


Preface

Unlike any time in the past, virtual teams are
now a way of life in most organizations in

corporate America. A number of factors are influ-
encing the proliferation of these virtual work
teams, including:

• Mergers and acquisitions where employees
are retained in multiple locations, rather than
simply relocated to another central work
location.

• An increase in the number of employees who
telecommute and work flexible hours, which
often means that team members do not see
each other or interact regularly on a face-to-
face basis.

• The use of temporary or ad hoc teams
formed to address a specific work need or
issue and then reformed into different teams
for future work projects. 
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• The use of temporary employees or consul-
tants who might not be co-located with the
projects they are supporting.

• Medical or other health-related issues that
prevent an employee from being physically
present with his or her team, but with new
technology, can still contribute to the team’s
goal.

• Employees with physical challenges such as
hearing loss, vision loss, or difficulties with
mobility who cannot fully participate on a
team, but might be able to do more with the
help of new technology.

• The use of “experts” whose short-term in-
volvement on a team does not require them
to be physically present for all of the team’s
work.

All these factors make virtual teams a more
common reality than at any time in the past.

A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S
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How This Book
Is Organized

This book is designed to be a resource that will
assist you in managing, leading, or participat-

ing in a virtual team. Whatever your role within
the virtual team, this book will provide you with
new ideas, practices, and suggestions to help your
virtual team be more effective.

This book is divided into seven sections, each
of which addresses planning considerations for vir-
tual-team performance. These areas include:

• Strategy. Strategy has to focus on the “big
picture,” which is of particular importance to
leaders who are forming or justifying virtual
teams. In this section, you will find a number
of ideas that should be helpful as you build
your case for virtual teams and lay the cor-
nerstones of the foundation for virtual teams.
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• Structure. What is the most appropriate
structure for virtual teams? What factors
should be considered in making such a deci-
sion? These are the types of issues that will be
examined in the structure section.

• Practices. In this section, you will find a
number of ideas based on the work of nu-
merous successful virtual teams that can mo-
tivate virtual team members to consider and
implement practices that will make their
team successful.

• Tools. Tools are just what they suggest—“quick
hitters” that enable you to make things happen
with your virtual teams. In this section, we out-
line how the best tools available can help you
and your teams.

• Management. What should the supervisor,
manager, or leader do? Virtual teams might
not have been covered in the management
training you received. In this section, we will
address some of the unique challenges for
managers of virtual teams. We will also ad-
dress some of the things that you, the leader,
might need to do differently with your vir-
tual team employees than you do with your
on-site team employees.

• Technology. Technology provides a means of
connecting virtual team members. This sec-

A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S
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tion will outline several technology principles
useful for virtual teams. This section does not
review all the potential technology available
to virtual teams; there are far too many possi-
bilities, and the list changes just about every
day. You will, however, find some general
guidelines in this section that should help
you make good decisions relative to the use
of technology.

• Systems. Finally, we will address some of the
systems that need to be in place in order to
support effective virtual teams. 

A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S
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Using this Book
Effectively

Think of this book not as a “How to” book, but
a “What to do” book. It acts as a ready refer-

ence for leaders and team members in building
strong virtual teams. As such, it should:

• Provide ideas for getting started with virtual
teams by identifying some of the key consid-
erations necessary for the teams’ initial suc-
cesses.

• Provide ideas for team members who have
not yet decided to be a part of a virtual team.
What are some of the issues that virtual team
members face? Does this potential team
member have the knowledge, skills, and atti-
tude to work effectively in a virtual team en-
vironment?

• Provide ideas for those who support virtual
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teams. If they are aware of the key challenges
faced by the virtual team, support people can
more effectively create work around solutions
or identify means of adapting present solu-
tions for the benefit of virtual teams.

• Provide ideas for managers of virtual teams.
Virtual team managers are quite different
from other management groups. If a team is
to be successful, it will be so largely because
of the manager’s initiative in paying attention
to the virtual team, to identifying and ad-
dressing issues that block the virtual team’s
success, and in managing the performance of
the virtual team in such a way that the issues
of space and distance do not hinder top-
flight performance and the recognition
thereof. 

A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S
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Strategy and Virtual
Teams

Building effective virtual teams means funda-
mentally making sure that the teams you cre-

ate are considered an important part of the
organization by everyone within the organization,
at all levels.

As such, your virtual teams should be consid-
ered as critical to the organization’s success as any
other teams in current operation. The following
information should be clearly communicated to
the whole organization:

• The virtual teams’ purposes for being 
• How the virtual teams’ work fits in with the

overall mission and vision of the organization
• How the virtual teams will be evaluated
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As you create clarity at all levels of your organi-
zation, you will build a platform for success with
regard to your virtual teams. Rather than being
seen as “necessary evils” in the organization, virtual
teams will be considered critical team players in
and among the many initiatives that will be used
to create success.

A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S
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1
Develop a clear

business
strategy.

If your organization doesn’t have a clear business
strategy, your virtual teams are doomed to failure
before they begin. A clear business strategy is not
just for the benefit of your virtual teams, however;
a clear business strategy benefits the entire organi-
zation by communicating where you are headed
and giving teams a general sense of how much of a
gap exists between where you are and where you
need to be. A clear business strategy provides some
level of direction in terms of how your team
should go about closing the performance gap.
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S

12

All of this information will help your teams
focus their energies in order to achieve the out-
comes most desired. This clear business strategy
will help release your employees’ creativity so that
they can engage their thoughts and suggestions in
the organization’s overall efforts.
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2
Provide

“line of sight.”
“Line of sight” is a term that relates to the em-
ployee’s ability to see a clear connection between
his or her work and the organization’s overall strat-
egy and direction. 

Line of sight assists employees in having clear
justification and purpose for the work they are
doing. It should also enable your employees to
identify ways of not only performing the work at
hand, but improving their individual tasks so that
the overall goal is also improved. Finally, line of
sight enables your employees to see themselves as a
larger part of the company’s operation.

When you create line of sight, you should
map out your processes or draw a work process
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S
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flow chart from the point of the employee’s in-
volvement until the work reaches the customer
or up to the point where what the employee does
impacts the organization’s overall strategy.
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3
Make the whole

visible to
everyone.

