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ABSTRACT

FACTORS INFLUENCING THE PERFORMANCE EFFECTIVENESS
OF GLOBALLY DISPERSED TEAMS

By

Betty Jo Barrett

In the absence of an accepted framework, practitioners as well as academics
seeking answers about globally dispersed team performance have relied on the
frameworks devised for collocated teams by scholars such as Hackman, Cohen,
McGrath, and Gladstein. The value of this existing work is clear and unquestioned.
Teams need to have effective leadership, clear goals, ample resources, and structural
supports such as rewards and training. Leaders and managers helping to facilitate the
work of dispersed teams must provide such essentials. However, questions remain
about whether other factors must be considered when discussing dispersed teams.
Among the alternative factors that offer additional information about dispersed teams
are the type and nature of communications used by the team, the synchronous or
asynchronous nature of the team’s interactions, the organizational structures within
which teams and team members are embedded, the nature and impact of diversity on
team performance, and the effects of geographic dispersion.

At the core of this study are interviews and observations of a group of
dispersed teams working on the same global initiative. A case study combined with
surveys provides the quantitative and qualitative data that offer a multifaceted view
of some of the factors vital to dispersed team effectiveness. Regression analyses

point to significant relationships between the diversity of team members, their
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knowledge and skills and performance effectiveness. Although it must be
interpreted from a dispersed perspective, Hackman’s model of group effectiveness
identifies a number of contributing factors: goal clarity, leadership., rewards.
diversity, and accountability.

Dispersed teams face a complex web of organizational relationships that
cause great dilemmas for team members and leaders. Team members are primarily
responsible for, and work in, a home location. They must then move to the global
team and a potentially different set of interests, allegiances, and relationships. This
study offers a introduction to these issues and attempts to add to a theoretical base to

support further research on dispersed teams.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

&Global Teams: What Are They and Why Are They Important?

In business today, companies are continually challenged to effectively use
< very resource to solve complex problems. Teams may become one of the most
< ffective ways to focus the resources of employees on important tasks and
aassignments. The collaborative strength of teams provides a rich and diverse base of
I nowledge that creates value as it develops solutions for the firm. Transnational
< ompanies must optimize the time and effort of their workforce no matter where the
P>eople are located. Globally dispersed or virtual teams are one of the solutions that
< ompanies are increasingly choosing. In their book, Virtual Teams, Lipnack and
S tamps (1997), define a dispersed or virtual team “as a group of people who interact
through interdependent tasks guided by common purpose. . . across space, time, and
©O rganizational boundaries with links strengthened by webs of communication
technologies.”

Geographically dispersed teams pose fundamental problems: 1) how to foster
teamwork while also maintaining the advantages of keeping team members in their
respective locations; 2) how to effectively integrate the products of such team work
With the entire organization; and 3) how to create a supportive environment within

the organization to help these global teams perform effectively. This study will
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focus on the latter of these problems. How do elements of the organizational
environment, such as accountability, reward structures, diversity, team relationship
with knowledge, goal clarity, and the availability of resources, support or hinder
global team performance effectiveness?

Research on teams has investigated many aspects of team performance
effectiveness and the factors that affect it. The important work of scholars such as
Hackman; Sundstrom, DeMeuse, and Futrell; Kolodny and Kiggundu; McGrath;
Shea and Guzzo; Goodman, Ravlin, and Schminke; and Cohen and Baily have all
provided in depth assessments of the factors that enhance or hinder the performance
of work groups or teams (Hackman 1987; Sundstrom et al. 1990; McGrath 1964;
Shea and Guzzo 1987; Cohen and Bailey 1997). This body of work deals with
traditional collocated teams in which the members are all located in one place.
Since we do not know how well these findings may apply, new research must be
undertaken to investigate dispersed teams.

Traditional assumptions about organizational dynamics such as accountability,
reward structure, and measures of productivity must be revisited to address the
issues surrounding dispersed teams. Globally dispersed teams have unique
characteristics. For example, they have a much greater reliance on the use of
mediated communications such as electronic communication methods,
teleconferences, or videoconferences. Diversity among the members of these teams
inherently offers greater opportunity for complexity because the team members live
and work in different ethnic cultures and may well work in organizations or
organizational units with very different organizational cultures. Geographic
dispersion also potentially creates great complexity in boundary-crossing and lines of

2
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control. Team members dispersed throughout the organization’s units also have the
potential to create valuable knowledge and diffuse this knowledge widely throughout
the organizations.

This dissertation is about globally dispersed teams and how they differ from
the collocated teams that have been the more dominant object of study to date. It
expands the current research that is attempting to define globally dispersed teams
and differentiate them from the more commonly studied collocated team. To date
there has been little research done on the nature of global teams. This study will
examine the existing team literature as well as the emerging work on dispersed or
global teams and attempt to discover what impact geographical dispersion has on the
effectiveness of teams and whether existing theories of effectiveness can be applied
constructively to these groups.

Research on globally dispersed teams is increasingly important today as more
and more companies expand to become transnational entities. Sproull says that
“virtual teams are bound to become more prevalent because of the global nature of
the marketplaces, the need to get projects done as quickly as possible in order to get
new products to those global markets, and the necessity of tapping the best brains
for those projects no matter where those brains may be” (Geber 1995). Townsend,
DeMarie, and Hendrickson (1996) agree that virtual teams are a powerful form of
work organization that allows “people to work together who might not otherwise be
available to work together™ (122). In addition they believe that virtual teams
enhance the availability of resources from outside the organization while
empowering those teams to work collaboratively. *“Virtual teams involved in
complex development projects, for example, will capitalize on their ability to access

3
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a broader range of expertise and to more easily link to diverse functional resources.
The role of these teams will be to manage and execute traditional organizational
processes, but with the advantage of resources and expertise unavailable save for
their virtual construction” (26).

