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Abstract. There is a body of literature on virtual teams that is growing faster and faster;
however, the knowledge about the benefits and the challenges faced by the virtual teams
are still not very well outlined or thoroughly discussed. The purpose of this paper is to fill
a part of the gap by reviewing specialized literature about the effectiveness of the virtual
teams versus the traditional teams. Moreover, the study underlines the challenges faced by
the virtual teams from different standpoints (i.e., identity, culture and diversity, leadership,
communication and motivation, decision-making and conflicts, technology, creativity) and
highlights the best ways/tools to cope with them. By performing this theoretical overview,
the study aims to advance an articulate perspective on the organizational landscape and
processes in line with today’s challenges in terms of human capital, in particular and of
intellectual capital, in general. As the depicted research directions indicated, people are
not ready yet to totally move to the virtual world and to give up face-to-face
communication, feeling more comfortable to work within a traditional team. This situation
is illustrative of the fact that there is still much to explore about the virtual teams and
about how they can reach their best potential in order to be effective.

Keywords: virtual teams; traditional teams; leadership; communication; identity;
diversity; culture; technology.

Introduction

Nowadays, everyone is talking about the potential of telecommunication or other
different ways of working online, because working online became something that
everybody experienced. A lot of people are reading or sending work-related e-mails
from their homes, many are traveling with their laptops, cell phones or other kind of
devices that allow them to stay in touch on their business trips and even holidays.
Moreover, more and more meetings include people who are present there only by their
speakerphone or sometimes are held entirely as conference calls. A day by day growing
minority of people are working nowadays from a home office (sometimes being
hundreds of miles away from the company office). We are nowadays almost totally
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bounded by technology and by the Internet, by sharing everything that we are doing
online, by communicating with people from all around the world, by working with
people from our countries like being in the same room.

All of these, however, are the results of globalization, a process that was thoroughly
described by Friedman (2000), in his book The Lexus and the Olive Tree: Understanding
Globalization. He states that “Globalization emerges from below, from street level, from
people’s very souls and from their very deepest aspirations. Yes, globalization is the
product of the democratizations of finance, technology and information, but what is
driving all three of these is the basic human desire for a better life - a life with more
freedom to choose how to prosper, what to eat, what to wear, where to live, where to
travel, how to work, what to read, what to write and what to learn.“ (Friedman, 2000,
p-333). The author underlines that the process of globalization started in 1989, when
the fall of the Berlin Wall was, as this event shifted both the political boundaries and the
human possibilities. The image of the Lexus luxury car (which from his point of view is
representing the evolving global technology) is contrasted with the knotty roots of the
ancient olive tree (which from his point of view is a symbol of the age-old needs for
community and personal freedoms that are characteristics of human learners). In this
vein, Friedman (2000) shows that globalization is evolving from the human needs and
itis trying to make our everyday life and work easier and faster.

Globalization and technology not only influenced our personal lives, but also our work
environment, as nowadays we can work from distance, work for people or businesses
from other countries and do it like we are in the same place. Everything changed in the
last decades, especially if we think of the nowadays organizations (no matter if we think
of businesses, non-governmental organizations, foundations or project groups). This
global trend of virtualization of the society through expanding the global electronic
space and the access to information through technology and information led to the
emerge of new types of organizations “based on work groups, which aim to promote
innovation and increase” the capacity of work (Andres et al,, 2015, p.2). Taking into
consideration globalization and the digitalization of work processes, a highly important
aspect of work in many companies or organizations and across a variety of occupations
is represented by collaborating with others across a distance on virtual teams.

Switching to the new ways of communication and to this virtual society that was created,
the way in which individuals are carrying their activities was impacted (people are able
now to get in contact with experts easier, it is also easier to get help or to share their
work). In the specialized literature, “virtuality” received a great variety of meanings
from authors from different fields of study. From a dimensional and relational point of
view, there is a permanent comparison between the global dimension of virtualization
(that is made through geographical dispersion and electronic interconnections) when it
comes to the particularities of virtual organizations and the particularities of the
traditional teams that are located at the local or, maximum, regional level. Moreover,
some scholars identified some key characteristics for virtuality, including: geographic
dispersion, electronic dependence, cultural and functional diversity and dynamic
structure (Gibson & Gibbs, 2006).

The trend of virtualization also brings up the new typologies of organizational
structures and the new form of organizations, most of which are virtual, being a
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response to the complexity and turbulence of the nowadays business environment.
Shortly, globalization and technology eliminated the space and time boundaries by
opening new dimensions and opportunities for both individuals and businesses and
organizations from all around the globe (Binsbergen, 1998; Canary & McPhee, 2011).

Starting from these aspects, the objective of the paper is to underline what type of team
(traditional or virtual) is more efficient, consistent with the existing literature in the field
which tackles different facets of the team characteristics and dynamics. To this end, the
undertaking is structured into two main sections. The first one introduces the main
research directions regarding virtual and traditional teams, focusing on several
milestones, such as identity, culture and diversity, leadership, communication and
motivation, decision-making and conflicts, technology and creativity. All these issues
bring to the fore the relevance and importance of the human capital dimension within
the organizational equation, be it mainly formed of virtual of traditional teams. The
second section briefly includes the conclusions and future research directions.