A number of tools are being used today to help all
employees gain a more strategic view of their work
within the context of the organization’s overall
work. If you have access to these types of re-
sources, take full advantage of them.

Some of these resources that help people take a
strategic view of the whole include:

• Videotapes or presentations that show how
the work flows from one area to another until
it is complete.

• Process maps that use block diagrams and
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S

16

demonstrate the flow of work from one part
of the organization to the other.

• Visual maps that are drawn by individuals
with artistic skills. These visual maps include
icons or other representations of the various
players in the overall process, which help
everyone remember who is involved in the
work and at what stage.

• Organizational “field trips,” where individu-
als can see how the work flows by walking
through the various phases of the work
process.

• Self-guided tours through the organization.
Such tours accomplish what organizational
“field trips” do, but they are done individu-
ally rather than with a small group.
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4
Stimulate rich
conversations
within your

organization.
So-called rich conversations elicit thinking that
goes beyond the day-to-day, what-do-we-ab-
solutely-need-to-do considerations, looking deeper
into the organization. These rich conversations ask
questions such as, “Why do we need to do this?”
“What would happen if we didn’t do this?” “What
would happen if we did this differently than we
may have done in the past?”

The purpose of these rich conversations is to

17

Virtual Teams  8/16/04  10:21 AM  Page 17



A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S

18

open up the thinking of your team members in
such a way that they challenge every aspect of your
operation and are able to find new and improved
ways of working and achieving your team’s goals.
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5
Develop a clear
purpose and
focus for the

team.
How does this team’s purpose and focus fit into
the larger strategy of the organization? How well
can members of the team articulate that vision
and focus? Are they able to make sense of their
purpose in light of other broader organizational
considerations?

Do team members appear to have taken owner-
ship of the vision and purpose of the group? 
Or are they simply doing what they are told?
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S
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Ultimately, the goal of the team leader and every
team member is to ensure that every person who
works to accomplish the team’s goals does so with
a strong sense of ownership.
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6
Develop clear
objectives for

the team.
Your employees’ ability to own and embrace the vi-
sion for the company and the team will to a signifi-
cant extent be based on their ability to embrace their
own vision of what they will contribute. You must de-
velop team goals, but your employees will have to
identify creative ways of achieving their own goals and
tracking their overall performance toward the goals.

The sooner you are able to help your team de-
velop its goals, the sooner you will be able to start
realizing some of the benefits that result from the
team’s full investment in the achievement of the
organization’s goals.
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7
Develop clear
objectives for
individuals on

the team.
Some of your goals will be accomplished as a result
of a team working together to accomplish them,
but a good number of your goals will be achieved
as a result of employees doing their individual
tasks at a consistently high level of performance
throughout the year.

Once individual goals are developed, encourage
group brainstorming and idea sharing with regard
to the ways in which clear objectives can be
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S

reviewed. This is particularly valuable with regard
to team members who are not located in the same
vicinity. By sharing ideas, team members are learn-
ing to work effectively together, solve problems,
and give and receive effective feedback.

23
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8
Encourage

carefully chosen
small steps

initially.
It is difficult to consistently make huge achieve-
ments throughout the course of a team’s “journey”
to its end goal. In truth, huge achievements are
typically the result of a number of small things
being done exceptionally well.

Taking small incremental steps will enable you
to learn as you go and to share the wealth of knowl-
edge that is being developed with other members
of the team who could benefit by the new insights.
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9
Light a “fire in

the belly.”
Identifying the work “passions” that drive the
members of your team and encouraging them to
move into these areas is an art that effective leaders
develop over time. By observing your employees—
what they like to do, what they don’t like to do,
where they seem to shine, and where they have the
greatest organizational impact—you will be much
better able to identify each employee’s “fire.”

Encourage these employees to take initiative in
the areas where their “fire” exists, and you will en-
able individuals to move in areas of strength—
areas where the individual is able to work at a far
faster pace than is otherwise possible. Passion
makes the difference!
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10
Identify the
benefits of

virtual teams.
As each virtual team begins to work together, en-
courage members to consider what they believe to
be some of the benefits of not being co-located.
Then ask your teams how they can take advantage
of these benefits to create an even greater organiza-
tional outcome.
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11
Identify the
liabilities of

virtual teams.
What are the potholes and pitfalls that your virtual
team might face?

Are team members in different time zones? If
so, time will be an issue. What is the potential im-
pact of not having everyone in the same time
zone?

Are there physical limitations at any of the sites
that need to be overcome? 

Having generated these considerations, identify
commitments that need to be made in order to
overcome these potential potholes and pitfalls.
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12
Solicit the

support of top
management.

Occasionally, one virtual team will require a bit
more help than the others. Top management’s in-
volvement might prove useful.

In general, teams should do their initial
groundwork before seeking the help of top man-
agement. The team should consider the organiza-
tion’s overall strategy and the strategy and goals of
their team, as well as what the benefits and poten-
tial pitfalls and potholes are to working together
virtually.

When these have been identified, specific re-
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S

quests can be made of top management for sup-
port in specific areas. Some of the areas in which
top management support is often sought include: 

• Funding
• Open and supportive communication about

the team and its importance to the organiza-
tion

• Removal of organizational roadblocks that
hinder high performance

• Intervention with other groups whose buy-in
and/or support might be essential to long-
term success

• Visible interaction with the team in order to
demonstrate personal interest and encourage-
ment
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Structure and Virtual
Teams

Within a virtual team, structure serves two
important functions:

• First, it influences work flow—how work
progresses from one part of the team to an-
other so that it can be completed effectively
and as efficiently as possible. 

• Second, it focuses on the relationships be-
tween smaller sub-units of your teams—the
two- and three-person relationships that are
essential for your success.

As you think about structure, then, give attention
to the macro issues—the department-to-depart-
ment and big-picture items. Be sure to pay atten-
tion to some of the smaller “micro” issues that
relate to the inner workings of your team and the
work flow among team members. 
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S
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When you have both the macro and micro
team issues addressed, you will have a team that is
moving toward significant high performance.
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13
Eliminate the

hierarchy.
Over the past 20 years, hierarchy has come under
an increased level of scrutiny. Is it really needed?
What does it add to the work you are charged with
doing? If one or more layers in the hierarchy of the
organization were eliminated, how would this af-
fect the work product with which you are charged? 