Experts and human resource professionals are finding that globally dispersed
teams are invaluable tools in a rapidly changing competitive environment. In fact,
“the beauty about global teams is that they’re reaching for the next stage,” says
Tony Barnes, director of human resources development at the Japan Center in
England. Barnes, who worked for decades with Edward Deming on team process in
Japan, believes that global teams are the next wave of corporate development.
Barnes goes on to express strongly what he feels is the importance of this new form
of work organization:

Global teams address certain problems and affect the bottom line in

ways that are fundamentally different from the ways individuals

approach the same situation. They maximize expertise from a variety

of people, provide companies a more accurate picture of international

customers’ needs, and profit by the synergy necessary to unify the

varying perspectives of different cultures and different business

functions. I think corporations, as we’ve known them, have actually

run their course and are beginning to break into autonomous business

units, so the decisions are in the hands of the people carrying out the

work. Global teams are one way of cross-pollinating—they move

people who are successful in one branch of the organization to work

with people in another country and another branch of the organization.

In these situations people develop themselves as well as help develop

others. It’s a program of both learning and teaching that enhances the

ability and taps into the creativity of all people in an organization

(Solomon 1995: 49-50).

The Opportunities and Challenges of Global Teams
Snell, Snow, Davidson and Hambrick (1998) report that when transnational

teams are managed effectively they can “help firms achieve the autonomy and

4
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flexibility needed to serve a variety of customers in different regions while obtaining
the efficiencies afforded by an integrated organization™ (147). This is an important
factor because the team offers a structure that connects “the best ideas and
innovations from each part of the company and uses them in ways that add value
throughout the organization (147). Local responsiveness created by the presence of
team members at their home locations is a key element of the global impact that a
virtual team creates for a firm. This boundary-crossing characteristic of virtual
teams may also require adjustments in the degree of autonomy that people at each
location enjoy as collaboration increases (Klein 1991). Globally dispersed teams
facilitate organizational learning when structures are in place to diffuse and integrate
the knowledge created within such a team. Virtual teams also may provide an
environment that fosters dialogue vital to the information sharing and knowledge
creation that underlies organizational learning (Snell et al. 1998: 153).

Bhalla (1998) points out that “Organizations worldwide are rapidly adopting
practices reliant on coordinating efforts in a geographically distributed, boundary-
crossing environment.” Ancona and Caldwell (1992) have discussed the relationship
of teams to entities outside the team boundaries with which interdependency is
created. They state that since the team is dependent on these external entities to
complete team tasks, research must also focus on these relationships. The boundary-
crossing nature of dispersed teams is more complex than that of traditional co-
located teams. Not only are these teams frequently ad hoc entities but their
members come from work groups in separate facilities. Effectively managing such
boundary-crossing issues may well be one of the challenges for organizations in the

future.
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Another challenge for organizations as they set up globally dispersed teams
will be creating and maintaining an electronic communication network that allows
teams to create the working relationships necessary to build effective team
interaction. The following definition of a virtual team indicates that the use of
mediated communication is seen by some researchers and practitioners as a critical
element in the performance of dispersed or virtual teams.

virtual team: A virtual team is characterized by the fact that its

members’ primary interaction is through some combination of

electronic communication systems, such as telephone, fax machine, e-

mail and computer-based video conferencing (Townsend, DeMarie,

and Hendrickson 1996: 124).

Communication is critical to the performance of these teams. They do not
primarily meet face-to-face and therefore must build working relationships over the
telephone, through email or groupware messages. or through the use of video
conferencing. In each case, the direct contact so vital to meaning and clarity is
difficult to achieve. Team members may share a working language and, of course,
telephone, send faxes, or email to one another but simultaneous communication in
the work place may prove impossible when there is a 13-hour time difference. It is
increasingly rare for today's workers to exchange information using conventional
mail services because it takes too long. Reliance on mediated communication rather
than face-to-meetings is another key element of globally dispersed teams. Team
building and team work by people separated geographically and/or by time zones is

not yet a perfected skill (Hackman 1990; Hollingshead and McGrath 1995; Lipnack

and Stamps 1997).
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Diversity is another of the unique challenges that global or virtual teams
provide for an organization as well as a researcher (Jackson 1991). For example.
team members will be very diverse or will be working in settings that are diverse.
This diversity of setting may be as minor as from one town to another in the same
area but it may be that team members live and work around the world from each
other. Global dispersion can add the complication of time zones to the challenges
faced by team builders. When team members are in Japan and the United States for
example, scheduling meetings at reasonable times for both groups is difficult.

Beyond geographic and time diversity, a much more complicated variation
arises when people are of different sexes. races, or nationalities. Add to this yet
another facet of diversity. namely the diversity or commonality of knowledge and
expertise that is frequently featured in this group, and the situation can provide a
real puzzle for all to solve.

Hofstede (1997) says that common practice is what allows transnational or-
ganizations to function effectively in a multicultural geographic environment. The
organization develops practices that it diffuses to all its members. Practitioner con-
sultants such as McDermott, Brawley, and Waite advise the “world class teams . . .
need to create their own ‘culture,’” that is a set of values and operating agreements
that will accommodate and bring out the best in each of their team members™
(McDermott et al. 1998: 124). Milliken and Martins (1996) describe the impact of
the diversity of group composition on organizational outcomes as the result of
common patterns in “cognitive, communication, and symbolic processes™ (402).
Taking this one step further, researchers such as Jackson, May. and Whitney (1995)
and Pelled, Eisenhardt, and Xin (1999) are categorizing aspects of diversity and

7
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making distinctions about the impact of these elements based on their observability
and job-relatedness. Diversity in globally dispersed teams may well prove to be a

unique facet of study.

