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A virtual team is a small group with a common purpose interacting interdependently
on agreed tasks across boundaries of space, time, and organization, supported by
technology. Virtual teams operate within and between networked hierarchies. Visible
and shared information is essential for teams to make good decisions that serve the

larger organization.

> It's almost five years since you
(along with your co-authors)
wrote that wonderful piece in
Harvard Business Review, “Can
Absence Make a Team Grow
Stronger?” (May 2004, HBR). Any
updates on this?

Yes, because of the dramatic increases

in technology capacity and changes in

the economy around the world, “far-

flung” teams, as they’re called in the

article, have gone from being optional

to being mandatory. This means that
organizations are scrambling to figure
out how to make such teams success-
ful, usually without the “new ways of
working” that they need. Companies
continue to throw different kinds of
technology at their organizations with-
out thinking through the behavioral
aspects. Result? People are confused
and not as effective as they could be.
Meanwhile, outside the corporate
walls, employees are adept with so-

— Jessica Lipnack
and
— Jeffrey Stamps

cial networking tools that organiza-
tions tend to resist. So for the first
time, with Web 2.0 - like blogs, wikis,
Twitter, and Facebook — we see the
public as way ahead of big enter-
prises when it comes to good use of
the tremendous communication tools
at our disposal.

Finally, video conferencing,
which our teams didn’t use, is now
becoming a viable option. It is becom-
ing widely used, but not yet there. We
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still have some way to go before
video’s really good and affordable —
and it will always be limited by the
size of screens for larger teams and
such but it’s so much more useful
than it was in 2002 when we did the
original research.
> Can you elaborate on the back-
ground research for this article?
What was the trigger point for this
research?
We were asked to participate by Pro-
fessor Ann Marjchzak, who was work-
ing with her colleague, Arvind
Malhotra. They had done a detailed
study of a highly successful Boeing-
Rocketdyne project that had been con-
ducted virtually, which led them to
secure sponsorship from the Society
for Information Management for a
more in-depth study with a larger
sample. They were having trouble get-
ting enough respondents. Because we
had written a number of books and
consulted extensively about this topic,
we had a large database of interested
people. And, indeed, when we wrote
to our folks, they responded immedi-

ately and enthusiastically about par-
ticipating.
> What are virtual teams? What are
their unique characters and dis-
tinguishing strengths?
We use a broad definition: A virtual
team is a small group with a common
purpose interacting interdependently
on agreed tasks across boundaries of
space, time, and organization, sup-
ported by technology. Unique virtual
characteristics are the boundary-
crossing nature, which demands
strict adherence to good operating
agreements and collaborative behav-
ior, and the extensive use of technol-
ogy. Distinguishing strengths include:
reduced costs (for example, less
travel); shortened cycle time (due to
improved work processes); increased
innovation (due in large measure to
the ability to recruit diverse experts
with specific expertise regardless of
location); and direct leveraged learn-
ing (due to work being done online in
real-time, as opposed to captured later
in a “knowledge management” system
or in a post-project review).

> What do you think are the critical
success factors for virtual teams
really pulling it off?

Four principal success factors apply:

1. Clarity of purpose across the team
and with stakeholders;

2. Independent and interdependent
people among whom leadership
shifts, depending on the task at
hand;

3. Multiple links creating high-trust
environments using simple tech-
nologies and supported by explicit
and easy-to-comply-with operat-
ing agreements; and

4. Mindfulness of time as people op-
erate on different “clocks” and the
team develops through its life
cycle.

> What kind of organizational
structure, organizational culture
and leadership do you think are
required to achieve the desired re-
sults from virtual teams?