These are the types of questions that are worth
investing time and energy to answer. When you have
the answers, you will be closer to determining the
true value of the hierarchy you have in place. And
you will be closer to determining how much of your
resources currently devoted to the maintenance of
the present hierarchy would more effectively be used
to produce better quality results.
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14
Establish

position or
group status of
members and

define task roles
of group
members.

This might sound like a recommendation to create
fiefdoms, but in truth, it is a recommendation for
the creation of clear roles and responsibilities for
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S

34

those who work on your virtual team. These clear
roles and responsibilities will save time and energy
and will promote the development of resources
within the virtual team that can address issues im-
portant to the team’s overall performance.

As much as possible, make sure that team
members have some sort of designated role. This
will create a sense of ownership on the part of all
your team members, and it will allow each mem-
ber to develop a particular expertise that should be
useful to the team as a whole.
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15
Establish some

work rules.
What is the best way to do the work you are
charged with doing? What are the specific steps,
actions, or tasks an individual should do to func-
tion well in your department or in a given role?

Because your team is not in the same room
(and possibly not even on the same continent), it
will be important to establish, early on, rules for
the way work is to be done so that regardless of a
team member’s location, there can be a level of as-
surance that everyone is operating from the same
set of expectations and procedures.

Once these work rules are identified, write them
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S
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down and make sure everyone in the department
(and anyone else who could derive benefit) clearly
understands the procedures, steps, and processes.
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16
Consider the

issue of
location.

You might have a few team members who work at
the same site. How is their work space configured? Is
it structured in such a way that communication and
information exchange is optimum? If not, consider
making a change to facilitate open dialogue.

The question of hard walls versus cubicles versus
open offices also emerges. Make a conscious and in-
tentional decision about the team’s physical con-
figuration after you consider your strategy, the work
processes that you support, your annual goals, and
the input from other members of the team.
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S

38

As you examine these factors, the best arrange-
ment to facilitate optimal outcomes should be-
come clearer.

Your decision should not be based on anyone’s
desire for “privacy.” A high degree of individual
privacy is highly correlated with a decrease in
work-related focus and productivity—something
to keep in mind when you consider where the
members of virtual teams will work.
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17
Create a formal

meeting
structure.

Virtual teams, unlike face-to-face teams, typically
need a much more formal structure. This more
formal structure is designed to ensure that all im-
portant issues are dealt with, that time is used well,
and that there is a balance of input among all team
members.

A significant level of responsibility for this
structure falls on the team’s leader, who needs to
be skillful in managing not only the content of the
meeting, but the meeting’s processes and outcomes
as well.
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18
Regularly

redesign your
meeting
structure.

The risk of having a formal meeting structure is
that it can become too familiar, too hum-drum,
and too easy for participants to fade in and out of.

In order to minimize the likelihood of this oc-
curring, redesign your meeting structure every
5 to 10 meetings. The redesign can be as simple as
beginning with those things that used to consti-
tute the ending parts of the agenda, but the re-
design can also be a wholesale restructuring of the
elements of the meeting and its content.
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S

Whatever the decision, make sure every team
member is aware of the new structure and is pre-
pared to participate in the dialogue.
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The Practices of
Virtual Teams

Whatever an individual’s role is in a virtual
team—team member, team leader, team

sponsor, senior executive, facilitator, or consul-
tant—engaging in certain proven practices will
help the team reach its potential.

The next several pages focus on the practices of
highly effective virtual teams that enable them to
achieve their goals, while they build effective inter-
action among their individual members.
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19
Explain rules,

define
terminology,

and use explicit
language and
descriptions.

All communities, large and small, create unique
ways of interacting with one another that are not
known to those who are not a part of the commu-
nity. For example, a common word such as soda
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A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S

44

has very different meanings in different parts of
the United States.

The complexity of language and regional varia-
tions make it difficult for people from different
parts of the country (not to mention the world) to
communicate effectively.

In an effort to break down the barriers that
exist between virtual team members, develop the
habit of using clear, explicit language, and avoid
the use of acronyms unless you are willing to de-
fine these acronyms the first few times they are
used.

Rules and practices, likewise, are often unique
to one group or one location. Spell out these rules
and practices for the benefit of those who might
not be familiar with them.
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20
Foster social

presence.
Invisibility on a virtual team can occur easily, but
it can be quite costly when it affects the quality
and quantity of the team’s results. Make sure that
your team members know each other, even if you
have to re-introduce team members to one an-
other, and continue to create additional connec-
tions between individual members of the team.

Use formal and informal interactions among
your team members to strengthen the members’
familiarity with one another (including job
strengths) and the team’s ability to work together.
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21
Establish norms

for group
interaction.

Norms describe how people want to work to-
gether. They consist of value descriptions such as
“open,” “honest,” and “direct” that are important
to the team.

As soon as possible, take the time to identify
these norms. As a general rule, there should be be-
tween five and seven norms. 
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22
Evaluate your
team’s perfor-

mance against the
norms members
have chosen.

Norms are worthless if your team isn’t actively working
to live up to them. Make sure that the norms chosen
have “teeth” and are being adhered to by your team.

Where necessary, either reinforce, remove, or
reconsider your team’s norms to make sure that
they are up-to-date and relevant and that they
have the team’s full commitment.
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23
Establish a

creating stage for
your team’s work.

The creating stage is the foundation for team
members’ involvement and contribution. The cre-
ating stage should include:

• An orientation to the nature and purpose of
the team (Why is the team here?)

• An introduction to the team’s members
(Who am I? Who are you?)

• Team interaction (initial building of trust)
• Goal/role classification (What’s my role?

What is the role of others here?)
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24
Establish

procedures for
group

discussion.
A decision-making procedure should be estab-
lished for virtual groups. Effective groups go
through stages such as conception (clarifying the
idea or issue), generation (identifying causes of
and solutions to the issue), reduction (narrowing
down the possibilities), selection (picking the
most likely solution), implementation (acting on
the chosen solution), and evaluation (determin-
ing if the chosen solution has addressed the issue).
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25
Establish rules of
“netiquette” and
create an active

list of
“ebbreviations.”

