WORKING IN VIRTUAL TEAMS

1. INTRODUCTION
WHAT ARE TEAMS ANYWAY?
Teams are organisational units that share a common goal and whose members have a feeling of
mutual responsibility for the results that the team produces. This means that, to some extent, teams
are self-managing, because to work in this way requires a degree of mutual commitment from
members if the team is to achieve its goal. Because teams are not fixed, they can be more easily
formed and disbanded than traditional hierarchical structures. Teams also allow members to share
information that would previously have never crossed the walls of the traditional functional silos
based on departments.
Teams also provide vehicles for learning from others. To learn, people need time to reflect and a safe
environment. By working together over a period of time, team members are able to develop a sense
of trust and shared identity that increases their ability to share and learn from each other. If a team
can develop a sense of trust and mutual respect, then people feel able to share their thinking, the
reasons behind their conclusions, and even the doubts that they have about their conclusions.
Together members can build on each other's ideas, create new ideas, and develop new insights.
This means that teams and team working offer a flexible, dynamic, and efficient way of organising
working life.

VIRTUAL TEAMS
Virtual teams are work arrangements where team members are geographically dispersed, have
limited face-to-face contact, and work interdependently through the use of electronic
communication media to achieve common goals. Virtual teams connect knowledge workers together
over time and distance to combine effort and achieve common goals. Over the past few decades,
there has been a steady growth in organisations' use of virtual teams to organise work and this trend
is accelerating.
The use of virtual team structures holds great promise as virtual teams can do things collectively that
collocated teams cannot. Some advantages of virtual teams include:






the ability to assemble teams that maximise functional expertise by including professionals
who are geographically dispersed,
enabling continuous 24/7 productivity by using different time zones to their advantage,
lowering costs by reducing travel, relocation and overhead,
sharing knowledge across geographic boundaries and organisational units and sites, and
Increases in productivity and team performance.

In spite of the advantages of virtual teams, research has demonstrated that virtual teams present a
number of challenges compared to co-located teams. Some disadvantages include







communication and collaboration difficulties,
potentially lower team engagement by team members,
difficulties in creating trust and shared responsibility among team members,
isolation and distractions in a home environment,
high levels of social distance between members, and
challenges in monitoring and managing virtual teams.
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2. THE CHALLENGES OF WORKING IN VIRTUAL TEAMS
Research has shown that well managed virtual teams can be as much as 15% more productive than
co-working teams, but this does not happen automatically. There are a number of challenges that
must be overcome.

COMMUNICATION
Communication is key in any workplace—especially one where
most interactions occur via email, chat, or calls. If you forget to
mention something or have a problem when you’re in the office,
you can just walk over and say something, but when people are
working from home, it's not as easy to do that. You've got to be
much clearer about objectives. Say you give someone a task to
do and we agree to check in in two hours’ time. If we're in an
office and you suddenly think of something that you should have
told them, you can just wander over and tell them, or if they’re
unclear about something they can come to your desk. But there's
a bit more reluctance to do that while working remotely, or we
may not see each other’s emails. So, there's more of a chance
that in two hours’ time, they’ll come back and give you work that doesn’t meet your expectations –
but it's not because they’ve done it wrong, it’s just misinterpretation and miscommunication. That
clarity is much more important up front.
Communication in virtual teams differs from face-to-face communication, because in virtual teams
communication is typically based on computer-mediated information and knowledge sharing.
People also don’t interact and share knowledge on digital platforms at the same time, which results
in delays or communication being missed. Communication platforms often get overwhelmed with
multiple themes of conversation that are taking place at the same time from multiple contributors.
This is very different to face-to-face communication, which is based on turn-taking where one team
member talks at a time
Research suggests that that face-to-face communication is superior to computer mediated
communication for several reasons. First, Face-to-face communication is richer in nonverbal cues
and tone of voice. When these are absent we can often misunderstand each other. Second, face-toface communication minimises information loss due to the simultaneous usage of multiple
communication channels. Third, face-to-face communication maximises feelings of social presence
and conversational involvement. Finally, face-to-face communication is less physically and
cognitively demanding than other communication media.
Both managers and their employees often express concerns about the lack of face-to-face
interaction. Supervisors worry that employees will not work as hard or as efficiently (though
research indicates otherwise, at least for some types of jobs). Many employees, on the other hand,
struggle with reduced access to managerial support and communication. In some cases, employees
feel that remote managers are out of touch with their needs, and thereby are neither supportive nor
helpful in getting their work done.
Solution: Foster a Culture of Communication
As a leader, it’s your responsibility to foster a culture of communication throughout the
organisation. Lead by example by giving regular updates and holding check-ins with your team. If
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your staff sees that you’re an effective communicator, they’ll follow suit by picking up your good
habits.
Be explicit about how your staff should communicate. Remove the ambiguity that so often
surrounds workplace communication by providing written guidelines that outline what kind of
messages should be sent through which mediums, and how team members are expected to interact
with each other.
This is especially important when you have a culturally diverse staff or members who are located in
different time zones. Address any language or time barriers directly. And provide tips on how to
effectively communicate in spite of them. (For instance, if not everyone is a native English speaker,
you might suggest that employees avoid using slang)
Solution: Establish structured daily check ins
Communication is best when it is predictable: team leaders schedule regular meetings (video and faceto-face), create a communication routine, providing the team with something familiar which puts
team at ease, reduces stress, and increases accountability and production. Many successful remote
managers establish a daily call with their remote employees. This could take the form of a series of
one-on-one calls, if your employees work more independently from each other, or a team call, if their
work is highly collaborative. The important feature is that the calls are regular and predictable, and
that they are a forum in which employees know that they can consult with you, and that their concerns
and questions will be heard.
Whenever possible, this should be one-on-one, and face-to-face via video. Phone conversations,
email, and Slack go only so far. Your team needs to see you, and you need to see them. The good
news is that services like Zoom or Google's Team Hangouts make this relatively easy. At first, this
should be every day. The purpose is simple--set the agenda and provide the feedback and resources
your team members need.
It is helpful to ask employees to prepare for these calls by thinking about all the things they are busy
with and make a list of what they need to discuss, or where they need support. One way to maintain
communication without micromanaging is to ask the following questions every week: What have you
done? What are you working on? Where do you need help? These three questions allow individuals
to take ownership of their habits and behaviours. They also allow leaders to demonstrate another
vital component of remote leadership: trust.
Solution: Clarify expectations and outputs
Good communication clearly articulates expectations—when sending communication, leaders should
make clear statements such as “I need [what] by [when],” or “This is an FYI—no action required.”
Virtual meetings or video conferences need to be followed up with an email of shared decisions, action
steps, etc.