Main research directions

In order to understand how today’s global transformations are affecting businesses or
organizations and the people that are working there as teams (including both the
traditional teams and the virtual teams), we need to make the difference between what
a group and what a team is. A group can be defined as a collection of more than three
individuals that are interacting about a common problem or goal and that can exert
mutual influence over each other (Pels et al, 2018). Teams can be defined as a
specialized group with a strong sense of belonging and commitment which is shaping
the overall collective identity.

Virtual teams represent just another way of getting the work done. Both traditional
teams and virtual teams are characterized by the fact that each member of the group is
dependent of each other in order to accomplish the overall goal (Brown et al,, 2007).
Dependency within the group is making the biggest difference between a team and a
group of people. For example, when we organize an event, we can hire a group of
photographers to take photos. However, even if they are all in the same place, in the
same time, they will work totally independent of each other and the quality of the
photographer’s work will completely depend on the experience and skills that they have.
On the other hand, at the event, a caterer might be also hired who will bring a team that
will cook, set up and serve. Shortly, each member of this team is dependent upon the
other in order to be successful, because if the cook does not show up, then there will be
nothing to serve or if the set-up team will not show up, then the cook cannot perform
his activity.

When it comes to teamwork, many definitions say that “a team” is a special type of group
(Giske et al., 2017; Wesner et al., 2018). Some theorists, such as Parks and Sanna (1999)
consider that the distinctions between teams and groups are somehow fuzzy,
considering that teams are simply groups in work surroundings (Levi, 2014). There are
other theorists that underline how team’s behavior distinguishes it from a group, teams
being defined as structured groups of people working on defined common goals that
request coordinated interaction in order to touch their goals/objectives (Forsyth, 1999).
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For as long as at least two human beings have worked together in order to accomplish a
common goal/objective, teams have existed; moreover, for as long as companies and
other types of organizations and institutions have had multiple offices (that are being
located in different regions/countries/continents), virtual teams existed. According to
Lipnack and Stamps (1997), what has changed over the years is the ease with which
teams can communicate across time, space and organizations (Brown et al., 2007).

Virtual teams - conceptual framework

Nowadays, companies and organizations have extended and have branches in other
regions of the country or sometimes outside the country. In this way, many situations of
working with someone who is not physically in the same office, someone that we might
have never seen in our life, someone with whom we cannot have last-minute meetings
and with whom we should communicate using the virtual environment are
exponentially growing. According to Canary and McPhee (2011), having the temporal
and spatial limitations of the traditional networks eliminated, it is easier to provide a
faster access to comprehensive resources of knowledge through the electronic
networks.

A virtual team is defined as a group of people that are interdependently working
together with a share purpose across space and time, time and organization boundaries
with the help of technology (DeSanctis & Monge, 1999). It is well known that both
traditional and virtual teams use technology in order to work on their projects and reach
their objectives. However, virtual teams use information and communication technology
in order to collaborate, communicate, share information and coordinate their efforts in
order to reach their goals, while traditional teams are using technology as a tool to
support face-to-face work (mostly it is used to deliver presentations, to work on the
projects, to send documents from one another). According to different scholars, there
are some key factors that differentiate virtual teams from the traditional them:
geographic dispersion, electronic dependence, functional and cultural diversity and
dynamic structure (Gibson & Gibbs, 2006).

Most of the time, electronic communication is used also in the traditional teams,
allowing their members to share their work, to exchange information and to
communicate from a desk to another; however, electronic communication is very
important for the virtual teams, that are having members from different regions (both
in the same country or globally), being the only way in which they can reach their goals
and get the work done (DaRos, 2016).

Due to the fact that electronic dependence is one of the key characteristics in a virtual
team, an increased attention should be paid to the technologies that are used. In order
to determine which is the most appropriate tool that should be used for tasks solving,
the team leader should find out which kind of interaction should be between the
participants on each step of the agenda and if the members need to build ideas together
(this means that should be generated a common document where everybody can write).
Also, the team leader should think of the technology available for each member (how
performant their computers/tablets are, if they have access to microphones or cameras)
and should also make sure that everyone is having a great Internet connection in order
to have a good communication and to be able to conduct the transfer of information
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(Levi, 2014). If the members of the team are able to increase the exchange of the social
information, then technology can be turned in an opportunity.

Diversity is one of the main characteristics when it comes to virtual teams, as most of
the time the members of the team are from different regions and are having different
languages, cultures, traditions, values and identities. In this way, when there is a high
diversity in a team, then this can create a source for stereotyping, conflicts between the
members, communication barriers (even if the team is communicating in the same
language, if it is not the mother tongue of the members then there can be
misunderstandings from time to time) (Krawczyk-Brylka, 2016). In order to face the
differences between the members of a team, it is important to develop a culture for the
team, to create trust and supportive relationships; more than that, if possible, it is an
advantage to ensure at least a face-to-face meeting, this creating a stronger bound
between the members of the team (Orhan et al,, 2016). Most of the time, diversity is
affecting the interaction within the group by creating power differentials between the
team members and due to that, if the members of the team are having unequal power,
then the level of communication is reduced and the communication process is controlled
by the powerful members. According to some scholars (Levi, 2014), power differences
can affect the cohesion of a group because the individuals that are having similar status
are more predicted to interact with each other and create friendships. In the same time,
if the team is having a high level of diversity, it can be a great advantage, as this is
increasing the types of information and the diversification of perspectives when it
comes to solving and analyzing problems, coming up with new ideas for the projects.