All teams need rules and norms, but virtual teams
need “netiquette”—a set of guidelines for the
team’s online interactions. These rules will be use-
ful to new team members, as well as to other indi-
viduals who are actively involved in the team’s
work.
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26
Create a

newspaper-style
report after each

meeting, and
publish it for the
rest of the team.

Follow the style used by journalists to report on a
meeting: Focus on the Who, What, When,
Where, Why, and How.

Using this style will enable you to cover the
most important facts clearly and succinctly.
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27
Encourage the

team to
acknowledge
who is present

and who is
absent at the
beginning of

every meeting,
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and develop
clear strategies
for involving all
members in the
team’s work.

Involving each member in the team’s work and
maintaining regular communication with all
members (regardless of meeting attendance) keep
everyone connected.

Formally noting who is not present will help
the leader remember to communicate with these
members so that everything stays on track.
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28
Develop a team

policy of
sending out
“hot news”
bulletins.

“Hot news” bulletins are a good way for the team
to stay in touch with one another, know what is
going on, and celebrate accomplishments toward
the team’s goals.
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29
Create ways to

celebrate
accomplishments
as a team, even
when the team
is not physically

together.
Making sure the entire team participates in team cel-
ebrations reinforces the “team-ness” of their work.
Some organizations celebrate via teleconference, but
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standard conference calls are also useful. Symbolic
toasts are another means by which teams can cele-
brate major milestones.
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30
Use

“information
mapping” to
communicate
information.

Information mapping is a way of structuring in-
formation so that it can be read and understood
quickly and easily.

Create your own format so that team members
are able to read through every piece of communi-
cation quickly and understand how to appropri-
ately respond or take any action that is important.
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31
Amplify energy.

All teams lose focus and energy over time. Ampli-
fying energy is a way to reenergize the team so that
it is able to continue on a productive course.

Any team member can reenergize the team—it
is not the exclusive responsibility of the team
leader, supervisor, or manager. Some individuals
have the ability to reenergize groups of people
through the use of jokes, team exercises, or even
something so basic as lively conversation. Team
members who possess these talents should be en-
couraged to put them to good use on behalf of the
team.
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Establish regular
communication

practices as
a means of
avoiding

communication
gaps.

Regular communication allows teams to create the
rhythms that are essential to high performance.

Establish a regular meeting day and time, and
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keep meetings the same length as a way of disci-
plining the team to focus on the importance of
regular communication. Once you establish a
schedule, stick to it and encourage all members of
the team to contribute to the content and quality
of the communication.
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33
Establish agree-
able guidelines
regarding team
communication.

Once an e-mail, fax, telephone call, or other form
of communication is received from a team mem-
ber, how long should an individual wait for a re-
sponse before following up? For some, “within 24
hours” is reasonable, while for others, “24 to 72
hours” is reasonable.

Agree on what constitutes “reasonable” within
your group. Make sure your team understands it
and sticks to it.
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Monitor and

manage
communication
effectiveness.

How well is your group communicating? Is the
communication clear, timely, and focused? Does it
accomplish what is needed?

Periodically (more often in the beginning),
monitor the effectiveness of your group’s commu-
nication so that everyone develops good habits of
communication within the team.
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Stimulate

communication
within the

network of team
members.

Inevitably, team members who are in contact with
networks of other people receive information that
is useful to other members of their team. When
this occurs, information should be passed on to
those who can benefit from the information.

This is not solely the responsibility of manage-
ment. Each person on the team should share
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relevant information in a timely manner if it is not
of a confidential nature and reciprocate to main-
tain a flow of accurate and useful communication.
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Build trust in
your virtual

team based on
proven

performance,
rather than on
social bonds.

One definition of trust is “a belief in the compe-
tence of another.” As you build your virtual team,
extend trust to those who have demonstrated that
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they are trustworthy—the individuals who per-
form their work on time and within the standards
of quality established by your team. 

These are the individuals who are worthy of
your trust.
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Create a virtual
environment of
inclusiveness

and
involvement.

In an environment where everyone is physically
present, being “out of the loop” is something that
most people can easily overcome. Individuals can
get caught up “through the grapevine,” around the
water cooler, or in other less-direct ways. In a vir-
tual environment, not having all the information
is a bit more difficult to remedy, since there is no
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“water cooler” or other social means of informally
sharing information.

Make sure all your virtual team members have
all the information they need.
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Creative

approaches for
providing
feedback,

coaching, and
support for the
virtual team.

Many of the typical approaches for providing feed-
back, coaching, and active support to team mem-
bers will not work in a virtual environment.
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Identify new approaches that take advantage of the
virtual environment. For example, consider send-
ing electronic cards to your team members
through one of the free online services that provide
such cards.

There are dozens of other ways to show appre-
ciation and recognize employees within a virtual
setting.
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Encourage team

members to
develop

interpersonal
relationships.

It is particularly difficult in virtual teams to de-
velop interpersonal relationships—relationships
where people are able to get to know each other
and, on the basis of that knowledge, develop a
greater level of comfort and confidence in each
other.

It might be necessary for you to structure a
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“virtual happy hour” where individuals can have
unstructured time to get to know each other so-
cially the way they would if they were co-located.
Be sure to manage these “happy hours” responsibly
with regard to company policies and standard-
and-accepted business practices.

Virtual Teams  8/16/04  10:21 AM  Page 72



40
Clarify goals at
every meeting.

It should be expected that whenever your virtual
team gets together, it does so to accomplish some-
thing. Explicitly state the goal (or goals) of the
meetings you have. Do this at the beginning of the
meeting and, if necessary, return to that goal at
various points in the meeting to ensure that the
meeting is progressing toward the achievement of
the goal.

Finally, at the end of the meeting, determine
the degree to which you and your team believe you
have achieved the goal you set out to achieve.
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Develop visual,

online reminders
of the progress

being made
toward

important goals,
tasks, and
projects.
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The availability of software for the creation of
charts and graphs makes it possible for every team
to develop and publish graphic representations of
their work and progress to date.