LACK OF EVERYDAY NON-VERBAL COMMUNICATION
Virtual teams are deprived of non-verbal cues that indicate whether a colleague is on board or
annoyed. Virtual employees can go days without contact, leading to feelings of frustration and
opportunities for misunderstanding. When managing a team virtually, we miss out on the
opportunity to read their social cues and body language. We can’t read a room, see someone’s
slumped shoulders or fidgeting, or even their eyes when they get excited by something. We need to
make conscious efforts to check in and make sure our team knows we’re there to support them.
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According to a study on virtual teams, the incapability to read body
language led to the greatest challenges that virtual teams face. It is
closely related to the lack of face-to-face meetings: 46% of virtual
team members never met other virtual team members face to face.
In addition, the study showed that wherever possible, it is valuable
for virtual teams to have periodic face-to-face meetings. Even if
meetings are part of a team structure, it is still important for team
leaders to be aware challenges and leave time for building the
relations between the members, which have a remarkable impact on
team trust.
Solution: use video for the important or high-stakes conversations
Experts recommend always using video calls so you can get as close to face-to-face communication
as possible, and make sure you always ask how they’re doing today, what’s going well, or where they
need more support. This will enable managers to identify problems early on in the pipeline. If you’re
used to managing a team in an office, you’re subconsciously taking notice and making judgments by
what you see. As soon as your team becomes invisible, managers and leaders are suddenly in this
uncharted territory.

EFFECTIVE MEETINGS
There are several challenges faced during a virtual team meeting. The top
five challenges were insufficient time to build relationships, speed of
decision making, different leadership styles, method of decision making,
and colleagues who do not participate. When asked about the
characteristics that made good virtual teammates, respondents ranked
willingness to share information as first, being proactively engaged second,
and the ability to be collaborative as third.
Schedule regular meetings. Scheduling briefings at the same time on the same weekday contributes
to creating a routine. Routines provide the team with something they are used to and familiar with.
That in return puts the team at ease and reduces stress. Video calls are one of the best ways to
maximise efficiency because they recreate the routine office feeling remote teams are missing out
on.
Some useful ground rules for team meetings are:










Set expectations up front; reinforce at each meeting
Use an agenda. Always
Ask questions frequently
Limit monologues — no more than three sentences before asking for an interaction
Verify and validate that everyone heard you or another team member who is speaking
Pay attention to who has talked and on what topics; call on quiet participants
Send long explanations out ahead of time in writing
Foster communication before, during, and after meetings
Employ project management tools to promote shared understanding of deadlines, assigned
tasks, progress, and responsibility.
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BIASES IN ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATION
The "Burned Bridge" Bias
This is the tendency for people to engage in risky interpersonal
behaviour in an electronic medium that they would not consider face to
face. For example, people may create tests or conditions for the other
party where the probability of failure is high, "If I don't hear back from
you in one hour, I'll assume you're not interested".
Conversations takes place in an atmosphere where a lot of rapportbuilding behaviours that would normally shape the interaction are
absent. Things like politeness, rituals, body language, smiling, nodding, and making eye contact are
not there. This leads to a lower sense of relationship among those involved. This diminished
awareness of relationship can cause people to feel less accountable in the relationship and say (or
write) things that they would not say face to face. These can include accusations or ultimatums that
would be much more difficult to deliver face to face.
The "Squeaky Wheel" Bias
This is a tendency that people show when they communicate via an
"impoverished" medium like telephone, email or instant messaging.
They tend to adopt a negative, aversive emotional style to achieve
their goals, where in a face to face meeting the same person would
use a more positive emotional style. A positive emotional style could
be captured by the saying, "You catch more flies with honey"; a
negative emotional style comes from a belief that a temper tantrum,
or "throwing one's toys out of the cot", will produce the desired result
- or speed it up. This usually involved behaviours that are socially unacceptable at some level, but
the use of an electronic medium obscures this. People are much more likely to be impulsive, rude
and demanding in an email than they would be face to face. The same is true to some extent of
telephone conversations.
The "Sinister Attribution" Bias
We all have a tendency to attribute the behaviours of other people to "who they
always are", while usually attributing our own behaviour to a particular temporary
situation or set of pressures. With the Sinister Attribution Bias we don't only see the
other party's behaviour as a reflection of who they really are, we assume that we
know WHY they are the way they are - and the reasons are malevolent.
People do behave in less appropriate ways when communicating electronically, and this increases
the chances that they will do something that upsets or offends us - and that we will attribute it to
sinister motives on their part. This can make us unnecessarily suspicious of the other party, and that
in turn shapes our communication with them. Suspicion hinders the free flow of information that is
needed for optimum performance in the workplace.
Solution: assume positive intent
These are stressful times. Everyone is going through tough personal situations. This can make people
show frustrations or even lash out under pressure. As a team you need to commit to assuming
positive intent. Assuming positive intent in the workplace means consciously choosing to assume
that our co-workers are operating to the best of their ability, and are acting with the best interest of
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the company and their colleagues in mind. It means when we are presented with a situation in
which we might feel attacked or criticised, we have to take a step back and look at it from a new
angle. It also means that what feels like a very real threat may be someone actually trying to help us
grow and be more successful - to believe that the person speaking has no hidden agenda.
Remember Hanlon’s Razor. A razor is a concept used in philosophy to help us strip away possible
explanations (hence the name) for a phenomenon. Hanlon’s razor refers to the idea that we should
always assume ignorance before malice. That is, if someone does something wrong, don’t assume
they purposely meant to hurt you. It’s just as likely (perhaps more so) that they simply made a
mistake.