The dynamic structure is another key characteristic of a virtual team and it indicates the
degree of change or turnover of the members and also the changes that might occur
when it comes to the roles of the members and the relationships among them (Benetyte
& Jatuliaviciene, 2014). These changes, comparing to the ones that we find in traditional
teams, are happening more frequently and most of the time they are increasing the cost
of various team processes (Gibson & Gibbs, 2006). Virtual teams involve dynamic forms
of organizing including: alliances, outsourcing, offshoring and temporary project-based
work, all of these having flexibility as one of the main characteristics. Due to the high
level of changes that might appear in the virtual team, there might be a lot of risks that
can happen, but the team leader should also pay attention on how the things are working
within the team so he can identify the risk and prevent them if possible by building
“relationships among team members and” by facilitating “team processes” (Hacker et al,,
2019, p.4). Itis very important to keep in mind that a high rate of turnover prevents the
maintenance of the relationships between the members of a virtual team, the knowledge
integration and the preservation of organizational memory; this is why, the members of
a virtual team should always redefine their relationships and collaboration in order to
negotiate a common ground and the task boundaries with the others, especially if there
are new members (Morley et al,, 2015). It is very important to have a team culture,
otherwise, the lack of shared history can create difficulty in assigning responsibilities,
on planning team development and on locating expertise. However, all these challenges
can be overcome if within the team trust, reciprocal relationships and commitment
between the members are created.
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A stepwise approach on virtual teams

A number of team-building experts (here being included John Adair) identified three
areas which should be taken into consideration when managing a project: the project,
the team and the individuals (Portny et al., 2015). In their book - Project Management
for Dummies -, Graham and Portny (2011) state that we cannot choose between the three
areas, all of them having the same importance; this is why, in order to have the project
done, attention should be paid to both the teams and the individuals.

Wageman, Gardner and Mortensen (2012) describe teams as being a “bounded and
stable set of individuals interdependent for a common purpose” (Wageman et al., 2012,
p.33). Being affiliated with a group of persons and learning to cooperate with the others,
no matter if it is within a business, a school project or a non-profit organization, are
increasing the changes of “personal success and collective survival” and also of
organizational sustainability (Dunham, 2015).

We can say that groups and teams are essential management key tools, as they are used
by all kind of organizations in order to implement different projects, to deal with critical
decisions or changes and to succeed in this world that is constantly bringing challenges.
Due to the fact that businesses and organizations aim to reach higher levels of
performances, they have started to focus on creating high functioning groups, as well-
organized teams have a better potential in accomplishing something than a single
person. However, in order to have a compact team that is able to accomplish its goals
and objectives, we should firstly know how to form it. In this way, Tuckman (1965) was
the first one who proposed the stages model of group development in 1965 which
included: forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning.

The first stage, forming, is when a leader is selected and he starts pulling together a team,
but when there is a high level of anxiety, due to the fact that the members of the team do
not know each other very well, do not know their responsibilities and the
goals/objectives of the team; in this way, the most important thing is to have the goals,
objectives and expectations well established from the beginning and if these are done,
then at the end of this stage the team members will be excited about the project, will
know each other and the leaders will be able to ensure a clear path without bureaucratic
obstacles and also will be able to direct the future activities (Brown, 2007).

The second stage, known as storming, is the moment when conflicts are starting to
appear and the leaders/managers need to support the team members within this period
by facilitating discussions, modeling the behaviors of the members and redirecting
everyone to the same goal/objective (Linn& Shih, 2018). Norming is the stage when the
team members start to become comfortable with one another, start to gain confidence
and to build, to accept the rules within the organization and, most important, to develop
the relationships between them and this stage is characterized by a “development of
group cohesion”.

Performing refers to the moment when the team members start to see the results of the
activities that they performed in order to reach a common goal and also represents the
stage when the leader/manager can allow the team members to redirect by themselves
the activities, as everyone is already aware of their responsibilities. The last stage,
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named “adjourning”, is the moment when the team finishes its tasks, starts to evaluate
the results of the projects, but it is also the moment when the conflicts occur because of
the deadline stress; however, according to West (2004), not all the teams are reaching
this last stage, as sometimes team members are leaving the group or there might also be
the chance to have the project suspended.

Anyway, not all experts support the stage model of group development that was
proposed by Tuckman. For example, according to Gersick (1988), the group is not
developing through stages, but through phases, that include: phase 1 (stability),
transition (instability) and phase 2 (stability). From her point of view, the first phase
establishes at the end of the first meeting (which is very important as it decides the
climate, culture and direction of the newly group that was formed). At the midpoint the
group is characterized by a period of transition and instability; then, when the phase
two starts, the group is stable again and has a defined structure that can guide the
project in order to have its goals/objectives achieved (Dunham et al., 2015).