Virtual teams operate within and be-

tween networked hierarchies. Visible

and shared information is essential for
teams to make good decisions that

profits, and religious denominations.
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serve the larger organization. Leader-
ship is shared as needed. Virtual teams
need more, not fewer, leaders than tra-
ditional face-to-face teams. Cultures
must be conducive to and reward col-
laboration, not just individual work.
> For what kind of industries/com-
panies, do you suggest virtual
teams, instead of, face-to-face
teams? Is there any verifiable evi-
dence in this regard?
Except for those organizations that are
manufacturing tangible stuff that truly
requires hands-on expertise (not to be
too flip, but brain surgery, cooking dal,
raising chickens), all industries can
benefit from virtual working. How-
ever, even brain surgeons can be ob-
served and aided by true experts from
afar! Even dal-cookers can learn from
chefs at a distance! Even farmers can
and do share best practices online!

when virtual teams become the main-
stream way to work.
> The world is in the midst of an
unprecedented crisis created by a
few greedy investment bankers.
The effects of this crisis are quite
pronouncing. What is the impor-
tance of team work and high per-
formance in such troubled times?
Teamwork is critical and this is a real,
immediate, compelling opportunity
for us to perfect our virtual working
skills. Tt underscores the trust that is
so vital to launching and sustaining
virtual teams, a quality sorely missing
in conventional organizations, espe-
cially those most responsible for the
crisis. And, it reinforces the need for
transparency, not only for building
trust but also for sharing the informa-
tion required for distributed teams to
make smart, informed decisions.

Exploiting diversity is most evident by the increase in innovation
that is possible when people can work together without being
collocated, which always limits who can be involved

> In your article, you have high-
lighted three principles/rules that
guided the virtual teams of your
research? Can you please elabo-
rate on these three rules highlight-
ing the efficacy of each of the rule?
Exploiting diversity is most evident by
the increase in innovation that is pos-
sible when people can work together
without being collocated, which al-
ways limits who can be involved.
Technology is used to simulate reality,
like conference calls, which support
communication at a distance, but the
real benefit comes with the use of per-
sisting, “asynchronous” tools, such as
team rooms and wikis that support
shared memory. Hold the team to-
gether by a constant stream of commu-
nication using multiple media, not
just one collaboration tool of choice.
> Do you think the current eco-
nomic times have necessitated
more of virtual teams?
Yes. The times require less travel to do
more work with fewer people. We be-
lieve this may be the watershed point

> What according you are high per-
formance teams? What are their
unique characteristics? Can you
give examples of a few companies
that have created and nurtured
high performance teams?
The US Army is an unlikely exemplar
of high-performing teams. These
teams have the qualities of shared vi-
sion, trust, competence, and confi-
dence - the emphasis here is on the
“shared” part. What propels these
teams beyond the conventional
bounds is the use of information tech-
nology and knowledge management
while practicing the shared qualities
of high performance. Our own experi-
ence of working closely with ProdEx, a
software development company with
a team of engineers in Chennai, on a
complex project without a single con-
ference call points to how important
virtual working is for small companies
as well as large ones.
> What happens to all such high
performance teams in these eco-
nomic crisis times?

Nothing is static now as change accel-
erates. Teams either fall apart under
the stress, or they reach deep and man-
age to become more effective and effi-
cient despite the challenges. Virtual
teams have more flexibility than collo-
cated teams, and thus are more likely to
hold up in tough times. It is also easier,
in principle, to balance home and work
life. Of course, poor collaboration be-
haviors sink virtual teams faster than
their collocated cousins.
> How impeortant is it to sustain
high perfoermance teams? How do
you think these teams have to be
kept focused? What do you think
companies should be doing to
keep their tempo and tempera-
ments going in these tough times?
Managers are going to have to let go of
their tendency to control everything,
which is increasingly impossible.
Team members must step forward and
offer leadership when their skills and
experiences are called upon to solve
common problems. Leaders must state
clear goals, but then know when to fol-
low others on the team to produce re-
sults.
> What is the role of business
schools in equipping the students
with the necessary skills and atti-
tudes to be part of either virtual
teams or high performance teams?
Business schools have not tradition-
ally stressed the benefits and behav-
iors of collaboration; have typically fo-
cused on individual achievement and
competition instead. It is not enough
to just expose students to the new
technologies or have them work to-
gether in small study groups, but there
is a need to redesign at least some
teaching processes to better reflect the
real world of virtual work. Finally, the
increased interest in the “double bot-
tom line” — paying attention to both fi-
nancial and social results — speaks of
the greater ethical requirements of vir-
tual work, where values hold people
together rather than command-and-
control hierarchies. &
The interview was conducted by
Dr. Nagendra V Chowdary,
Consulting Editor, Effective Executive,
Dean, The Icfai Business School
Case Development Center, Hyderabad.
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