Team Research and Theoretical Foundations

While the nature of globally dispersed teams and the issues surrounding their
activities are complex and have not yet been widely studied, there is a well-
established, multidisciplinary body of research on collocated teams and team
performance effectiveness. This study relies on this body of work to provide its
primary framework. In particular, the study has relied on Hackman’s work (1987),
which represents the theoretical starting point for this study of teams.

Collocated teams have been the object of many studies. which have then been
reviewed by McGrath (McGrath and Altman 1966; McGrath 1984) and Bettenhausen
(1991). Performance effectiveness studies have also been extensive as evidenced by
reviews of that literature by Guzzo and Dickson (1996) and by Cohen and Bailey
(1997). Although many of these studies have antecedents in the work of McGrath
and later Hackman, a number of other theoretical approaches have been developed:
the ecological approach of Sundstrom, DeMeuse, and Futrell (1990); the boundary
management work of Gladstein (1984); self-regulating work groups of Pearce and
Ravlin (1987); and the human resource/interdependence model of Shea and Guzzo
(1987). Given the complexity surrounding globally dispersed teams, the dominant
team or work group theories may not be adequate. Additional sources of
information that will help in understanding the dispersed team phenomenon more
completely may be found in other theoretical perspectives.

8
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One emerging source of empirical information is the current research being
done on virtual or globally dispersed teams. It is a nascent but growing body of
literature. Practitioners and those who are offering advice to practitioners (Crandell
and Wallace 1998; Fisher and Fisher 1998; Lipnack and Stamps 1997; McDermott.
Brawley, and Waite 1998; O’Hara-Devereaux and Johansen 1994) have begun to
create a body of experientially rich work. Here one finds much of the available
information specific to virtual teams. These experts have also drawn from the
existing team literature in their work as they try to unravel the problems they see
each day. This study has been informed by both the empirical work done to date on
virtual teams and the practitioner literature that reports activity in the field.

Work by Jarvanpaa (1995), Leidner (1997), and Knoll (1998) is. perhaps, the
largest body of research done to date on virtual teams. Using controlled experiments
with international student participation, these studies have looked at the use of
mediated communication methods and the creation of trust in relationships among
members of a global team (Knoll and Jarvenpaa 1997, Jarvenaa et al. 1998). This
research suggests that members of global teams form ‘swift’ trust in order to
complete their shared tasks. This ‘swift’ trust reflects the fragile nature of the
intragroup relationships on these teams that are formed as needed, for the duration of
a task, and across the cultural boundaries of the group members. The teams in these
studies were true virtual teams who had no opportunity to meet face-to-face and had
to rely on mediated communication to complete their tasks. The research is aimed at
facilitating the development of trust seen by the researchers as essential for team

performance.
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Introduction to this Study of a Global Team

In this study, the main object of study is the Copy Exactly Initiative
developed by the electronics division of Visteon Corporation (the former internal
parts supply units of a large Midwestern automobile maker). The goal of the
initiative was to commonize manufacturing processes and equipment across the
seven plants in the division. The Copy Exactly Initiative was modeled on a
proprietary project of a well-known computer chip mam;facturer, which had as its
goal to replicate everything about the fabrication process of semiconductors.

The people in the Copy Exactly Initiative were primarily engineers
(mechanical, electrical, and industrial specialties) working in the worldwide plants
and at the main Electronics Technical Headquarters. They were divided into ‘teams’
focused on specific areas of electronics manufacturing: soldering, reflow, board
design, line configuration, etc. (for a more complete explanation of printed circuit
board production, see Chapter 4: “A Tutorial on the Manufacture of Printed Circuit
Boards”). Team members work in eight locations globally dispersed in seven
countries. Their meetings take place most frequently (weekly or biweekly) through
telephone conferences. Three to four times a year they meet face-to-face with the
meeting place rotating around the different plant sites.

Each team was composed of a representative from each plant and people
from the headquarters site as well as a coach. The coaches were members of a Core
Team Group, who monitored progress and set midterm goals for the entire group.
In addition, executives, plant managers, and supervisors were involved in peripheral

bodies in the project such as the Management Review Committee.

10
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This group illustrates the opportunities and challenges mentioned above.
They were very diverse across most categories, used mediated communication modes
to interact, created a shared base of knowledge, and were confronted with boundary-
crossing issues. The investigation of this complex set of phenomena will utilize
both qualitative and quantitative research methods. Members of the virtual team
project as well as managers and others whose work is related to the project have
been interviewed. Face-to-face meetings have been observed for each of five
selected teams.

Data was also gathered using survey instruments. During each interview,
participants were asked to complete short questionnaires on how they perceived the
availability of resources for the team and how they judged the frequency of their
individual use of various communication modes in their work with the team. In
addition, the entire team and the non-team members who were interviewed were
asked to complete a survey on their perceptions of accountability, rewards,
teamwork, community of practice perceptions, and team performance effectiveness.
Participants could respond to the survey via email or they could log on to a website
and their responses were delivered via email (see Appendices C and D for copies of
actual instruments).

Through observation, interview, archival research, and other methods as
needed, the project has investigated topics such as:

*  What aspects of the work environment such as rewards, accountability,
and goal clarity are most important to successful performance in dispersed
teams? Are accountability and performance effectiveness linked?

* How does the availability of resources affect a global team and has the

nature of the essential resources such as time for face-to-face meetings
changed?

11
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e What is the impact of diversity for a globally dispersed team? How
important is the existence and enhancement of a shared base of
knowledge among team members to team performance effectiveness?

In the chapters that follow these issues will be addressed in much greater

depth. They are important issues because they begin to map out the dimensions of a
future work organization system that will be used by many workers and
organizations. Frances Cairncross (1997) declares that we are entering an era
dominated by ‘the death of distance’ in which technology erases distinctions such as
location and time by creating the ability for companies and their workers to alter all
the patterns of where people work and how they work. Mohrman, Galbraith, and
Lawler (1998) reinforce Cairncross’ message as they discuss the dramatic changes in
organizational design and performance measures that are increasingly a part of
today’s competitive environment. The broader perspectives offered by these authors
signal the crucial need to study global teams as one critical element of future

organizations and work places.