TRUST
Trust is based on the belief that team members are dependable
meeting the team expectations by delivering what they promise,
which is seen as highly important in virtual teams as trust will be
established by repeatedly setting expectations and delivering results
that meet or exceed those expectations. You can’t see what other
people are doing, you don’t get responses immediately and you’re
rarely working (or in some cases awake) at the same time. It’s easy to
see how virtual working breeds distrust.
Trust is key in any relationship. When employees trust their managers and believe they’re working
toward a shared vision, collaboration and engagement happen naturally. But it’s hard won in an
environment where face-to-face interaction is a rarity. A shared mission, collaborative spirit, and
strategic team building can help instil trust in remote and onsite workers alike. Trust affects
performance especially when tasks are highly interdependent. In virtual teams trust is even more
important where members communicate mainly via information and communication technologies
and are often geographically dispersed.
Going remote tests trust between the team members and the team leaders. “How do I know Tim
isn’t slacking off?” “Why does Dawn never put her screen on during calls, what is she up to?” “Why
does Gareth take so long to reply to my chat messages - what does he do all day?!!”
In a physical context, when people in organisations have these kinds of trust issues, one thing they
can tend to do is double-down on surveillance. “Walk the floor” more often or even use other
technology-enabled means like cameras and keyboard stroke records. But again, does this even
work? Isn’t the “need” for this actually a sign of a bigger issue?
Solution: Focus on results, avoid assumptions
Peter Flynn, a friend of mine and founder and CEO of Libryo says he begins by asking: “why do I
distrust these people so much?” “Is it them or is it maybe me?” Perhaps you hired the wrong
person? In my opinion, the two top attributes of any candidate, for any job, are (1) takes personal
responsibility and (2) is proactive. If the person does not possess those qualities, you are always
going to have a hard time managing them - remotely or not.
Or is it maybe the system of measurement itself that’s at fault? Organisational problems are usually
primarily system problems. The answer for successful remote working is “management by
objectives”.
With remote teams, the focus has to shift towards iterative objective cycles, where:
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(1) Objectives are agreed
(2) Objectives are met (or not)
(3) Retrospectives about why (especially if objectives are not met) are held
(4) Learn lessons and repeat
These iterations can be done weekly (teams) or quarterly (management).
Weekly iterations with team members support remote working the most. A discussion on Monday or
Friday about last week that was, why objectives were met or not, and what the objectives are for the
next week.
Solution: Building and maintaining trust
Research has shown that virtual teams whose leader is Supportive (focused on wellbeing and
achieving consensus) have greater trust and increased participation than teams with a Commanding
leader (authoritarian, focused on results).
Trust requires that each member demonstrates integrity. You need to deliver on commitments and
promises. Initial trust is based on reputation and situation – but it is fragile and the team needs to
maintain it.
As well as setting clear goals and expectations, leaders should make sure that individual roles and
responsibilities are publicised within the team. Virtual leaders should create a strategy to
communicate each team member’s weekly activities and availability.
Celebrate accomplishments & share excitement, e.g. have food delivered to everyone, or post fun
and exciting news to a team Facebook page. Awareness of each other’s contributions helps to build
trust. To build the team’s belief that their colleagues are competent, leaders should give constant
feedback and showcase each team member’s achievements.
In high-performance cultures, we find it easy to constructively criticise. We should! It’s also
important to create a deliberate culture of honour. Spend time telling their teammates about what
they admire about them, what they are good at and why they are valued. Constructive criticism
lands far better in a culture of honour. Remote working accentuates the need for this.
Teams with highest levels of trust began their interactions with social messages, set clear roles for
each team member, and showed positive attitudes and eagerness, enthusiasm, and an intense
action orientation in all of their messages.