According to some studies (Chang et al, 2003; Dennis, 2019), these two models
(Tuckman and Gersick’s models) are “complementary and co-exist by functioning at two
different levels of analysis” and it was “argumented that the punctuated equilibrium
model focuses on how a group works on a specific task, whereas the stage model’s focus
on the overall development of the group” (Dennis et al., 2019). Those two models have
been taken into consideration also by Johnson et al. (2018) when they have studied the
virtual teams and the development of the virtual learning groups; however, even if the
researchers followed at the beginning Gersick’s model, Turckman’s model was the
central frame of reference in their work (Salonen, 2012). In their research, the authors
concluded that there is “no evidence of the existence of the storming phase” and that
there are only “three phases: forming, norming and performing” (Salonen, 2012, p.6).

Collaboration was defined by Beyerlein and Harris (2004, p.40) as “the collective work
of two or more individuals where the work is undertaken with a sense of shared purpose
and direction that is attentive, responsive and adaptive to the environment”. It is a tool
that can be used in order to get something done, to make a change in the society and to
extend resources (especially the human capital) beyond the limits. Due to globalization
and the technological advances and trends that appeared in the last years, the way in
which individuals participate in teams changed; also, the power of the Internet changed
the way in which individuals are connecting to each other. For instance, Facebook
launched in 2004: we can define Facebook groups as being actual teams by taking into
consideration that people who gathered together are most of the time trying to solve
different global problems, are discussing political issues and working for campaigns
/projects. In one of their books, Griffith and Dunham (2015, p.14) underlined the idea
that even if those groups “may not fit the standard definition of a team, they certainly
have many characteristics of a team, including shared commitment to a common goal”.

Going back to the more formal virtual teams, at the first glance, they are very similar
with the traditional ones, but in reality, besides similarities, there are also a lot of
differences and challenges that occur when working with or within a virtual team.
Taking into consideration the similarities, according to Wheelan (2013), some of the
characteristics of a high-performance team are: the members of the team should agree
and understand the goals/objectives of the team; the tasks required are appropriate for
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the team members; the members should embrace their roles and understand their
duties; the communication methods and the structures are allowing everyone to
participate; the team allocates time for defining, discussing and solving the problems as
a group; the team is applying decision-making strategies that are effective; sub-groups
are welcomed within the team as a whole; the team is containing the smallest number
of people that are necessary in order to accomplish its objectives - because having a
large team is not always an advantage due to the fact that as a team grow in size it tends
to break into smaller “social-psychological groups who see themselves attached more to
one another in smaller informal groups to which they have assigned” (Cobb, 2006, p.84);
the team is cohesive and cooperative; the team is having diverse conflict management
strategies; the team has spent sufficient time together in order to develop a mature
working environment in order to reach the team’s goals and objectives (Wheelan, 2013).
All these characteristics suggest that there are “10 key areas members should pay
attention to in order to ensure the productivity of the group: goals; roles;
interdependence; leadership; communication and feedback; discussion, decision-
making and planning; implementation and evaluation; norms and individual
differences; structure; and cooperation and conflict management.” (Wheelan, 2013,
p.60).

More than that, there are also similarities when it comes to the problems faced by both
types of teams, no matter if they are traditional or virtual. In this way, researches
pointed “5 common problems that people experience when working in teams: lack of
commitment, productivity losses, poor communication, interpersonal conflict and poor
leadership” (Dunham et al., 2015). The lack of commitment refers to the moments when
the majority of work is done only by a few members of the team. The productivity losses
occurs especially when there is a poor structure, when there is a lack of planning, when
are too many conflicts when it comes to the goals/objectives of the team, member’s
responsibilities or within the process of decision-making; as a solution, teams should
have defined roles and tasks, trust should be built within the team and communication
should be encouraged (Acai et al., 2018). A poor communication appears especially
when the team gets bigger and bigger, which automatically leads to the creation of
subgroups (Langer, 2011). Interpersonal conflicts appear because of the lack of
communication, misunderstanding of the responsibilities and sometimes because of the
diversity, especially when the team does not have a well-formed identity. Leadership is
also a key characteristic, because most of the times “the leader’s attitude, particularly at
the beginning of the project, sets the tone for the entire team” (Brown, 2007, p.45); so,
if there is poor leadership, no matter if the members of the team are amazing, the team
as a whole might not succeed or be able to overcome the challenges that might occur
during the lifecycle of the project.

Like all the traditional teams, the members of the virtual teams need to understand their
roles, goals and tasks in order to be effective, which is most of the time more challenging
due to the fact that sometimes it is not possible to have face-to-face meetings (at least at
the beginning) given that the budget of the project does not cover them. More than that,
“creating a team culture that is supportive and productive is especially helpful in teams
with only minimal face contact” (Fisher & Fisher, 2001). However, even if the virtual
teams are more difficult to manage and coordinate because they lack a lot of the
communication advantages of a traditional team, if they are started effectively, they can
overcome the disadvantages (Beyerlein, 2008).
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We can say that virtual teams are more complex and, due to that, there are a lot of
challenges that are encountered and among which: identity, culture and diversity;
leadership; communication and motivation; decision-making and conflicts; technology;
creativity.