12
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

There is to date only a small body of empirical work on dispersed teams.
Even as this dissertation is being written, many practitioners, consultants, and
academic experts are studying globally dispersed, virtual, or distributed teams, with
the goal of helping people succeed in this new work organization system. The lack
of empirical research and study on this type of work organization system has led
many people who are seeking answers to questions about team performance to refer
to the literature on collocated teams. Thus, in any study of globally dispersed teams,
the existing work on teams should be the starting point. Teams still need to have
effective leadership, clear goals, ample resources, and structural supports such as
rewards and training. Managers and others helping to facilitate the work of virtual
teams must provide such essentials. However, there are additional questions: Are
the same essentials sufficient? Or must other factors be considered, especially in a
rapidly shifting work and competitive environment?

This study proposes to begin answering these questions, because it is clear
that dispersed teams and collocated teams have significant differences. The spatial
and temporal issues of not sharing the same workspace or geographic location are,
perhaps, the most obvious of these differences. Another difference is the speed of

change that increases as electronic communication and the tools of production
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become ever more sophisticated. People today form global groups, complete tasks.
and move to other virtual projects without leaving their home location and, at times.
without ever meeting their colleagues on any project face-to-face. Electronic
communication mediates relationships, and it is not yet clear what impact that has on
building interdependency and trust in these relationships. What factors are most
essential is not yet known. In addition, organizations have been structured to
accommodate collocated teams; but it is not yet clear that globally dispersed teams
can be effectively supported using these same reward structures and leadership
hierarchies.

The general plan of this review is to begin by examining the existing work
by Hackman and others on collocated teams. Since this work provided much of the
foundation for this study, it is important to understand the details. Beyond
Hackman, this review will examine both collocated and dispersed teams literature
that explores the differences in these types of teams and provides a more solid basis
for an ongoing discussion of dispersed teams.

Although this study will only review selected aspects of the differences
between collocated and dispersed teams, it has focused on essential exploration of
the critical areas in which the two types of teams differ. Critical areas of the teams
literature will also be addressed in this review: 1) aspects of organizational context
for dispersed teams—accountability, rewards, and diversity; and 2) performance
effectiveness. Because the answers or the “truth” are moving targets, it is of real
importance to engage in ongoing dialogue about these issues. Many of us are now
or will soon be working in some form of dispersed team. We will shape those
experiences through our interactions; the experiences will in turn offer us

17
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opportunities constrained only by our readiness to experiment or our ability to learn

as we go.

Framing the Issue in the Teams Literature

Building on work by McGrath (1964), and an earlier model by Hackman and
Morris (1975), Hackman created in 1987 a more fully developed model of group
effectiveness that is used in this dissertation as the standard (see Figure 2.1).
Understanding this model facilitates study of other researchers’ work built on this
model (Pearce and Ravlin 1987), work built on some aspect of the model (Gladstein
1984; Campion, Medsker, and Higgs 1993) and work that departs from it (Goodman,
Ravlin, and Schminke 1987; Kolodny and Kiggundu 1980). Hackman’s contribution
to the study of groups is central to creation of further knowledge about teams and

additional theories for understanding teams.
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This model is introduced as “a normative model of group effectiveness”
because it focuses on a single multidimensional outcome—work group
effectiveness—and it identifies aspects of the work group and context that may be
manipulated to promote team effectiveness, as well as used to diagnose “the
strengths and weaknesses of groups as performing units” (Hackman 1987: 316).
Hackman focuses narrowly on work groups' and wants his model to “increase the
possibility that constructive change can occur” (322).

Work group effectiveness is the subject of more in-depth discussion at the
end of this review. However, Hackman’s (1987) criteria for effectiveness are of
interest here as part of the discussion of the model. Three criteria are used to assess
effectiveness: “The first deals with the actual output of the group, the second with
the state of the group as a performing unit, and the third with the impact of the
group experience on individual members” (323). Effectiveness is a function of
group effort, the knowledge and skill of group members, and the appropriateness of
the performance strategies the group chooses. The “inclusion of social and personal
criteria in a definition of effectiveness is a departure from tradition as is the use of
system-defined (rather than researcher defined) assessments of a group’s output”
(323).

Although diagnostic criteria are important, Hackman’s model offers the
ability to “design and manage a group so that task effective group processes emerge

naturally” (324). He sets out three major factors that govern group behavior, which

' Work groups in organizations is defined as (1) real groups with “intact social
systems with boundaries and differentiated roles;” (2) groups that have one or more
tasks to perform resulting measurable group products; (3) “groups that operate within
an organizational context” (Hackman 1987: 322).
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therefore will shape group effectiveness: “the design of the group as a performing
unit; (2) the support provided by the organizational context in which the group
operates; and (3) the synergistic outcomes of the interaction among group members”
(331). Research on team effectiveness that incorporates these and other factors
(Campion, Medsker, and Higgs 1993; Campion, Papper, and Medsker 1996) has
sought to demonstrate that teams designed with these components can be effective.
It is unclear whether any combination or all of these factors applicable to collocated
teams are generalizable to globally dispersed teams. A brief discussion of

Hackman’s three factors will allow greater understanding of the issues.

Group Design

A well-designed group will undertake a task that is structured to be
motivational, to be meaningful, to provide autonomy. and to provide feedback on
performance. Such a task. combined with group norms, will pave the way for task-
effective behaviors to emerge. The group itself will be of a proper size for the task
and possess the necessary task and interpersonal skills, as well as moderate amounts

of diversity.