PRODUCTIVITY
Low productivity is an obvious risk when employees work outside of a traditional office. In an
environment without day-to-day oversight, some team members may not use their time wisely. On
the other hand, certain employees risk burnout when working remotely due to a lack of boundaries.
Solution: Establish shared goals
What is your team’s overarching goal and how will it know when it has achieved it? You might have
one goal, or you might have several. Regardless, it is vitally important that your team has a shared
goal (or goals) and a common understanding of how progress will be measured. These goals need to
be communicated in a way that is visible to everyone on the team.
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These goals will likely be dictated by broader business goals, or it may be up to you and your team to
establish your goals. This is a great opportunity to meet in person if at all possible and work through
a strategic planning process. If it’s not possible to meet in person, this work can be facilitated via
video conference.
Solution: Ensure Accountability
Without invading privacy, the best way to ensure everyone’s
doing their job is to set clear expectations for each role and
have regular check-ins to gauge progress. It’s unrealistic to
expect everyone to work at the same pace, but you should
have a general idea of how long tasks take and how much
each person is accomplishing week by week, if not day by day.
You might also find it’s necessary to have team members track
their hours using a tool like Harvest or Toggl*, particularly for
those who do client work, because it gives you a clear sense of
billable hours spent.
Even for those who don’t perform work for clients, tracking hours provides an unparalleled level of
transparency. By seeing how long it takes to complete certain jobs, you are able to set baseline
expectations that are useful for both current and future roles.

REMOTE DEFAULTS TO WORKING TOO HARD (FOR SOME OF US)
People working from home quickly find that they live at their desks. It’s no longer just the email on
the phone, or the work chat app, it is the actual place where they “do their day job” - this is now in
their house. This makes it far too easy to blur the lines between one’s personal space and work
space, as well as time to a completely indistinguishable fog. With work being so flexible during the
day, when does the day end? What if a bit of life happened and I was distracted for an hour?
Given the choice to (a) spend time with the kids (wow, they’ve been watching lots of TV!), (b)
exercise or (c) get to inbox-zero: what should I do? Even though it’s 5:45pm (when I wasn’t really
working all day). The inbox draws hard on my attention! In today’s world, today’s work is never
done. The to-do list shrinks from the top and grows from the bottom - like a living river of
requirements.
We sometimes need to encourage ourselves and others to stop. Take a break. Do it on Monday. If
you’re not working individually and corporately, in a sustainable way - what then are you enabling?
Life may be short, but your life’s work has to be seen as a marathon, not a sprint.

SOCIAL ISOLATION
For all its perks, working remotely can be draining. Team members miss out on the office banter, the
working friendships that get us through a tough Tuesday. Loneliness is one of the most common
complaints about remote work, with employees missing the informal social interaction of an office
setting. It is thought that extraverts may suffer from isolation more in the short run, particularly if
they do not have opportunities to connect with others in their remote-work environment. However,
over a longer period of time, isolation can cause any employee to feel less “belonging” to their
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organisation, and can even result in increased intention to leave
the company. It’s difficult for virtual team members to see how
their work fits into the big picture, so they become despondent
and demotivated.
Virtual teams lack the informal, everyday conversations that colocated employees take for granted – sharing information at
the water cooler, solving problems while making coffee or over
lunch.
Solution: create an actual “space” for socialising
Create a “virtual water cooler.” The image of co-workers
gathering around a water cooler is a metaphor for
informal interactions that share information and
reinforce social bonds. Without explicit efforts to create
a “virtual water cooler,” team meetings tend to become
very task-focused; this means important information
may not be shared and team cohesion may weaken. One
simple way to avoid this: start each meeting with a
check-in, having each member take a couple of minutes
to discuss what they are doing, what’s going well and what’s challenging. Another way of doing this
is to create a team Facebook page that is exclusively for social interaction. Also enterprise
collaboration platforms increasingly are combining shared workspaces with social networking
features that can help team members to feel more connected.
The easiest way to establish some basic social interaction is to leave some time at the beginning of
team calls just for non-work items (e.g., “We’re going to spend the first few minutes just catching up
with each other. How was your weekend?”) Other options include virtual pizza parties (in which
pizza is delivered to all team members at the time of a videoconference), or virtual office parties (in
which party “care packages” can be sent in advance to be opened and enjoyed simultaneously).
While these types of events may sound artificial or forced, experienced managers of remote workers
(and the workers themselves) report that virtual events help reduce feelings of isolation, promoting
a sense of belonging.
Solution: be intentional about relationships
A strong one-to-one relationship between managers and virtual team member can reduce feelings
of isolation. Recent research with 40 global teams showed that when the leader-team member
relationship was strong and the leader communicated frequently, the virtual team member was
more likely to contribute to team decision making, which increased innovation.
Libryo have 35 employees working in virtual teams, in multiple locations on different continents.
Peter Flynn, their CEO, describes some of the things they do to foster team spirit and counter
personal loneliness:





Weekly “all hands” company “standup meeting” on video call - each person speaks for >1
minute on a “highlight” of the week
Weekly virtual lunches in teams
Virtual coworking: log in to a video call and just work together - make the odd comment
every now and then (like coworking in an office)
Virtual drinks with colleagues
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LOSS OF TEAM SPIRIT
While cohesiveness builds gradually in face-to-face teams, virtual
teams often feel like no more than globally dispersed individuals
working on the same project. It’s difficult to build an ‘all for one and
one for all’ spirit via disjointed emails.
Virtual leaders are responsible for creating a clear and compelling
direction for the team, and making sure each individual is
connected to the team vision. Team members’ individual goals
should be linked to the team’s overall goal and to each other.
Team spirit won’t materialise overnight, but is created through thousands of everyday interactions.
Leaders need to encourage cohesiveness every time the communicate – for example, creating a
positively loaded team nickname or communicating a success story.
Research shows that virtual teams are more cohesive and effective with shared leadership; when
each team member takes some responsibility for the team’s success. To achieve this, devise
strategies for virtual team members to monito evaluate and regulate their own performance – for
example, giving them access to the metrics on which they are evaluated.
Project wrap-ups are an ideal opportunity to share lessons learned, as well as to celebrate success
and share individual accomplishments. Think creatively about how to reward virtual team members
– coffee vouchers so that everyone brings their free cappuccino to the next virtual team meeting?