Identity, culture and diversity

As an imagination exercise, we may consider that we gathered together people from
different parts of the world, and we decided that they are a team and that they need to
work together in order to achieve some specific goals and objectives. However, in order
to do that, in order for those people to really be a “team”, an identity and a culture should
be created. Identity is a crucial element for the effective functioning and formation of a
virtual team, as it plays “a crucial role in communication because knowledge of those
with whom one works and communicates is necessary for understanding and
interpreting interaction styles” (Beyerlein, 2008, p.48). Hand in hand with identity goes
trust also, something that is developing more slowly comparing with the traditional
teams, due to the fact that within a virtual team there is less visual contact (Beyerlein,
2008, p.48).

Starting a virtual team can be sometimes difficult because the members of the team have
different experiences, competences and skills when it comes to technology. However, if
the team is having a good team leader that knows how to handle the differences, then he
can turn them into opportunities, as he can create the identity of the team by himself. In
order to create the identity and the culture of the team, “most of the literature on virtual
teaming suggests getting the team together face-to-face, if at all possible, to start the
team’s project” (Levi, 2014, p.55). However, not all the projects have a sufficient budget
in order to cover for the members to have face-to-face meetings, the only option being
to do the meeting in front of a device. In order to create the identity of the team online,
the group leader needs to know how to facilitate the communication and to cultivate the
feelings of closeness. The best way to create “a common team identity is to increase team
members’ confidence in each other and the team as a whole” (Nemiro et al., 2008), to
create the feeling of a “common membership” (Langer, 2011, p. 93) and for that should
be kept in mind that “people like to associate with groups they think are (or will be)
successful and to dissociate from groups they think will fail” (Nemiro et al.,, 2008).
However, there are different solutions that a good team leader can use in order to
establish the identity of the team, including: to be used videoconferencing and
teleconferencing in order to create the team’s vision; to make time for providing
feedback for everybody that is part of the team and to do it as a one-by-one meeting; to
structure the tasks interdependently, as this might build the confidence within the team
members; to make weekly meetings with everyone, where the members should all get
actively involved by offering their opinions, establishing goals together and making
suggestions for further activities (Nemiro et al., 2008).

Globalization changed also the perception of people regarding cultures as well and
nowadays people have a better understanding and are more open to other cultures.
Having a virtual team means having people from all around the world, each of them
having a different culture, different traditions, ways of thinking and ways of working
with the others. The team leader needs to pay attention to every detail, to try to make
the team understand each other’s culture, to make people learn about each other, this
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being the best way to avoid stereotyping and to avoid the start of a conflict (Levi, 2014).
Moreover, the team leader should avoid the use of jargons/slang words and should try
to communicate with the others using the most common words, in this way making sure
that everybody understood the tasks, goals of the team (Wong et al., 2017).

The culture of a team is described as being a “reflection of the organization’s culture”
(Thomson, 2004). However, there are also scholars that have their own culture, which
differs from the one of the organization they pertain to (Levi, 2014). Developing a
culture of the team, no matter if it is the same with the organizational one or if it differs,
it is very important because it unites the team members, giving them a feeling of
belonging and helping them to accept each other, no matter the differences of the team
members, and to accept diversity as being an advantage within the team.

When it comes to culture and effective leadership, Hofstede (1984) categorized cultures
based on five dimensions: power distance (underlining that the teams that are having
opposite cultures are more hierarchical, while the ones with similar cultures are more
egalitarian); individualism vs. collectivism (individualistic cultures tend to value more
the personal achievements and individual work, while collectivist culture tend to believe
that stability, harmony and cooperation within a group are very important); masculinity
vs feminity (masculine cultures believe that the only way to resolve a conflict is by using
aggression and strongly believe that power and wealth are the most important values,
while the feminine cultures consider that conflicts can be negotiated, as they value more
relationships and the quality of life); uncertainty avoidance (cultures that are having a
low-uncertainty avoidance are the ones that take risks, while the cultures with a high-
uncertainty avoidance prefer to know all the rules of the game and to carefully study
their opponents); long-term vs. short-term orientation (long-term orientation means to
anticipate the effects of all the decisions taken on the future generations, while short-
term orientation cultures don’t worry about the consequences and value more the
immediate gains) (cited in Brown, 2007). It is very important for a team leader to be
aware of the differences that might exist within its virtual team, so it would be easier to
modify its own behavior and work with the team.