Organizational Context

The organization will provide rewards, education and training, and
information flow to the group. The appropriate support is critical to the performance
of a team and enhances the potential of the well-designed team. The organization
must provide structural and material resources such as tools, space, human resources,
and, in the case of dispersed teams, time. Time is a resource that dispersed teams
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need for face-to-face meetings, which supplement meetings in teleconferences and
email discussions. Support to enhance electronic relationships is a resource and

contextual element that Hackman does not consider.

Group Synergy

This factor is aimed at reducing the process losses that accompany group
work (Steiner 1972) and helps the group coordinate its design and contextual
elements. Hackman distinguishes between positive and negative group synergies.
Positive synergies occur when the group takes advantage of favorable performance
situations. Negative synergy occurs when the process losses exceed any gains due
to synergy. “A highly coordinated and cooperative team can produce synergy or
results that are more effective than the sum of the individual team members’
contributions” (Yeatts and Hyten 1998: 34).

Hackman seems to try to capture the process of knowledge creation or
collaboration within the group. He discusses the idea that group members can learn
from each other and foster collective learning or group outcomes different from
those obtained by the individual members working alone. Cross-training of the type
that occurs in autonomous work groups is the example he uses to illustrate this idea.
While collective learning is one of the great strengths of collocated teams (Cutcher-
Gershenfeld et al. 1998), it is likely that in dispersed teams the opportunities for
collective learning stretch across many locations.

Hackman’s model provides a well-developed framework for studying teams.
It specifies the importance of a long list of factors including task structure, goal
clarity, rewards, group composition, knowledge and skill levels, and feedback.
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These are all important elements for a team. However, they do not distinguish

between a collocated team and a virtual or dispersed team.

Beyond Hackman: Teams Collocated and Virtual

In Virtual Teams, Lipnack and Stamps state that “A good virtual team is, at
its heart, a good team” (24). For many people a good team would follow closely the
guidelines in Hackman’s model. For others, alternative models are more satisfying.
In the case of the theoretical work, each model examines collocated teams.

However, those who are looking for answers to team performance questions may
value the outcome and use whatever model works. The literature that follows was
selected because it adds to the debate in this paper by extending the Hackman Model
or challenging it in ways that seem relevant to the aspects of virtual or dispersed
teams examined in this study.

In their ecological approach to team performance, Sundstrom, DeMeuse, and
Futrell (1990) do not use an input-process-output format a la McGrath (1964). They
propose that work team effectiveness is "dynamically interrelated with organizational
context, boundaries and team development” and is “more a process than an end
state” (Sundstrom 1990: 121). Teams “change and develop new ways of operating
as they adapt to their contexts” (Yeatts and Hyten 1998: 37). The framework is
developed to illustrate an approach in which the physical environment plays a role.
In other words, work groups are embedded in a larger context with boundaries that
separate the team from the organization and help to define “what constitutes

effectiveness for the team in its particular context” (Sundstrom 1990: 124).
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Described in terms of Lawrence and Lorsch (1967), a team is integrated into
the larger system through coordination with customers. suppliers, managers, and
others, while at the same time the team is differentiated from other work units
through expertise or task specifics. “A work team is differentiated from its
organizational context to the extent that it comprises an identifiable collection of
people working in a specific place, over the same time period, on a unique task”
(Sundstrom 1990: 126). In other words, external relations and internal processes
both shape team effectiveness through the management of boundaries.

Despite the place/time constraints expressed in Sundstrom, DeMeuse, and
Futrell’s definition of a work team, this ecological approach has great appeal for
those studying dispersed teams because of the issue of boundaries. Team members
often have several sets of boundaries that define their context. Frequently they are
responsible to a home location, as well as to a separate dispersed team. Thus, they
have intragroup boundaries, intergroup boundaries, and boundaries distinguishing
them from external entities as well. Ancona and Caldwell (1992) have presented a
clear set of strategies that teams use to manage their relations with external groups.
This literature, however, does not completely describe the conditions faced by virtual
teams.

The boundary-crossing of dispersed teams may be more reflective of the
characteristics of cross-functional teams, which may be collocated but work in
different functional areas. Proehl (1996) proposes that cross-functional teams
require different structures and support systems, because their projects may not be
related to “the members’ immediate work and members have many competing
responsibilities and varying degrees of immediate management support for
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participating in organizational initiatives” (8). Reward and incentive systems are
examples of the types of structures or support systems that may affect dispersed
teams.

Sundstrom, DeMeuse, and Futrell (1990) also restrict their theory to
collocated teams when they incorporate a temporal element into their approach,
which only allows for a team to be in one place at one time. These last two factors,
time and place, are critical distinctions for virtual or dispersed teams. In their book
Globalwork, O’Hara-Devereaux and Johansen (1994) describe the options that must
be considered when selecting the appropriate electronic communications software or
groupware for use by a virtual team. The selection of communications software is
central to the interaction of a dispersed team and an essential element of
organizational support for a team, because it can help to dissolve some of the
boundary-crossing issues such teams face.

The specifics of time and place may well be unique for each member of a
global team. Table 2.1 shows the combinations of place and time that are possible
for dispersed teams. These dimensions have a direct impact on how teams interact
to complete their tasks. Lipnack and Stamps (1997) characterize the interaction
across these differences as boundary crossing and use it to explain the virtual aspect
of teams.

The day-in and day-out reality of communicating, interacting, and

forming relationships across space, time, and organizations makes

teams virtual (41).

The greater the degree of difference in time and place, the more complex these

arrangements can become. At some point, time and place also begin to include
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differences in culture, language, values, and norms. The diversity issues in dispersed

teams will be discussed at length below.

Table 2.1: Virtual Teams: Potential Temporal and Spatial Combinations
and Examples

Same Time/Same Place Traditional synchronous face-to-face
meeting

Same Time/Different Place A synchronous group meeting
mediated by conference call
technology

Different Time/Same Place Computerized media used by people at

different times such as a shared
computer data base consulted by all
three shifts in a factory

Different Time/Different Place Asynchronous links among distributed

members such as email messages
exchanged by group members on
different continents

[Derived from discussion in Globalwork, by O'Hara-Devereaux and Johansen 1994:
79-88].