REMOTE WORK CAN BE DEHUMANISING
There is a psychological study that essentially showed that people, while driving cars, behave the
way they would in person, but with less inhibition. So, as the data showed, people who cut off
others in traffic, or didn’t leave gaps for others, or drove with high levels of aggression and so on those people were prone to be like that in person, their “true self” was exaggerated behind the
windscreen.
Windscreens and computer screens somehow desensitise us, making us less considerate of others.
In some ways, we perhaps subconsciously start to see other people as machines - a means to an end:
input/output. We tend to become more transactional. We cram online meetings one after the next because we can (no need to walk anywhere, right?!) - and we may become quite agitated with any
time wasted with social niceties (like “chit chat”) on meetings. There is also no before or after
meeting conversation like naturally happens in the physical world - the classic “walk to the elevator”
insight, where you often get the kernel of essential truth.
The solution: be kind to people
Right now, there’s only one global story: COVID-19. It’s a stressful situation professionally and
personally; employees may have high-risk or already ill family members or friends, and are now
cooped up with their families or roommates who are all also trying to work from home as best they
can. While we should aim for business continuity, it is also important to understand that employees
will not (and possibly cannot) be as productive as if they were in the office.
I’m not advocating lowering standards of productivity, but it is important that each person has a
sufficient margin in their work and personal plans to ensure their continued, sustainable working.
Part of this margin is making space for social niceties and genuine interpersonal interest. Remember
to ask other people “how are you doing” and refuse to accept “fine” as a satisfactory answer.
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Schedule at least 15 minutes between meetings. Take notes. Make sure people know when the next
meeting or deliverable is, and what they need to do before then.
Make a point of being kind to your team members. Offer each other help. Say “please” and “thank
you”. We know these things but they can disappear under pressure.

LACK OF ACCESS TO INFORMATION
Newly remote workers are often surprised by the added
time and effort needed to locate information from coworkers. Even getting answers to what seem like simple
questions can feel like a large obstacle to a worker based
at home.
This phenomenon extends beyond task-related work to
interpersonal challenges that can emerge among remote
co-workers. Research has found that a lack of “mutual
knowledge” among remote workers translates to a lower
willingness to give co-workers the benefit of the doubt in
difficult situations. For example, if you know that your
officemate is having a rough day, you will view a brusque
email from them as a natural product of their stress. However, if you receive this e-mail from a
remote co-worker, with no understanding of their current circumstances, you are more likely to take
offense, or at a minimum to think poorly of your co-worker’s professionalism.
Solution: Provide resources
Make sure your team has the technology it needs to get the work done. If you suddenly have a team
of remote workers, that means there's a good chance they need tools like laptops, software, mobile
devices, or even a high-speed internet connection. It's not reasonable to assume that everyone has
all of those things, and it's your responsibility as a manager to make sure they do.
Once they have them, you need to make sure that as much information is possible is stored in a
single shared cloud location. Many organisations have done this already, but there will still be gaps.
Conduct a quick information audit to determine what information is needed for each job a team
member has to do. Verify that it is available and make you that the team member knows where to
find it.

DISTRACTIONS AT HOME
We often see photos representing remote work which portray a parent
holding a child and typing on a laptop, often sitting on a sofa or livingroom floor. In fact, this is a terrible representation of effective virtual
work. Typically, we encourage employers to ensure that their remote
workers have both dedicated work space and adequate child care
before allowing them to work remotely. Yet, in the case of a sudden
transition to virtual work, there is a much greater chance that
employees will be contending with suboptimal workspace and (in the
case of school and day-care closures) unexpected parenting
responsibilities. Even in normal circumstances family and home
demands can impinge on remote work; managers should expect these
distractions to be greater during unplanned work from home.
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3. TOOLS
CHOOSE THE BEST TOOLS
Technology is what makes virtual teams possible. Don’t shy away from the tools and software that
can make your job easier. Provide several different communication technology options. Email alone
is insufficient. Remote workers benefit from having a “richer” technology, such as video
conferencing, that gives participants many of the visual cues that they would have if they were faceto-face. Video conferencing has many advantages, especially for smaller groups: Visual cues allow
for increased “mutual knowledge” about co-workers and also help reduce the sense of isolation
among teams. Video is also particularly useful for complex or sensitive conversations, as it feels
more personal than written or audio-only communication.
There are other circumstances when quick collaboration is more important than visual detail. For
these situations, provide mobile-enabled individual messaging functionality (like Slack, Zoom,
Microsoft Teams, etc.) which can be used for simpler, less formal conversations, as well as timesensitive communication.
Below is a list of the types of tools that can facilitate communication in virtual teams:
Web and video conferencing: Google Meet, Zoom, Cisco Webex
Collaboration and prototyping: Invision, Marvel, Adobe XD Scheduling: Calendly, Doodle
Workflow automation: Zapier, Microsoft Flow, Monday
Not every tool is going to be a good fit for your team. Consider trial periods or task someone with
researching all the options to determine which suit your needs best. Provide training for your staff
on the tools you select to ensure everyone is using them consistently and to the fullest benefit.