Another challenge faced by virtual teams is diversity, which cannot be avoid due to the
fact that the members of the team are from different regions/countries/continents, have
different traditions and cultures, have a different way of thinking or behaving, have
diverse beliefs and ways of understanding. Williams and O’Reilly (1998) supported the
idea that “diversity of team members’ knowledge and skills creates a larger pool of
resources and provides improved team performance including team creativity” (cited in
Lee, 2018, p.2). However, in order to cope with diversity and to make the team members
understand its benefits, the team leader is the first one that should try to understand
how the diversity of its team can help to improve the performance of the team by
exploring the human resources. Understanding the cultural diversity will “enable any
leader to more effectively address communication and behavioral differences that arise
in virtual teams” (Levi, 2014, p.277), this leading to the build of trust in the end. More
than that, diversity, no matter if it refers to the disciplinary diversity or to culture,
geography, age, gender or ethnicity, “serves to maximize the number of different
viewpoints, approaches and frames of mind” (Jordan & Robin, 2016, p.2).
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Leadership

Virtual team leaders are working in different conditions, comparing with the leaders of
the traditional teams, as they often play both the role of a team leader and of a member;
however, in order to succeed in that, there are some new competencies that should be
taken into consideration when it comes to working from distance, including:
“technological proficiency and appropriate use of technology, cross-cultural
management skills, ability to coach distant team members, ability to build trust among
dispersed team members, networking with others outside the team such as customers
or other stakeholders, and remote project management skills” (Beyerlein, 2008, p.50).
Having different perspectives, Duarte and Snyders (2001) mentioned that there are only
four competencies that are critical when it comes to leading effective virtual teams,
including communication, the establishment of the expectations, the allocation of the
resources and the modelinf of the desired behaviours. Furthermore, Fisher and Fisher
(2001) underpin that a virtual team leader should assume six different roles, including:
living example (as they should be a role model for the other team members), coach (by
helping the other members to develop their own skills, abilities and competences),
business analyzer (by translating the challenges and the changes into opportunities),
barrier buster (by running interference for the team), facilitator (by offering to the team
members the necessary tools, resources and information that are needed in order to
deliver the project they are working at), results catalyst (by helping the team members
to achieve good results and to improve their performance) (Fisher & Fisher, 2001). A
team leader has the following responsibilities: to organize the team; to identify and
define clear goals and objectives; to assign the tasks and the responsibilities; to monitor
and to modify the plan (and also to communicate if there are any changes); to review the
performance of the team by providing feedback; to manage and to allocate the necessary
resources; to facilitate the sharing of the information; to encourage the members of the
team to support each other; to facilitate the resolution of the conflicts and to model an
effective teamwork. A good team leader should be very empathic towards its team
members, but in the same time, should be able to assert its authority without being
perceived as bossy, inflexible or assumptive.

According to Kayworth and Leidner (2001), effective leadership can be associated with
the perceptions of the team members’ regarding the communication effectiveness, the
satisfaction of the communication, and the ability that the team leader has when
establishing and sharing the roles and responsibilities among the members of the team.
Hoch and Kozlowski (2004) state that shared leadership is a process by which the
members of a team, no matter if the team is traditional or virtual, are sharing
responsibilities, are having a mutual influence among each other and are conducting a
collaborative decision making. According to Na Chen (2017) shared leadership can be
the most favorable as it can maintain the feeling of equal status among the members of
a team, especially if it's a virtual one. However, even if within the team there is a shared
leadership, there is a central leader to whom all the other members should report and
that leader is “the person who is managing the boundary, feeding the team’s
accomplishments to the organization and to the individuals’ function or line managers”
(Serrat, 2017, p.5).

When it comes to traditional teams where its members can interact face-to-face, it was
confirmed that leadership influences the attitude and behavior at individual level and at
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the “team level impacts not only team processed and outcomes but also individual
effectiveness” (Liao, 2016, p.3). On the other hand, at the team level, Bell and Kozlowski
(2002) underline that leaders of virtual teams do more than developing and shaping
team processes, as they also manage and monitor the performance of the team.
However, in order to create an effective virtual team, “both leaders and members of
virtual teams, even if experienced with face-to-face teams, need enhanced competencies
to be effective” (Berry, 2011, p.17). More than that, the team leaders of virtual teams
need to make efforts in order to “create, reinforce, and maintain trust between the
members of their teams as well as between themselves and their team members”
(Hacker, 2019, p.3), because without trust nothing can be built within a team.

Leadership within a virtual team can be challenging, especially because it takes longer
to create a bounding between the team members, especially when they are from
different countries, when they have different cultures and ways of working.
Furthermore, the team leaders of a virtual team have a smaller interaction at team level,
as they maintain more often interactions with the team members separately by
communication through emails or phone calls that are made with each individual (Liao,
2016). When it comes to leadership, diversity can be soft, as it can “reduce team
performance if there was insufficient time to build common ground” (Olson & Ray, 2017,
p.5) and if the leader is not paying enough attention at the beginning of the process of
forming the team.

Being a team leader means that you need to take time and learn the members of the
team, what motivates them and which are the similarities and differences among them.
Shortly, the topmost leader is the one “that determines the overall culture of the
organization” (Jones et al., 2005, p.128) by having the biggest impact of all the virtual
team when it comes to its success of failure in the organization.

Communication and motivation

Communication is very important, no matter the kind of relationship. Basically,
communication means that a message is encoded, then it is sent through a certain
channel to a certain recipient who is going to decode it. However, when it comes to
virtual teams, it should be considered a central activity (Levi, 2014), as a good
communication can stimulate ideas and the creativity of the team members. Shortly,
communication is “a way of exchanging ideas, attitudes, values, opinions and facts, a
process that requires the sender which initiates the process and the recipient, which
completes the communication link” (Baltezarevic & Baltezarevic, 2013, p.433).