Lipnack and Stamps (1997) add another dimension to time and space when
they suggest an organizational dimension. Formerly, organizational boundaries for
work teams have been as narrowly drawn as an employee’s own work area or as
widely defined as cross departmental, but the boundaries were consistently inside the
same organization. New technologies have allowed the creation of a new workplace
“unrestrained by geography, time, and organizational boundaries” (Townsend 1998:
17). Not only are organizational structures flatter and more distributed, these

organizations have increasingly complicated relationships with other organizations as
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companies collaborate and compete together simultaneously (Davis and Meyer
1998).

Within these complex structures. teams can occur in a variety of forms.
Table 2.2 is adapted from Lipnack and Stamp (1997) and illustrates some of the
ways that teams are constituted within and between organizations. Space and time
are joined here into one idea in line with the precepts of physics in which distance
in space takes time to cross. The new conceptualization of organizational diversity
reflects these experiments with new types of relationships and the variation between

team members in terms of organizational affiliation and culture.

Table 2.2: Types of Teams with the Dimension of Organizational Diversity

Spacetime (treated as one Organization

idea here since distance in -

space takes time to cross Same Different
Same Collocated Collocated

Cross-Organizational
(Conventional) | Virtual

Different Distributed or Dispersed | Distributed or
Dispersed
(Virtual) | Cross-Organizational
(Virtual) "

With increasing complexity there is greater impetus for new ways to explain
and understand these phenomena. Consultants and practitioners are developing new
materials to try to explain how globally dispersed teams function on a day-to-day
basis in organizations. Some new approaches are emerging out of a mix of

traditional teams research and observation of actual team situations. For example.
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Lipnack and Stamps (1997) propose a three-part model for virtual teams: The parts
of their model are people, purpose. and links (47). They elaborate this model onto
the inputs, processes, and outputs framework used by McGrath (1964) and Hackman
and Morris (1975). Lipnack and Stamps enlarge upon each of these three elements
by relating them to general team theory, then identifying differences the authors
perceive relate to virtual teams (48). The basic premise is that “virtuality always
adds a ‘spin’ to classic learnings about teams™ (49). They briefly describe their
approach in this way:

To start a virtual team, you need independent people, cooperative

goals, and multiple media. As the team goes through its life cycle

development process, people share leadership, undertake

interdependent tasks, and engage in myriad boundary-crossing

interactions. As the team’s life cycle unfolds, it produces concrete

results, integrated levels of organization, and if the teaming is done

with integrity, trusting relationships (48—49).
While it is not yet ready for use as an academic theory, the framework does focus

on three critical areas of team development, each supported with examples from the

field to illustrate details.

Mediated Communication

One element of the Lipnack and Stamps (1997) model is /inks, defined as the
use of multiple media for boundary-crossing interactions that may evolve into
trusting relationships. While this may be a bit optimistic, team member interactions
and the use of communication media are serious issues for those who are working
with virtual teams. It is one of the new dilemmas created by virtual teams. It is
much more difficult to develop interpersonal ties of credibility and trust when
communication is electronically mediated rather than face-to-face.
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Several groups of researchers have begun to study the problem of building
relationships and interacting electronically. Warkentin, Sayeed. and Hightower
(1997) looked at group cohesiveness, perceptions of group interaction process. and
satisfaction with group outcomes among teams of undergraduates who completed a
task either face-to-face or using computer-mediated communication systems (CMCS)
in a controlled experimental setting. The face-to-face teams reported stronger
relational links on all three variables than the teams using CMCS. In addition,
slightly more information was exchanged in the one meeting of the face-to-face
teams than in the three weeks allowed for the asynchronous CMCS teams to “meet”
and complete the task.

Warkentin, Sayeed, and Hightower ask whether teams using mediated
communication will be able to establish relational links that help create tfust in the
team and generate satisfaction with the process. Team members who are dissatisfied
working in dispersed or virtual teams may not perform as effectively—just as might
occur on collocated teams. The finding of interest in this study was that there was
no significant difference in the effectiveness of information exchange between the
face-to-face group and the CMCS group, despite the difference in satisfaction levels.

It is important to consider both the social psychological and the technological
aspects of using CMCS with work teams. McGrath and others (1993) have
suggested that dispersed teams might benefit from team building face-to-face at the
startup of the team so that the impact of technology might be modified.

Technology can aid or hinder a group in its performance of processes

that lie at the core of group existence—its development or norms, its

members’ participation patterns, and its members satisfaction with
themselves, their group, and its work. The technology can become an
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integral part of the meaning of the group as a continuing, dynamic,
functional social system (77-78).

Technology changes group interaction and the experience of the people working in
the group. This is an important element of the work in and on dispersed teams that
depend on technology to function. For organizations, one concern may need to be
whether the experience of working on a dispersed team still allows the optimal
expression of the skills each team member brings to the job.

Issues of trust and communication are also at the core of a series of studies
by Jarvenpaa, Leidner, and Knoll. This work asks whether trust can exist in virtual
teams where there is a “lack of shared social context” (Jarvenpaa, Knoll, and
Leidner 1998: 3). The “catch” in this situation is that trust is even more important
in virtual teams than in face-to-face teams, because it prevents the creation of
psychological distance to augment the effect of geographic distance (Jarvenpaa,
Knoll, and Leidner 1998: 30). Trust built in virtual teams may be “swift trust,” or
the trust that develops in highly active, but temporary teams such as cockpit crews
or film crews (Meyerson 1996). In the Jarvenpaa and Leidner study, teams that
reported a trusting relationship started early to exhibit trusting behavior. Trusting
behavior was derived from early communications, which exhibited confidence,
enthusiasm, support, and commitment. Virtual teams may need to pay close
attention to their communication behaviors (Jarvenpaa and Leidner 1998: 28).

Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1998) assume in their study that virtual teams have
three dimensions: no common past or future, cultural diversity and geographic
dispersion, and electronic communication media. The participants in their study

were master’s degree students in business schools at 28 universities around the
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world. They were, indeed, diverse and shared a task. but it is unclear whether the
results will generalize to team members in business or competitive settings.
Whereas these students had little concern about the long-term professional
reputations they were building, it is possible that global team members who work
together, work for the same firm, or in a professional capacity may have concerns
about the long-term impact of performance on their relationships with other team
members. This would coincide with findings in Meyerson. Weick, and Kramer
(1996).

There is much that can be learned from the Warkentin, Sayeed, and
Hightower (1997), Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1998), and Jarvenpaa, Knoll, and Leidner
(1998) studies. It will be important to repeat similar studies with virtual teams in
organizations. The studies point to potential areas for skill development among team
members, such as greater awareness of communication skills, and greater ability to
use electronic media comfortably and expertly and to develop a greater sense of ease
in a virtual context.

Although Shea and Guzzo (1987) are building a theory that they apply to
collocated teams, it is of value to apply it to dispersed teams. For example, they
identify as a serious problem the need to create and maintain groups that are
informed, inspired, and competent, and to do so quickly (327). The skills needed to
integrate group work into the organization will become part of the skills set of each
of member of the organization. Additionally, the human resources choices that are
customarily made for individuals must also be made about groups, given the
increasing importance of groups in organizations. These two shifts in skills and
emphasis are also important to consider today as they pertain to virtual teams.

31



Given curr.
Hendrickson 1]9%{
required 10 integri
150 seems inevita!

s lection. hiring

inclades virtual int
Three vany!
s\ interdependen
members™: outcon
members that s ¢
belief of 2roup n
mduets or servi
Xrformance con
Nequences o
Becayse
QOTBlrajms set
U and pyyyg
tould he usefy
$oupg know-
Ry Coulq be

;a;;;
i~ Uage and

(RREY
4'“ ) The}

Tetiongy d
<



Given current trends such as those discussed by Townsend. DeMarie, and
Hendrickson (1998), organization members will need to have the competencies
required to integrate virtual teams into the work systems of their organizations. It
also seems inevitable that the gamut of human resource decision-making areas such
as selection, hiring, and rewards will need to integrate a set of assumptions that
includes virtual interactions and global policy differences.

Three variables determine group effectiveness in the Shea and Guzzo theory:
task interdependence, or “the degree of task-driven interaction among group
members”; outcome interdependence, or “the nature of the fate shared by group
members that is contingent on group performance™; and potency, or “the collective
belief of group members that the group can be effective’” by delivering the required
products or services (331). In other words, the authors examine the task
performance consequences of interaction, rather than the socio-emotional
consequences examined by Hackman (1987).

Because this model does not emphasize group process, it may fit the
constraints set up by a virtual environment. It may be that, by de-emphasizing the
group and putting the emphasis on the nature of the task and outcomes, this theory
could be useful. The goal or “charter” of the group must be clear and defined so
groups know where they are going. Goal clarity among members of a dispersed
team could be extremely important especially when team diversity might include
language and culture norms.

Shea and Guzzo believe that the “primary task of work groups is work”
(343). They go far in trying to develop a theory that avoids all of the socio-
emotional ideas of theorists such as Hackman. This may be a bit too narrow a view,
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but some of their points are well taken. Work groups are complex, and they are
distinct from the individuals who comprise them. The scope of the human resource
decisions that must be made for virtual teams is as global as their locations and may
cross organizational and governmental boundaries, which could provide challenges.
So although the extant teams literature provides significant insights into why
some teams are more effective, and what characteristics are essential for team
performance, it is not sufficient to answer all the questions. Especially when the
questions pertain to virtual teams, there are gaps in the research to date. Existing
theories about teams and groups are constrained by their basis in collocated teams,
as this selective review has shown. The next part of this review will consider
aspects of organizational context that affect dispersed teams. Considering contextual

issues may lend additional insight into how these teams work.

Aspects of Organizational Context

The organizational context for dispersed teams is far from unitary. Each
team member may be working in an environment very different from those of the
other team members. To date no research has studied the virtual organizational
context. Given this lack of specific research, two other areas of relevant research
have been selected to provide some insight: the team theories of Hackman (1987)
and Gladstein (1984), as well as the work by Ancona and Caldwell (1992); and the
literature on cross-functional teams.

Hackman’s (1987) position on organizational context is discussed above in
this review, but, as Denison, Hart, and Kahn (1996) indicate, this model examines
“context by looking at the interactions between individual teams and their
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organizational environment” (1006). Gladstein (1984) observes that external
organizational variables influenced group effectiveness directly or indirectly (514).
This interaction between the group and the environment is also a main ingredient in
later research by Ancona and Caldwell (1992). Here the group is strategically trying
to influence the external environment. The limitation of these studies is that they
tend to portray the environment as somewhat unidimensional and do not capture the
full complexity of the environment within which cross-functional and dispersed
teams exist.

Sundstrom, DeMeuse, and Futrell (1990) report that “boundaries at least
partly define how a group needs to operate within its context to be effective” (121).
The question for many virtual teams may be which boundaries to use and when to
use them. The questions become more complicated when organizational structures
such as reward and incentive systems are not connected to the actual performance of
the team.

Denison, Hart, and Kahn (1996) offer a description of the context of cross-
functional teams that reflects many of the complexities of virtual teams. They say
that the context “differs from more conventional teams in that it includes
hierarchical, lateral, and inter-team dependencies that require constant negotiation™
(1013). As we have already seen, for virtual teams these boundaries could extend to
cross organizational and cross cultural.