ESTABLISH NORMS FOR THEIR USE
Remote work becomes more efficient and satisfying when managers
set expectations for the frequency, means, and ideal timing of
communication for their teams. For example, “We use
videoconferencing for daily check-in meetings, but we use IM when
something is urgent.” Also, if you can, let your employees know the
best way and time to reach you during the workday (e.g., “I tend to
be more available late in the day for ad hoc phone or video
conversations, but if there’s an emergency earlier in the day, send
me a text.”) Finally, keep an eye on communication among team
members (to the extent appropriate), to ensure that they are sharing information as needed.
We recommend that managers establish these “rules of engagement” with employees as soon as
possible, ideally during the first online check-in meeting. While some choices about specific
expectations may be better than others, the most important factor is that all employees share the
same set of expectations for communication.

USE THE RIGHT TOOL FOR RIGHT PURPOSE
Everyone needs to know what tools work best for the type of communication necessary such as:
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Video conferencing: promote social trust and foster clear communication, especially on
complex issues
Email—short answers that may need a “paper trail”
Chat—short answers that do not need to be archived

DO NOT CHOOSE A TOOL BASED ON ITS “SHINY” FACTOR.
The most robust tool with every possible widget imaginable is not always the best choice. You may
need only a simple program for the job. Choose the tool that gets the job done with as small a
learning curve for your employees as possible. A smart person once said never use a shotgun when a
water pistol will do. Sometimes, all we need is a little water.

COMBINING TOOLS GIVES A TEAM GREATER FLEXIBILITY IN HOW THEY CHOOSE TO COMPLETE THEIR GOAL.
Teams that have a variety of tools to choose from and implement the tools wisely are more
successful and work together better than teams that have only one tool at their disposal. It is
important that an organisation offer its working groups a set of options that work well together.
Teams that can choose what is best for them will be more empowered and will, in the end, be
happier and produce better work.

EXPERIMENTATION SHOULD BE THE RULE, NOT THE EXCEPTION.
Organisations that encourage experimentation empower their employees,
and this environment produces better teams and better team products.
Teams, in addition to having many choices, should be free to experiment
and bring new tools into the organisations if the tools meet the needs of the
team. Experimentation is more about trust than anything else. If employees
know that their employer trusts them enough to make good decisions about
the tools they use to complete the job, then their work product will show
the empowerment they feel.

EARLY ADOPTERS SHOULD BE USED AS MODELS TO CREATE BEST PRACTICES FOR THE REST OF THE
ORGANISATION.
Once the early adopters have used a new tool, the organisation can use them to teach and empower
others in their working groups. Early adopters can be great cheerleaders for many changes in an
organisation, not just technological ones.

ENCOURAGING EARLY ADOPTERS TO TEACH OTHERS EMPOWERS ALL THE EMPLOYEES.
The teachers will know they are trusted, and the staff who are learning will know that employees at
all levels are valued for their knowledge and experimentation. Studies have shown that
organisations in which knowledge is shared across the organisation, not simply from top to bottom,
have more successful virtual teams than those in which it is not.

GOOD TECH SUPPORT WITHIN THE ORGANISATION IS ESSENTIAL.
Tech support can come in many forms. If you are unable to have a supportive in-house IT
department, then knowing which of your employees can act as a knowledge base for certain tools is
important. If your employees are experimenting and using different tools, the organisation needs to
be able to support them in their tool usage.
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4. TEAM PRACTICES
Some of these issues have come up before, but it is helpful to think of them as a set of team
practices that need to become part of the daily and weekly routines of your team.

TEAMS SHOULD HAVE MORE THAN SUPERFICIAL INTERACTIONS ONLINE.
Teams that have a sense of identity and perform better have an open communication structure.
High-performing online teams share less declarative and procedural info and do more synthesis.
Declarative and procedural information do not require much discussion or interaction. They are
merely a sharing of existing facts without application. For instance, procedural information may
include a description of a work flow process, but synthesis would go a step further and discuss
meanings, implications, and areas for change in the process. A successful team will discuss the
deeper layers of topics, do more synthesis, and are less likely to spend large amounts of time on rote
information, declarative and procedural information. This means that the online work environment
of a team should be one in which the members feel comfortable engaging in challenging discussions
about their work. Team members feel more satisfaction when discovery and creation occur than
when information is merely exchanged. Team members can foster this environment by starting
conversations themselves and being open to the new ideas shared by their teammates.

EXPERIMENTATION IS IMPORTANT ON ALL LEVELS.
Teams that feel comfortable seeking out alternative solutions
will be more creative and participate in more discovery-seeking
behaviour. Discovery-seeking behaviour can be defined as
behaviour that is exploratory and seeks answers to questions by
testing different ideas and theories. Discovery seeking moves
beyond the face value of challenges and looks into motivations
of things. You could think of this as the scientific method
version of group work, with a hypothesis, procedure, and
outcome. A group that engages in discovery-seeking behaviour
will reason out theories and idea with each other until they find the right solution to their problem
or challenge. This process creates an environment that is open and empowering and continually
creates new ideas.

SUCCESSFUL TEAMS HAVE ROUTINES THAT THEY FOLLOW
This means that the team members have routines that they all follow. For instance, each team
member checks into the team’s project management site five times a week or checks the message
board every day for new conversation activity. Teams that know they can rely on each other to get
the job done will have more cohesiveness and be more efficient. It might be beneficial for the team
leader to express a loose set of expectations, especially at the beginning of the team’s work, to help
the team create good practices. These good practices will soon be routine for the team, but the
team leader and team members can all help to keep each other accountable to the team’s shared
expectations.

