with increased tendencies toward insults and profanities could cause more aggressive behavior.  To that extent, these arguments suggest two things:

· Face-to-face teams will be more likely to demonstrate a constructive interaction style than a virtual team

· Face-to-face teams will be less likely to demonstrate defensive styles than virtual teams.

As the positive attributes of virtual team problem solving are evaluated, virtual teams can bring many different view and attitudes to the team’s capabilities.  Expertise can be pulled from anywhere in the organization not dependent on location.  They are able to react faster and solve problems quicker with little time conflicts.  Team members find it easier to meet and accomplish tasks virtually rather traditionally due to the lessening of traditional constraints.  Virtual teams have proved to be cost effective as the save time and money in project costs.

Final Word

Because virtual teams require specialized communication tools and tactics for success, it is easy to assume that a virtual team is different from co-located cross-functional and natural teams.  However, this is not a true perception.  Virtual teams address the same issues and needs as their non-virtual counterparts.   It is only the chronological and spatial attributes of virtual teams that make them appear different.  As communications technologies become more and more sophisticated, the perception of these "special' attributes will all but disappear.  Eventually, only teams and teamwork will remain.

Recommended References

de Janasz, S. C., Dowd, K. O., & Schneider, B. Z. (2000) Interpersonal skills in organizations. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Drucker, P. F. (1993).  Post-capitalist Society.  NY:  HarperCollins Publishers.

Drucker, P. F. (2001).  Management Challenges for the 21st Century.  NY:  HarperCollins Publishers.
Guillot, T. L. (2002, May). Team building in a virtual environment. Info-line. (0205). American Society for Training & Development.

Nonaka, I. (1991).  The knowledge-creating company.  Harvard Business Review, 69 (6), 96-105.

Schmidt, J.B., Montoya-Weiss, M., and Massey, A.P (2001) NPD decision-making effectiveness: A comparison of individuals, face-to-face teams, and virtual teams. Decision Sciences, 32(4), Fall, 2001, in press. 

Senge, P. M. (1990). The Fifth Discipline: the art & practice of the learning organization.  NY:  Currency Doubleday.

Warkentin, M. E., Sayeed, L., & Hightower, R. (1997) Virtual teams versus face-to-face teams: An exploratory study of a web-based conference system Decision Sciences, vol. 28, no. 4, pp. 975-996, 1997.

Web Resources
Virtual Teams Research - www.virtualteamsresearch.org.  

Virtual Teams Project - http://www.marshall.usc.edu/ceo/vt/overview_home.htm . 

www.vta.spcomm.uiuc.edu/PSG/psg13-ov.html
www.ukans.edu/cwis/units/coms2/vma/probsol.htm
http://csdl.computer.org/comp/proceedings/hicss/2004/2056/01/205610043babs.htm
www.css.edu.students/lhamre/performing.htm






























� This work also deals exclusively with decision-making in a virtual environment.





� This references deals exclusively with the use of a web-based system used by virtual teams in decision-making.





� This site offers information regarding workshops and training for virtual teams.  Information on all aspects of these groups, including decision-making, can be found on this organization’s website.





� This site is a collection of data for an ongoing study in virtual teams.  There is a great deal of information available on this site on the functions and working of virtual teams.  There is also a list of references available for further research.  Decision-making comprises a significant portion of the information.