Nowadays, communication can be done face-to-face, by phone or with the help of the
Internet (which gives us a lot of channels of communication with people from all around
the world). Face-to-face meetings can be benefic sometimes, as it might provide the
opportunities for creating meetings in order to discuss different sub-topics and to find
out more about each member; however, not having those face-to-face meetings can help
the team members avoid the preconceptions based on the physical features, because
those ones can be distracting as maybe one of the members of the team looks like
someone that cannot be trusted for other members of the team (Jones et al., 2005).

Going back to virtual teams, when it comes to communication, the most used channels
are: e-mails, skype conferences, videoconferences, instant messaging systems, intranet
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platforms and other tools specific from a project to another. Videoconferencing, which
can be defined as a “set of telecommunication technologies that allow two or more
locations to communicate by simultaneous two-way video and audio transmissions”
(Meyer et al,, 2016, p.3), is used frequently as it substitutes the face-to-face meetings,
helping in this way the team members of the virtual team to know each other, to become
more comfortable with the other members and to build trust.

One of the challenges that can influence communication within a virtual team on many
levels is represented by the language barriers. According to Krawczyk-Brytka (2016),
the language differences correlate with the attributions that are used by the team
members in order to access their peers and, on the emotional level, “language barriers
intensify isolation and frustration” (Krawczyk-Brytka, 2016, p.2). Klitmgller et al. (2015)
is stating that the language proficiency of the team members is able to influence the
choice of the communication media, as if the linguistic skills are poor, then the team will
choose to have a textual communication, as this will give the members the chance to
rethink and to correct the mistakes (Klitmgller et al, 2015). Having the necessary
language skills is very important for the efficiency of the team communication and also
due to the fact that it is influencing the trust within the team. According to Child (2001),
trust can reduce the cultural distance within the team members, can influence the
motivation and also can promote the sharing of information, all of these leading to a
good performance and to conflict resolutions (Child, 2001).

The team leader is having an important role on the communication process, as he/she
needs to find out what is the linguistic level within the team and what is the
communication channel that can advantage the team members. Motivation goes hand in
hand with communication. In a team, besides the resources that the members are
having, they should also “have the desire and willingness to coordinate their efforts to
work collaboratively” (Godar et al., 2006, p.183) Within a virtual team it might be
sometimes more difficult to stimulate the team members and motivating the team can
be a real challenge. However, Jones et al. (2005) recommend some practices that might
help the leadership team motivating its members: to communicate frequently (by
keeping the members up-to-date with all the organizational priorities, changes or
challenges), to be frank but in the same time sensitive (by having a friendly tone of voice
and by transmitting the messages clear and straightforward) and to be accessible
(meaning that the leaders should try to be always available when needed) (Jones et al.,
2005).

Decision-making and conflicts

The decision-making process is very important within a virtual team, being a subject
that should be handled very carefully, as otherwise it can lead to conflicts. Some authors
(Nemiro et al., 2008) are stating in their toolkit for collaborating across boundaries that
there are some principles that can lead to a good virtual collaboration and to an effective
decision-making (Nemiro et al., 2008). In this way, the authors support that there should
be a continuous communication, that the decisions and solutions should be owned and
made by the decision-making group, that the “decision-making group must take counsel
together and consult in all matters” (Nemiro et al, 2008, p.429) and that the team
members should be united and have a common vision, direction and purpose.



460 | Midalina Elena STRATONE, Elena-Mid:ilina VATAMANESCU

The Human Capital Dimension within the Organizational Equation. Gliding Between Virtual and
Traditional Teams

Due to the fact that the process of decision-making occurs at all levels within an
organization and especially within a team, it impacts the value and the quality of the
work outcomes (DuBrin, 2013). However, most often, decision fail due to “poor
strategies that result in information and decision alternatives being overlooked”
(Cordes, 2016, p.603). Another reason why the decision-making process fails is that,
comparing with the traditional teams, within a virtual team there is less information
communicated (Roch & Ayman, 2005). However, there are also communication
advantages within the virtual teams when it comes to the decision-making process, such
as the fact that members have time to think about their answers and that they might be
more likely to do research before communicating their decisions.

As already mentioned, conflicts might arise if the decision-making process is not
mindfully handled. Anyway, conflicts usually arise in the “storming” stage proposed by
Tuckman (1965), as virtual teams can be more vulnerable in this stage, due to the fact
that people can misinterpret the virtual communication that is coming by e-mails, voice
or video, which is having a smaller amount of information, as in face-to-face
communication (Kroth & Clemons, 2011). Due to that, even if someone is having good
intentions, other members of the team might adapt slower because they are dealing with
people from different cultures and environments and with other experiences. However,
all the conflicts that arise in this period might disappear in time, as soon as trust among
the members is developed (Acai et al,, 2018). It is proved that trust is able to foster the
situations where sincerity and comfort in discussions about difficult problems can be
possible. Shortly, opposite to what “may be popular belief, some level of conflict is
necessary for the successful functioning of teams” (Gibson, 2003, p.362).