Such complexity makes it difficult for members of virtual teams to define
their identities as team members and to organize their complete set of tasks (team

and home location responsibilities). In this review we will examine three aspects of
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the organizational context that can cause problems for dispersed team members and

potentially affect team effectiveness: accountability. rewards. and diversity.

Accountability

Accountability is a fundamental element of organizations and social systems
at all levels. All employment systems share at least some form of accountability, in
that they have lines of accountability (Kraines 1996). Therefore, accountability in
any work setting can be a potential source of tension. Expectations must be
carefully and clearly expressed or they will not be met properly, which then can
trigger grave consequences. Yet our understanding of the dynamics that occur when
members of virtual teams are held accountable for decisions and actions remains
somewhat limited.

According to Ferris et al. (1995), accountability can be defined from an
external (to the person) or internal perspective. On a team, members often deal with
both internal and external perspectives. From the external perspective,

Accountability (a) emphasizes a system of review of behavior by some

constituency, and (b) includes having salient rewards or punishments

contingent upon the review. Thus, in organizations, accountability

implies a system of rewards and sanctions for conformity to

organizational standards, or a control system (Ferris et al. 1995).

For this system of accountability to succeed, people will need clear understandings
of rewards, sanctions, and standards of performance, as well as other factors, in
order to make decisions about performance. In addition, they will need to know to
whom they are accountable. Accountability theory suggests that perceptions about
our audiences and related rewards or sanctions serve to direct decisions and effort

allocations when we face decisions or choices (Tetlock and Boettger 1989: 390).
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Frink and Ferris (1998) define accountability as “the perceived potential of
being evaluated by someone and being answerable for decisions or actions™ (1260).
They cite research that indicates that accountability affects how people approach
their tasks and set goals in the workplace. Further implications of accountability
include the idea that behavior will be reviewed and that rewards or punishments will
be contingent on that review. People conform to standards or expectations that are
linked to organizational structures of reward or sanction.

The issues of accountability can become complex for workers whose jobs are
structured around activities on teams, and this is especially true when those teams
are not collocated. Fundamental relationships may become uncertain when one’s
supervisor is at a home location and the locus of one’s duties on a project team is an
undefined virtual work site. This local versus global tension arises when goals, task
design, resources, and rewards come from different sources in the organizational
hierarchy. Team members may have trouble sorting out a clear set of expectations.
For example, goals may be set by a distant authority at a headquarters, tasks may be
designed or assigned by team leaders or project managers, while performance
evaluation and rewards may be the purview of the supervisor in the home location.
Team members may feel accountable to their team relative to interdependent tasks
(Sundstrom 1990; Shea 1987; Hackman 1987).

Internally, accountability leads to the “assessment of and response to external
conditions to gain both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards, and it also implies the
efficacy of the concept of the self as an audience” (Schlenker and Weigold 1989:
28). Intrinsic rewards or sanctions, such as feelings of well-being, satisfaction with
one’s performance, or acceptance, are by implication present and serve to influence
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responses. Individuals may well experience tensions about their performance.
especially as they attempt to optimize outcomes. It appears that there may also be
tensions between the concept of individual accountability and the current drive to

install team-based work systems.

Rewards

Edward Lawler (1998) proposes that pay systems must be designed to fit
business strategies and organizational structures. “Pay systems are effective to the
degree that there is alignment among the organization’s core values, its process, and
its practices and structures” (Mohrman, Galbraith, and Lawler 1998: 288).
According to Lawler (1998: 293) pay systems have demonstrated that they can
motivate performance, learning, and development. In addition, they impact the
organization’s culture and help to “reinforce and define the organization’s structure”
(Lawler 1987: 255; Mohrman, McGrath, and Lawler 1998: 294). The reward
systems of organizations will need to be designed to support the work of dispersed
teams. Unfortunately, “evolving team settings are trapped within a reward system
that was designed for a different kind of organizational logic” (Mohrman, Cohen,
and Mohrman 1995: 230). Mohrman, Cohen, and Mohrman (1995) found that there
was wide variation in reward practices across firms, but that the more people were
rewarded for individual performance, the worse their team performance was. Team
performance rewards. on the other hand. had lead to better team performance and
better business unit performance. The teams in question in this example appear to
be collocated teams. When the locus of rewards systems is dispersed teams, the
issues become more complex. For example, how do transnational corporations
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establish global pay systems so everyone is paid the same, and how is such a system
administered?

Proehl (1996) offers advice from her paper on cross-functional teams:

Organizational leaders need to clearly identify the rewards and

repercussions for achieving (or not) the team’s purpose. One of the

serious challenges with cross-functional teams is to establish

accountability for team performance. Organizational leaders need to

explore ways to connect team participation with existing reward

systems and/or to develop alternative systems for rewarding team

performance (Proehl 1996: 23).

There appear to be few, if any, pay structures that have been created
especially for global teams, although they may yet develop. Crandell and Wallace
(1998) suggest:

The differences between traditional and virtual workplaces regarding

base pay is that a traditional company pays the job and a virtual

company pays the person. The virtual workplace pays people not for

the job they hold, but for the role they must play. The role is less

formal, more flexible, and overlaps much more with other roles than

did jobs (164).

The assumption here is that the entire set of duties is now in a virtual mode.
However, there will be many people who have jobs that are mixed, traditional and
virtual. This could pose a problem.

Wageman (1995) warns that mixed rewards, in this instance “half provided to
individuals and half to the team, emerge as the most common error in reward system
design.” In studies of autonomous teams, Wageman (1995, 1997) has looked at the
relationship between task design and interdependence and rewards. Findings
indicate that trying to introduce team incentives for interdependent tasks is best not
done in a mixed manner, since “mixed rewards send mixed signals to the team and

undermine its ability to operate as an effective unit” (1995: 165). In subsequent
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