Ensure that these charts and graphs are updated
and that the date is visibly displayed on the chart
so that team members know the current status of
tasks and projects.
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Keep team
interactions
upbeat and

action oriented.
A common complaint about many teams is that
when they get together, all they do is complain
about what is, rather than creatively consider what
could be. Do not allow your team to fall into this
trap.

If your team is tempted to “sing the blues,” in-
terrupt the negative dialogue with a question, such
as “So, what are we going to do about this?” or
“How can we address this problem and move on?”
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As team members develop the discipline of ac-
tion orientation, their problem-solving skills will
improve and the quality of the results will sky-
rocket.
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Standardize
common
protocols.

“How do you do ‘X’?” is a common question many
workers ask. In other words, “What’s the standard
protocol for addressing this situation?” If your
team has taken the time to write down its standard
protocols, the task of orientation and initial skill
building is made that much easier.

Make sure the common activities done on your
team are written down clearly so that everyone—
both those who are new to the team and those
who are well-established on the team—are able to
follow the procedures effectively.
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Celebrate the

achievement of
milestones.

One strategy seldom used by teams is to celebrate
milestones. These milestones could be significant
steps toward the achievement of a major goal, or
they could include a notable achievement essential
for longer-term success.

Whatever the milestone, take a moment to cel-
ebrate it. This will give your team the opportunity
to get energized as they reflect on the most recent
success and consider the challenges that lie ahead.
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Identify the
barriers to

collaboration that
your team needs

to overcome.
Most teams encounter difficulties as they attempt
to achieve success. The most successful teams are
able to identify these difficulties, create a plan to
address them, implement the plan, and move for-
ward successfully.

What is standing in the way of your team’s
success?
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Identify what
people should
do in the event

of a crisis.
No one wishes for a crisis, but smart teams know
that by preparing for one, they will be in a better
position to address one should it occur.

Develop a crisis recovery plan for your team
and ensure that every person on your team knows
the plan and is able to implement it. You may
never need it, but in the event that you do, you
will be glad you have it.
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Assume nothing,

but spell out
everything.

This blanket statement is based on the fact that it
is difficult to get two people to assume the same
things. Add the issue of space, geography, and dif-
ferent tasks to the mix, and assumptions become
potentially lethal.

There are many areas of work performance that
need to be stated explicitly for the benefit of all.
There might also be other areas relative to team in-
teraction, team problem solving, or team commu-
nication that are important to write down.
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Watch for
conflict.

Conflict is sometimes easy to spot, while at other
times it goes unnoticed. Develop keen radar for
the presence of conflict in your virtual team. It
might emerge around ideas (which idea is right,
best, most appropriate, etc.), or it might develop
around personalities (who likes whom, who doesn’t
like whom). Whatever the source, conflict is a
major barrier to team effectiveness.
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Effectively

manage conflict.
If there are signs of significant conflict (i.e., con-
flict that is hindering the team’s achievement of its
goals), it needs to be dealt with directly and forth-
rightly.

Occasionally, it might be useful to bring in a
third party to assist in conflict management. The
presence of another individual who is not in the
middle of the conflict is often useful in gaining
perspective about the conflict and what should be
done with it. 
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Do better
next time.

Whatever your team is working on—a project, a
party, a team-building activity—commit your-
selves to doing that activity even better the next
time it is undertaken.

This philosophy of continuous improvement
will ensure that your team becomes stronger and
better with every interaction.
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Monitor and

manage meeting
behavior.

When your virtual team meets, who talks to
whom? About what? Who is not included in team
interactions? Who sits on the sidelines and doesn’t
appear interested in the work of the team?

Follow these behaviors and encourage those
who might be on the fringes to get more involved.
Encourage those who are involved to the point of
excluding others to allow room for others to speak
and offer their perspectives.
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Consider

obtaining the
services of a

meeting
facilitator.

Getting a team to work together well is hard work.
This hard work can be made easier by the presence
of a third party known as a facilitator.

The facilitator ensures that the team moves to-
ward the established goals, while at the same time
maintains a high level of involvement on the part
of all the team members.
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The Tools of
Virtual Teams

This section identifies a number of tools that
can help your team work efficiently and effec-

tively.
The tools that are listed here do not constitute

an exhaustive list. They are included to stimulate
the consideration of other possibilities that could
help your team excel.
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Create a sign, a

logo, or a symbol
to represent your

team.
Even if your team consists of only one member,
the presence of a visual identifier reinforces the
identity of the team.

If team members are physically located near
people who are not part of their own team, the vi-
sual identifier can create a boundary between their
team and members of other teams, as well as re-
mind them of their team connection.
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Make your team
members aware

of the rules
for online

communication.
Online communication is unique in that we can-
not make use of nonverbal cues, voice inflection,
or other ways to decipher the meaning of another
person’s communication.

That being the case, online communication
must be far more precise than other forms of com-
munication.
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Provide your team members with guidelines or
a checklist that will be helpful when communicat-
ing online.
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Provide extensive

training in
virtual teamwork

to help
overcome

process loss.
There are few experts in the area of virtual team-
work. For that reason, most of your team members
will be learning as they go. Make sure your team
members have both the orientation to virtual
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teams (what they are and how they differ from
other teams) and the skills of virtual teamwork.

Conducting this training prior to implement-
ing virtual teams will likely reduce levels of frustra-
tion, ineffectiveness, and poor initial productivity.
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Develop tools

for the selection
of high-quality

virtual team
members.

Because the virtual team is different, the selection
process for virtual team members should be differ-
ent from in-person selection processes.

Create real-life situations that reflect the work
of your virtual team and ask candidates to partici-
pate in those situations. As they observe the candi-
dates, the interviewers will have an idea of who is
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likely to adapt well to the virtual environment and
who is likely to struggle. Candidates, as well, will
have a clearer sense of their abilities and comfort
level for working in this type of environment.
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Create a shared
virtual space
where team

members can
interact beyond

the scope of
work.

Informal exchanges are useful in building trust and
better relationships among team members. Ensure

96

Virtual Teams  8/16/04  10:21 AM  Page 96



A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S

that these types of informal exchanges take place in
your group and that individuals participate in them
periodically.
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Regularly

consider the
need for
training.

The development of team skills will require team
members to use learning skills that they might be
unfamiliar with or rusty at.