Most of the time, members of a team prefer to cooperate with similar people, due to the
fact that diverse environments might make them feel less integrated and more inclined
to relationship conflicts (Wickramasinghe & Nanuda, 2015). Anyway, if builded, “trust
reduces the cultural distance, increases team members’ motivation and stimulates open
information sharing that leads to conflict resolutions and good performance”
(Krawczyk-Brylka, 2016, p.70). On the other hand, if not resolved, conflict can reduce
the effectiveness of the group and also to undermine the group’s cohesiveness (Ozturk
& Hodgson, 2017).

However, both challenges (the decision-making process and conflicts), can be managed
through trainings and interventions at the team level. The examples might include:
“training teams to manage conflict more effectively; introducing greater structure into
the virtual team environment by adopting frameworks to help guide the decision-
making process; engaging in group exercises to develop trust and communication skills;
and giving and receiving regular feedback about team performance” (O'Neill etal.,, 2018,

p-3).
Technology and creativity

Virtual teams were created due to the “availability of communication and collaboration
technology” (Levi, 2014, p.284). Communication technology can have a lot of meanings,
including “a tool for work, a reason for uncertainty, a useful benefit, a challenge, an
object of competence, an entity of technical properties, a subject of guidance, a way to
express closeness, and a shared space” (Laitinen & Valo, 2018, p.12). Virtual teams have
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nowadays many tools at their disposal (such as: databases, desktop sharing tools, data
visualization tools) which enable them to get access to unlimited information.

However, even if there are a lot of technologies that can support the virtual teams, most
of the members of the team do not use very often sophisticated communication
technologies, as they prefer mostly the e-mail channel (Zigurs & Khazanchi, 2008). The
members of a virtual team should accept the diversity when it comes to using
technology, because having members that are not feeling comfortable with this lead to:
a lower participation level within the team, a poorer satisfaction of the members and to
contributions that have a lower-quality (Fuller et al., 2016).

Still, even if within the virtual teams are used the most efficient technologies of the most
exquisite techniques in order to have an efficient result, “it is still essential that some
things be done face-to-face” (Jones et al., 2005, p.37), because using “technology media
for collaboration may elevate the ambiguity of some tasks in certain situations”
(Workman, 2007, p.358). In order to cope with the technological changes and to fierce
the global competition, the virtual teams should adapt to the new technologies and
knowledge. This might be accomplished with the creativity of the team, which can be
defined as the generation of new ideas or solutions that are based on mutual efforts and
a collaborative shift of information (Carmeli & Paulus, 2015).

Anyway, even if creativity means developing new ideas, it also carries risks, because
“new ideas may or may not produce the intended positive results” (Cemberci & Civelek,
2018, p.1146). One of the important elements that can help a team to be successful is to
“create a powerful vision for the team, and this inherently entails generating new
concepts and approaches, which demands creativity and innovation” (Jorgenson, 2018,
p. 789). In order to cope with risks, team creativity can be promoted by training and
structuring, which can help reducing the “ambiguity and/or uncertainty about the goals
and tasks of the team members” (Pei, 2017, p.370).

Virtual teams might have members from all around the globe, which leads to diversity
and a higher creativity, but due to that they might also encounter “challenges with the
convergence of perspectives, thereby leading to potentially worse decisions than face-
to-face teams” (Acai et al, 2018, p.2). In order for a virtual team to achieve high-
performance results, creativity is essential, and the team leader is in charge to promote
it and to find the best solutions in order to create the effectiveness of the group. Three
of the best and well-known creativity techniques that can be used in a virtual team are:
the brainstorming technique, Altshuller’s theory of inventive problem solving and the
Bono’s lateral thinking (Nemiro, 2008). The effective sharing of the ideas and the
potential of creativity is also influenced by the member’s motivation and not only by the
support that the team receives from the team leader or the organization (Koivunen et
al,, 2015).

Conclusions
As technology advances, virtual teams are increasingly used in today’s organizations and

businesses and how to lead a team that is virtual become a critical question. This study
compares the virtual teams with the traditional ones, by underlining the challenges
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faced by both of them and lays emphasis on what should be changed in order to support
the human capital dimension within the organizational equation. Creating the identity
and the culture of a team, handling the diversity and increasing creativity all require
extra efforts than in a traditional team. Moreover, leadership is a real challenge, and the
study approaches the role of the team leader in both types of teams, the challenges faced
by the virtual teams when it comes to the decision-making process and to handling the
conflicts, to building trust within the team, to encouraging communication and to
building motivation.

In order to elaborate this paper, the specialized literature was analyzed (especially
recent publications and articles) as a prerequisite of a future empirical investigation.
The objective of the paper was to underline what type of team (traditional or virtual) is
more efficient consistent with the existing literature in the field. In order to engender a
clear outlook on the empirical reality, future studies may resort to questionnaire-based
sociological surveys as this method allows the identification of relevant characteristics
for specific samples.

From a bird’s eye view, as derived from the literature review, there is still a long way
until people will feel comfortable to move to the virtual world. Even if some research
directions illustrated in the study show that people consider that traditional teams are
more effective, it does not mean that virtual teams cannot reach their best potential in
order to be more preferred. As a future direction, research should attempt to
conceptualize virtuality by studying the challenges faced by virtual teams and by coming
up with solutions that can facilitate an organic transition from a traditional environment
to a virtual one.
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