FREQUENT CHECK-INS WITH THE TEAM HELPS TEAM MEMBERS KEEP TRACK OF WORK PROGRESS AND GOALS.
It is essential that team members stay engaged in the process. Members who frequently check in
with the team will be more committed and efficient. Frequent check-ins also increase accountability
among team members.
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TEAMS SHOULD ALWAYS HAVE CLEARLY DEFINED GOALS.
Virtual teams and teams that do much of their work online need
to have clearly defined goals and boundaries in order to be
successful. Not only do goals increase group identity, but goals
will also increase job efficiency. Many project management tools
have built-in systems for goals and to-do items that can be
assigned to specific team members. Proper utilisation of these
tools can help team members stay on task and accountable to
their team and themselves.

TEAMS SHOULD ENCOURAGE ONE ANOTHER.
It is more than the leader’s job to support and encourage team members. Successful teams are
composed of individuals who empower one another to do great work. Team members can
encourage each other by giving positive feedback, creating a supportive space for discussion, and
being accountable to their group’s goals and deadlines.

5. MANAGING VIRTUAL TEAMS
A successful team must have a leader, but it is especially true for virtual teams. Virtual teams need
someone to be the facilitator and driving force behind the team’s work. Someone must be
responsible for making sure that team practices are followed, team members stay engaged, and
deadlines are met.
"Managing a virtual team requires managers to double down on the fundamentals of good
management, including establishing clear goals, running great meetings, communicating clearly, and
leveraging team members' individual and collective strengths,” says Julie Wilson, founder of the
Institute for Future Learning and instructor at Harvard University.
Great virtual team leaders:












Serve as coordinators vs “command and control” managers
Share power by leaning on specific team member expertise as appropriate
Foster a sense of balance of perceived power
Slow down to speed up
Provide and request regular status reports
Establish a common purpose or vision
Have clear and detailed deliverables
Encouraging thoughtful critiques
Set the tone for caring criticism
Ask the question – what are we missing
Designate someone on each call to watch for blind spots or what is not said

Establish and enforce team expectations—such as no multi-tasking, proper video usage, everyone
engaged. Make sure to set up a reward system to keep your team motivated and to better pinpoint
the team members that can take on more responsibility.

15

USING COACHING RATHER THAN MICRO-MANAGING TO IMPROVE PERFORMANCE
Coaching and mentoring increase a team member’s ability to
stay engaged and productive. Virtual work can cause stress and
isolation, but familiarity with the tools or good coaching and
mentoring will increase overall satisfaction. A team leader
needs to be aware of the satisfaction levels of the team. A good
leader will be able to encourage team members and mentor
them when issues arise. A team member who is more satisfied
will be more engaged and productive.

TEAM LEADERS ARE CHEERLEADERS FOR THEIR WORK GROUP.
Groups with a strong leader who gives positive feedback and acts as the group’s cheerleader are
more fruitful and efficient. Receiving positive feedback also helps group members to feel
appreciated.
Successful group leaders consciously foster engagement because a group that has a shared group
identity works together better.
A group leader can foster team identification and community through online group activities,
mentoring, and goal tracking. Leaders who engage their team members as a group have an easier
time keeping their teams on track and are more successful in achieving their goals. Team leaders
should remind the team often of what their goals are and how the team has decided to achieve
those goals. Informal communication methods, such as IM, can create a relaxed environment in
which team members can get to know one another in a natural way. If group members share things
about themselves in the course of a normal conversation, this creates a more realistic reflection of
how people learn about each other in real life. A team leader can encourage these types of
interactions by allowing the team members to be personable and themselves, even during the
discussion of the group’s work.

PROVIDE ENCOURAGEMENT AND EMOTIONAL SUPPORT
Especially in the context of an abrupt shift to remote work, it is important
for managers to acknowledge stress, listen to employees’ anxieties and
concerns, and empathise with their struggles. If a newly remote
employee is clearly struggling but not communicating stress or anxiety,
ask them how they’re doing. Even a general question such as “How is this
remote work situation working out for you so far?” can elicit important
information that you might not otherwise hear. Once you ask the
question, be sure to listen carefully to the response, and briefly restate it
back to the employee, to ensure that you understood correctly. Let the
employee’s stress or concerns (rather than your own) be the focus of this
conversation.
Research on emotional intelligence and emotional contagion tells us that employees look to their
managers for cues about how to react to sudden changes or crisis situations. If a manager
communicates stress and helplessness, this will have what Daniel Goleman calls a “trickle-down”
effect on employees. Effective leaders take a two-pronged approach, both acknowledging the stress
and anxiety that employees may be feeling in difficult circumstances, but also providing affirmation
of their confidence in their teams, using phrases such as “we’ve got this,” or “this is tough, but I
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know we can handle it,” or “let’s look for ways to utilise our strengths during this time.” With this
support, employees are more likely to take up the challenge with a sense of purpose and focus.
Be sure to pay attention to your best performers as much as you do the rest of your team. These
may be the people at risk of overworking themselves. Without the clear boundaries that office life
provides, the go-getters on your team may have workdays that never end, seeing themselves up for
exhaustion and resentment toward the company. Encourage your staff to keep regular business
hours and take advantage of their paid time o. Check in if you suspect someone is burning the
midnight oil. Erratic or moody behaviour, emails sent at odd times, and a drop in work quality are all
signs that a remote worker needs to take a breather. Conduct regular one-one-ones with each team
member to not only hold them accountable for performance, but also to check in on workload and
support needed.