Regular skill training will keep employees on
their toes with regard to the latest technology, ap-
proaches, and methodology for getting their work
done.

98

Virtual Teams  8/16/04  10:21 AM  Page 98



59
Review and

align processes
periodically.

Explicitly identifying processes, writing them
down, measuring them, and evaluating them should
be a priority for virtual teams.

As these processes are identified and refined,
they provide a foundation for common approaches
and high-quality outcomes.
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Develop and

make available
a variety of 
job aids.

Job aids are simple tools that are posted at an em-
ployee’s workspace for the purpose of reminding
him or her how work is to be done, or how a par-
ticular task should be accomplished.

Given the complexity of many jobs, these job
aids can be of great value to virtual team members.

If you use these job aids, ensure that they are
accurate, updated often, and available to all team
members.
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Perform a
readiness

assessment.
Identify the factors that are most important to
your virtual environment. Set the level of perfor-
mance that is essential for your virtual teams.
Finally, determine the “acceptable” point of per-
formance to establish whether a virtual team
should be formed.

After these tasks are completed, evaluate your
current teams to determine how ready they are to
become virtual teams.
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Managing Virtual Teams

At the heart of every virtual team’s effectiveness
is management. Individuals working on vir-

tual teams are, for the most part, experiencing a
new way of working that is unfamiliar.

In addition, the management of these teams re-
quires a different set of skills than those needed for
management and supervisory roles. How do you
“manage by walking around” on a virtual team?
How do you get the right people “on the bus” and
the wrong people “off the bus” in a virtual envi-
ronment? 

The art and the science of managing virtual
teams will be the focus of the next collection of
ideas. Examine them, use them, refine them, and
expand them as you enter the world of virtual
management.
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Define team
objectives.

What does this team exist to do? How can this
team not only achieve its goals and objectives, but
excel in that achievement? And how can the team
not only excel at goal achievement, but do so in a
virtual environment where the team’s members
don’t feel as if they are estranged from one an-
other?

As you think of your team’s objectives, don’t
limit your consideration to the work itself. Obvi-
ously, the work is critical, but remember to con-
sider other attributes that will help define virtual
team excellence (i.e., the team’s ability to work to-
gether and to identify and use unique virtual at-
tributes for team success).

103

Virtual Teams  8/16/04  10:21 AM  Page 103



63
Identify

appropriate
team members.

The ability to function independently and effec-
tively has to be close to the top of the list of criteria
for members of a virtual team. Unlike co-located
teams, the virtual team is fueled by a compelling
set of goals and objectives and an energetic and
committed team of individuals who can accom-
plish those goals and objectives.

Since working in a virtual environment is a
relatively new phenomenon, it might be difficult
to identify those who have previous experience. If
so, look for individuals who are able to function
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well without immediate supervision, who are
highly effective problem solvers, and who are able
to network effectively with others to achieve a
given outcome.

These three criteria should be useful in identi-
fying virtual team members who will be able to
move your agenda forward.

105

Virtual Teams  8/16/04  10:21 AM  Page 105



64
Establish a team

leader.
Depending on the structure of your virtual team,
having on-site team leaders can be a useful strategy.
These individuals would possess go-to responsibili-
ties so that questions relating to administrative mat-
ters or work process could be answered consistently.

If your compensation structure allows, provide
financial incentive for individuals who perform
these roles well.
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Clarify the
position of

group members.
Who does what on your team? Who is the “go-to”
person for one task or another? Who possesses ex-
pertise on a given work process or procedure?
Clarifying the answers to these questions will help
you expand accountability for your team’s success
to a number of individuals within the team.
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Develop cross-
team groups

that are focused
on particular

skills.
Developing cross-team groups will keep team
members from being isolated and help to develop
broad competence across the team.

In addition, this will allow you to build in-
house expertise on virtually every important busi-
ness function.
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67
Create in-house
mentoring and

coaching
initiatives.

By creating cross-geography or cross-functional
mentoring, you are strengthening the networks of
interplay between team members.

Through these informal contacts and networks,
individuals will not only know other team mem-
bers better, but they will also have a greater sense
of team members’ expertise—and should be able
to call on that expertise when needed.
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Create ad hoc

teams for
unique tasks or
opportunities.

Ad hoc teams afford team members the opportu-
nity of working with individuals they might not
have worked with before. These teams also provide
opportunities to develop new skills and perspec-
tives through the chemistry that is created by vir-
tual team members.
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Make sure that
you understand
and uphold the
group’s norms.

If the team’s norms are not being adhered to, they
are worthless. Yet team members, particularly in
the team’s early stages of operation, might be re-
luctant to speak out when clear violations of the
norms are occurring.

By upholding these norms, management sets an
example that team members should also be en-
couraged to emulate.
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Take on the role

of “chief
communicator.”

Ultimately, communication is everyone’s responsi-
bility, but team members might be unwilling to
step up to the plate on this one until they see that
communication is valued by the team.

Demonstrate that value. Create regular commu-
nication (at least weekly) and ensure that the con-
tent of the communication is worth listening to.
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Find ways to

spotlight
individuals or
small groups

who are making
exciting things

happen.
Chances are there are a number of areas of team
performance that are worth spotlighting. Goals are
being achieved; individuals are accomplishing
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results in record-breaking time; quality is high;
customers are expressing satisfaction about the
work that is being done. 

All of these things have a way of generating en-
ergy within the team—as long as they are well-
publicized. Make sure they are.
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72
If team members
have not worked
together in the
past, allow time
for them to get
to know one

another.
One option is to encourage team members to take
“virtual lunches,” where individuals in various
locations spend their lunch times together online,
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exchanging information, asking questions, or en-
gaging in small talk much like they would do in a
face-to-face environment.

Team meetings, likewise, can include time for
personal exchange so that virtual communication
does not become overly sterile.
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73
Make sure that

your team
members have a
healthy balance
of technical and

interpersonal
skills.

If you have inherited an existing team that will
now be a virtual one, this might be a bit of a chal-
lenge since the team has already been established.
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Nevertheless, helping your team members recog-
nize the need for both technical and interpersonal
skills and providing opportunities to develop these
kinds of skill sets should be an item on your
agenda.
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74
Emphasize the

need for
commitment to
the virtual team.