MANAGING CONFLICT
In teams some degree of task conflict is beneficial. It allows
different views to be heard and stimulates innovation, creativity
and discussion. This kind of conflict is healthy, as long as there is
a team culture in which it is encouraged. Managers need to
encourage task conflict by actively “mining” for it: Who has a
different perspective? Are there alternatives? What problems
could there be with the approach we are taking? When task
conflict is brought into the open, it creates a space where
people can talk and be heard. This leads to higher levels of
commitment when a decision is made. There will be problems and disagreements, and “safe”
methods need to be put in place for highlighting issues in a timely manner.
Relational conflicts are different. They are when people get offended by each other, or there are
misunderstandings or personality clashes. Relational conflicts are destructive and can spread quickly
through teams – even virtual teams – as members enlist support from other team members. Catch
relational conflicts early and deal with them fairly, if left unresolved they will get worse and
undermine team trust and functioning.

MANAGING EXPECTATIONS
Help your team figure out what they should do, and create realistic
expectations for their work. By the way, "managing expectations" applies to
you as a manager as well. Set yourself and your team up for success by clearly
stating both the tasks and the reasons behind them, and help your team
understand exactly how you will measure success.
Provide a detailed description of the tasks at hand, timelines, expected outcomes, and
responsibilities. That means defining the scope, deadlines, and deliverables for each task or project
your team is working on. Otherwise, don't be surprised if a few weeks from now you find yourself
wondering what everyone was doing. Give the team freedom to shape how it happens. (Don’t
micromanage.)

MANAGING PERFORMANCE
When performance gaps arise the focus needs to be on identifying the causes of the gaps and
addressing these. A shift to virtual teams can leads to assumptions being made about poor
performance – which is inevitably attributed to a lack of effort or discipline on the part of the
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employee. What is required is a greater focus on identifying obstacles that are preventing
performance of a task and working with the employee to devise ways to overcome these obstacles
Clarify and track commitments. In a classic HBR article “Management Time, Who’s got the Monkey?”
William Oncken and Donald L. Wass use the who-has-the-monkey-on-their-back metaphor to exhort
leaders to push accountability down to their teams. When teams work remotely, however, it’s
inherently more difficult to do this, because there is no easy way to observe engagement and
productivity. As above, this can be partly addressed by carefully designing tasks and having regular
status meetings. Beyond that, it helps to be explicit in getting team members to commit to define
intermediate milestones and track their progress. One useful tool: a “deliverables dashboard” that is
visible to all team members on whatever collaborative hub they are using. If you create this, though,
take care not to end up practicing virtual micromanagement. There is a fine line between
appropriate tracking of commitments and overbearing (and demotivating) oversight.

FOCUS ON OUTCOMES NOT ACTIVITIES
It's not possible to manage every aspect of the work done by a
remote team. For what it's worth, you shouldn't be trying to
manage every aspect of any team's work, but especially when your
team is distributed across different locations. Instead of focusing
on activity or hours worked, focus on the outcomes and measure
your team accordingly.
Have clear and detailed deliverables. Simply telling somebody to
do something is usually not the popular way to go about managing
teams. Micro-managing isn’t either which is why some managers avoid giving instructions with too
many details. Based on my experience, it is better to provide more detailed descriptions of the tasks
with examples of what the final result should look like. Give the team the freedom to execute it than
less instructions and having to deal with potential misunderstandings.

BE FLEXIBLE
Understand that, especially in the current environment, your team has a lot going on. That's not an
excuse for not getting things done, but it is a reason to reconsider what productivity really means.
Punching a clock for eight hours is out. Regular work hours are also probably out for many people.
Instead, trust your team and give them the freedom and flexibility to get work done on the schedule
that helps them be the most productive. That's good for your team in the long run anyway.

RE-DEFINE PROCESSES
Many teams may find daily stand-ups—such. daily scrums or huddles—are essential to fostering
productivity, transparency, and collaboration. Having an informal group check-in each day keeps the
team on the same page and holds everyone accountable for their daily tasks and ongoing projects. In
addition to group check-ins, make it a rule for managers to set up one-to-one time with their direct
reports every month or quarter. This takes the stress out of a sudden request for a meeting, and
gives employees a designated time to talk about their progress or any issues they might be having at
work
Processes doesn’t necessarily mean heavy-handed workflows, piles of paper and someone using a
giant stamp confirming every action. It means “systemised communication and expectations made
explicit”. This can be as simple as: “We do check-ins every morning…” “Please before you do X
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always do Y…” These simple explicit agreements allow other people to expect those actions to
happen and avoid unnecessary communication loops.
Clarify tasks and processes, not just goals and roles. All new leaders need to align their team on
goals, roles and responsibilities in the first 90 days. With virtual teams, however, coordination is
inherently more of a challenge because people are not co-located. So, it’s important to focus more
attention on the details of task design and the processes that will be used to complete them.
Simplify the work to the greatest extent possible, ideally so tasks are assigned to sub-groups of two
or three team members. And make sure that there is clarity about work process, with specifics about
who does what and when. Then periodically do “after-action reviews” to evaluate how things are
going and identify process adjustments and training needs.
Define work systems.
Different people have different ways of going about tasks. Setting standards can shorten the time
needed to achieve the desired result. By setting standards and defining repeatable work systems,
the team has generally less questions and gets a feeling for how long certain tasks should take.
These work systems need to be both standardised to allow for maximum effectiveness and tailored
to allow the necessary freedom to complete the task at the best of one’s ability.
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