Face-to-face teams need commitment, and so do
virtual teams. To solidify the virtual team’s compo-
sition, create a virtual team composite picture, de-
termine a name for your virtual team, and brand
your team’s work with its name.
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Create new ways

of managing
conflict.

Rather than relying on age-old approaches such as
yelling at one another or giving someone the “silent
treatment,” find new ways to manage team conflict
and deal with differences.

One option is to encourage team members to
first determine what they agree on rather than
what they disagree on. After identifying areas of
agreement, move on to points of disagreement and
explore options for effectively managing the dis-
agreement.
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Assess the work
that has to be
accomplished.

If you are the manager of the virtual team, the
team’s output is uniquely within your sphere of re-
sponsibility. Know the projects that your team is
tasked with and the status of those projects. 
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Challenge each
person on your

team to be a self-
starter and a strong

communicator.
These two key skills differentiate individuals who
will succeed within a virtual environment from
those who will be less-than-productive. Recognize
and reward those individuals who can size up a
situation and work through it effectively, keeping
you and other members of the team informed as to
what they did and why they did it.
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“Mega-

communicate.”
Virtual relationships often lack the nonverbal
communication opportunities that are present in
face-to-face relationships. For that reason, verbal
communication has to be expanded by a factor of
3 or 4.

Encourage 360˚ communication: to you, from
you, to team members, from team members, to
and from others not on the team but whose in-
volvement is key to the team’s long-term success,
and to and from your team’s customers.
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Blend cultures

and back-
grounds on your

virtual team.
A virtual environment is ideal for blending diverse
backgrounds and abilities. By having a rich mix of
skills, talents, orientations, and cultures, your team
should be able to see problems and opportunities
from multiple perspectives and thereby obtain
high-quality results.

Such a blending will also require strong skills in
listening, problem solving, and collaboration,
which will also be beneficial to your team’s work.
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Make the

transition from
managing time
to managing

projects.
By focusing on projects, you ensure that your team
is managing its most important asset: its output
and its reputation. 
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Provide regular
assessment of

progress toward
goals and
objectives.

Feedback is the fuel of virtual teams. As in the case
of communication in general, it is best when this
feedback is complete in its format and design.

Encourage virtual teammates to provide feed-
back on and assessments of projects, milestones in
the completion of projects, and other key activities
that relate to your team’s success.
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Technology and 
Virtual Teams

Because of the nature of a virtual team’s work,
technology is an essential element in the

team’s tool kit.
Technology, however, advances far too rapidly

to be captured in a book. For that reason, this sec-
tion will examine fundamental principles of tech-
nology. A number of online resources are better
suited for offering specific technology recommen-
dations useful to virtual teams. Consult these sites
for product-specific information.
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Give team

members access
to tools that

support highly
interdependent
work, such as

advanced group-
ware or video-
conferencing.
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The range and options of such tools increase on a
daily basis. Assign someone on your team to be-
come the resident expert on the tools and tech-
nologies that could be of use to your team. If your
organization has a technology group that supports
your team’s work, so much the better. Determine if
someone in that group can develop expertise (if he
or she doesn’t already possess it) in groupware and
videoconferencing that might be useful to your
virtual team.
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83
Create a “virtual
water cooler”

within an
electronic

communication
system to

informally share
information and

perspectives
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about what is
going on with

regard to
individuals on

the team or the
team’s work.

Informal ways of communicating will help your
team feel like a team. Whenever an opportunity
exists to share information relevant to the team or
its members, use this “virtual water cooler.” 
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84
Create tracks

and footprints
in physical

space.
Establishing an audit trail for work that has been
done will be useful to your team in replicating
completed work.

Where possible on projects that have been
completed, conduct “post mortems” using docu-
ments or presentation software. This will help oth-
ers who might want to learn from your team’s or
sub-team’s results.
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85
Learn how to

use a variety of
electronic

communication
media

strategically.
When is the best time to use videoconferencing?
When is the best time to use e-mail or the tele-
phone? Examining these topics within your team
is likely to generate ideas useful to the whole team.
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This discussion should also provide an oppor-
tunity to talk about the appropriate use of these
tools and media. Make sure your team members
know how to use these tools well and provide feed-
back that could be helpful in sharpening team
members’ skills in the use of these tools.
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86
Use the phone
more often.

In the midst of the highly electronic age in which
we live, it is possible to forget one of the most
basic tools we have for electronic communication:
the telephone. The telephone still holds great po-
tential for virtual teams—especially when cell
phones, pagers, and PDAs are considered. The
availability of these devices makes it possible for
your team to stay in touch nearly 24/7.

That being the case, your team will also benefit
by creating some rules for the use of phones and
other communication devices during off-hours.
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Switch media for
greater impact.

There was a time when everyone complained
about junk mail, but now we just tune it out. A
similar numbing effect is happening with scores of
phone calls, e-mails, and other electronic commu-
nication.

Change media periodically to create a fresh way
of sharing information.
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Create and use

virtual
conferences

often to
introduce or

share expertise.
Live conferences offer fresh insights and new per-
spectives on issues and interests. So do virtual con-
ferences. Virtual conferences, though, can be
conducted at any time; all you need is an expert
and an audience. These virtual conferences also
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provide an opportunity to highlight the individual
expertise that is represented on the team. Leverag-
ing that expertise for the benefit of the entire team
makes wise use of resources, energizes and moti-
vates the team to acquire new skills, and enhances
the organization.
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89
Use the

grouping feature
of e-mail

software to
increase the

effectiveness of
the virtual team.

Communicating to all members of the virtual
team becomes easy through the use of the group
feature of most e-mail systems. 
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Identify someone on the team to assume re-
sponsibility for the maintenance and distribution
of an up-to-date list. This person will be respon-
sible for promptly adding new team members to
the communication loop and removing team
members who leave the team from the distribution
list immediately.
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90
Use virtual
meetings to

handle specific
near-focus

issues quickly.
As in all meetings, focus on the goal of the meet-
ing and the key questions or issues that need to be
addressed quickly. Then engage in open dialogue
on the questions or issues until the team is able to
arrive at a solution.
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Adapt decision-
making software

to facilitate
problem solving

and decision
making.

There are a number of effective decision-making
and problem-solving software tools available
today. Choose one that fits in with the team’s tasks
and level of skills and expertise.
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The more you

interact by
voice, text, and
audio, the more
you will be able
to overcome the
barriers of time,
distance, and

culture.
143
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Virtual communication is becoming more and
more popular as people become more comfortable
with the technology.

Encourage regular use of this technology until
your team has developed a high level of comfort
and expertise.
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93
Consider
the cost.

New technology does not come free, but it pays
off in terms of long-term productivity and team
effectiveness.

Before purchasing additional technology, con-
duct a cost-benefit analysis and select what will
provide the greatest benefit at the most manage-
able cost.
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Systems and Virtual
Teams

Systems can be thought of as the factors that
operate behind the scenes to assist the virtual

team in doing its job well. Many of these systems
are maintained by human resources, but not all.
Technology is a part of these systems as well, but
since technology was included in its own section,
it will not be addressed again here. 

For purposes of this section, “systems” refers to
selection, hiring, training, developing, appraising,
rewarding, promoting, and terminating. In short,
“systems” includes everything that enables your
team and your team members to function at the
highest level of performance. 
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Establish the
appropriate

quantitative and
qualitative data

for accurate
assessment of
virtual team
members.
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Proper measurement systems will assist everyone
connected with virtual teams to assess their effective-
ness. Whether you are a team member, a team
leader, or a customer of a virtual team, how the team
performs is the key measure of its effectiveness.

What are those factors that should determine
how well the virtual team is doing from the cus-
tomer’s perspective? From management’s perspec-
tive? From the team’s perspective? All these factors
should be considered as you identify measure-
ments and gather data in support of an effective
team assessment.
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95
Develop a
thorough

understanding
of e-mail, tele-
conferencing,
and video-

conferencing.
Each team member should be thoroughly familiar
with the use of these tools and should be capable
of using these tools at the appropriate times.
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Conduct regular training and re-training in the
use of these tools. Consider the development of
job aids that might assist team members in know-
ing both when to use one of these tools and how to
use these tools most effectively.
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96
Compensate
creatively.

What measures are currently used to determine
how individuals are compensated? How effective
are these measures within the virtual environment?
Give careful attention to these tools and obtain the
input and perspective from team members as to
what constitutes high quality work within the vir-
tual environment.

In addition, seek the support of a compensa-
tion professional who can offer alternatives to tra-
ditional approaches to compensation. 
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Reconsider

performance
management.

Since the team can’t be under the watchful eye of
the manager or supervisor, how should perfor-
mance be measured and managed?

Part of the answer to this question lies in other
areas that have already been considered (i.e., goal
setting, communication, project performance,
etc.), and part of the answer might be to overhaul
current performance management systems so that
these systems are more appropriately suited to a
virtual environment.

After this process has been completed, ensure
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that all members of your team understand the
modified approach to performance management
and are able to address the essential elements that
will determine how their performance is evaluated. 
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98
Examine and
revise your

reward structure.
Most individuals perform at a level consistent with
the rewards offered. What is the current reward
structure in use by those on your virtual team? Is it
working? Does it create the type of results that are
needed by the team? If not, revise it.

If the structure does appear to be producing the
desired results, review these factors periodically to
ensure that they are still producing the outcomes
needed by the team.
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Consider the

factor of system
selection.

Appropriate technology is technology that effec-
tively addresses the task needing to be accom-
plished, the organization’s capability of using the
technology well, the short- and long-term costs,
and the users’ skills.

Avoid the temptation of choosing technology
with the most “bells and whistles,” especially if it
does not adequately address the factors listed
above.
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100
Thoroughly

consider how
you store your
documentation.

The number of projects undertaken by your vir-
tual team might provide a challenge with regard to
storage. Where should the projects themselves or
the electronic files be stored? 

Make a decision and ensure that everyone on
the team understands how data will be retained
and, when necessary, retrieved.
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101
Actively evaluate
and reevaluate
all the systems
that affect the
virtual team.

The rapidity with which technology changes poses
a challenge for virtual teams and virtual team re-
sults. Those things that might have once been
state-of-the-practice soon become “old news” and
irrelevant. For that reason, it might be useful for
you to identify and task a team of individuals to
periodically review all the systems affecting your
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virtual team so that the most up-to-date and useful
tools, technologies, systems, and practices are in
place.

This continual review process will ensure that
your virtual teams continue to achieve the out-
standing results of which they are capable.
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What’s Next with Your
Virtual Team?

It’s 9:00 on the first day of the fourth quarter. Do
you know where your team is?
If you are like many managers, your team may

function, largely, on automatic pilot. They do the
things that they may have done for years. In some
cases, they hope for new results (as if producing
mundane actions produces miracles), while in
other cases they may be struggling to determine
which end is “up” and how they can best go about
addressing the increasing demands of a world that
seems to be topsy-turvy. 

If you add to this mix the fact that your team is
spread out throughout the world, creating effective
teamwork becomes far more than playing a round
of “best ball” golf or white water rafting in West
Virginia. True teamwork will require a deeper level
of clarification, communication, commitment, and
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consequences management than is typically pre-
sent in teams sharing a location. Teamwork must
become more than a notion; teamwork must re-
quire the team to work. 

The ideas presented here have been useful to
distributed teams operating virtually and to teams
that may not be distributed across various time
zones. But the ideas will not work if they simply
lay in the book! There is no magic in the book.
The power of this book lies (literally) in your
hands, as you determine how you will put into
practice those ideas that can meet the needs of
your organization.

With that in mind, check out the last two rec-
ommendations, included at no additional charge! I
hope that they will be useful in getting you off of
the sidelines of your team and into the game of
creating teamwork. That’s where the power is.

A C T I O N S F O R V I R T U A L T E A M S

160

Virtual Teams  8/16/04  10:21 AM  Page 160



102
Identify five

actions from this
book that are
critical to your
virtual team’s
success and

create an action
plan for their

implementation.
161
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Share this book
and the actions
contained herein

liberally with
those who share
the responsibility
for the success
of your virtual

teams.
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