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PREFACE

Life can be serendipitous at times. Most of the
projects I have managed in my career as a new
product development program manager have
been virtual in nature and made up of geographi-
cally distributed teams. However, about five years
after my last virtual project, I received an email
requesting that I step in as the project manager for
a project aimed at creating a secure cell phone for
the government. The team, I was told, consisted
of members of two organizations that had never
worked together before, the software security group
and the mobile devices group. Further, I was told
that the team was highly distributed across the
globe, with development centers in two locations in
India, three locations in the United States, and one
location in each of the countries of Ireland, Israel,
and Germany.

The timing of the request is what was serendipi-
tous. We had just begun the writing process for this
book and were working through the primary dif-
ferences between traditional and virtual projects.
As I assumed my new virtual project manager role,
the differences immediately began to emerge. So
too did the various techniques for managing those
differences. Personally managing a virtual, multina-
tional, multicultural project while writing a book on
the very same topic provided a wonderful opportu-
nity to establish a practice-based foundation for the
information found in the chapters that follow.

Part I stresses the importance of taking on the
management of virtual projects with your eyes
open. A keen awareness of the virtual project
environment and the factors that create that

environment are more than helpful to a project
manager, they are completely necessary to help
create a new worldview. A virtual project environ-
ment is one that is characterized by separation
of time and distance, by the inclusion of multiple
national and potentially company cultures, and by a
complete reliance on technology to facilitate team
communication and collaboration. Part I brings
forth the forces that drive the continuous increase
in virtual organizations and projects, and the key
differences between traditional and virtual projects
that project managers must be aware of and use to
their advantage.

All project managers must be prepared to
assume two critical roles: being the manager of
the project and being the leader of the project
team. On a virtual project, there is often a shift
in the balance of effort between these two roles.
This shift in effort is caused by the distributed
nature of the team, which demands significant
focus on team leadership in addition to one’s core
project management responsibilities. Part II brings
forth the key aspects of these two roles during
the early stages of a virtual project. In particular,
we describe crucial aspects of planning a virtual
project (Chapter 2) while at the same time form-
ing and building a high-performance virtual team
(Chapter 3).

Part III continues the discussion on the two
roles of the virtual project manager with focus on
project execution (Chapter 4) and sustained virtual
team leadership (Chapter 5). Attention then shifts
to the importance of establishing a strong project

VII
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network that connects the virtual team and enables
the distribution of work, responsibility, and account-
ability on the part of those performing the work and
empowerment to make necessary decisions locally
(Chapter 6).

The final section of the book, Part IV, delves into
a number of organizational factors that have to be
established for a firm to experience sustained suc-
cess in managing virtual projects. As a firm expands
its project management activities to include interna-
tional participants, the organization and its project
teams become multicultural entities. Chapter 7 de-
scribes how national culture and company culture
must converge to create the project culture and how
virtual project managers must adjust their leader-
ship tactics to account for multicultural factors.

Unlike co-located teams, virtual team mem-
bers have to communicate and collaborate in a
nearly exclusive asynchronous manner, and do so
through the use of technology. Chapter 8 focuses
on the primary role of technology for distributed
project teams. We describe the various types of
technology that are available to the virtual project
manager today and then suggest a method for
developing a strategy for choosing a suite of tech-
nological tools that will help the team overcome
the challenges created by separation in time and
distance.

Much of the pressure to succeed in manag-
ing virtual projects is unfairly placed on project
managers. To address this situation, Chapter 9
presents the critical organizational factors that must
be addressed to create a sustainable environment
for virtual project success. These include instituting
effective organization and team structures that
foster collaboration and empowerment, changing
recognition and reward systems to reinforce new
behaviors and practices, and investing in new skills
development for people thrust into the role of the
virtual project manager.

Finally, a number of assessments are included
throughout the book. Each assessment can serve as
a survey, checklist, or tool to baseline and improve
an organization’s virtual project management and
team leadership capabilities. The virtual project
readiness assessment included in the Appendix
will help an organization evaluate their readiness
to enter the virtual project management arena,
or to create a capability gap analysis and change
transformation plan to increase their virtual project
maturity. Virtual project readiness is assessed from
organizational, team, and personal perspectives.

On behalf of the co-authors, our heartfelt thanks
to the future readers of this book. I hope you find
it both enjoyable and useful in your virtual project
endeavors.

RUSS MARTINELLI

VIII PREFACE
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1
WORKING IN A VIRTUAL WORLD

As Jeremy Bouchard adjourned his weekly team
meeting, he paused to reflect how much his project
environment had changed in less than six months.
Until that time, the projects that he managed were
traditional in that the project team was co-located,
allowing the team members to conduct their team
meetings across the table from one another and
Jeremy to “manage by walking around” on a daily
basis. Today, as he adjourned the meeting while
sitting alone in his office staring at his computer
screen, he realized how drastically things had
changed now that he is the manager of a virtual
project.

Jeremy’s story is one of sudden change—change
that was driven by the acquisition of his company by a
much larger company with a global presence, Sensor
Dynamics, a manufacturer of specialized sensor prod-
ucts in an emerging technology segment called the
Internet of Things. Unlike many of his colleagues, he
welcomed the change and looked forward to apply-
ing his well-honed project management skills on a
larger scale with Sensor Dynamics.

That opportunity came quickly. Jeremy was
assigned the project manager role for a new human
biometric sensor product—an emerging market
with rapid growth potential. Through a recent com-
pany reorganization, which is common following an
acquisition, Jeremy is now reporting to the Project
Management Office director, a veteran employee of
Sensor Dynamics. His project team is a combination
of people from his old organization and the new
one. They are distributed across three locations
in his home country and three locations in other
countries.

He now finds himself leading a team of people,
most of whom he has never met personally. Six
weeks into the project planning process, Jeremy is
trying to come to terms with the increased difficulty
associated with managing a virtual project versus
a traditional project. As he says, he is feeling like
a “fish out of water” while trying to learn the nu-
ances associated with changes in common project
management practices and the complexities associ-
ated with leading a distributed, and mostly virtual,
project team.

Even the most common project management
tasks, like creating the project charter, are proving
to be monumental challenges. In particular, Jeremy
has continual disagreements regarding team mem-
ber roles and responsibilities. Despite repeated
attempts, he has not been able to establish team
consensus. Additionally, there is growing conflict
between two key project team members on the
goals of the project. The conflict is threatening to
cause wider team dysfunction. Because the indi-
viduals are separated by geographical distance,
the conflict is escalating in every email exchange
between the two.

Jeremy is also learning about people’s reluctance
to collaborate with one another on a distributed
team. He has tasked two team members to develop
a combined task plan since their deliverables will
be intertwined. Two weeks into the effort, it has
become apparent that they have not yet begun
to communicate, let alone collaborate in any way
to create the task plan. Team members seem very
reluctant to share information. Jeremy cannot de-
termine if the problem is a lack of trust or if there is

3
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an underlying sense that “information is power” to
the owner. Hence, they are keeping information
to themselves.

Then there is the technology problem. Jeremy
has had to revert to the use of phone conversations
and email in order to communicate and collaborate
reliably. Even though Sensor Dynamics has deployed
an enterprise-level team collaboration system, some
team members are either unable or unwilling to
adapt to the technology. This is especially true of
team members in countries other than Jeremy’s.

The most frustrating thing to Jeremy, however, is
the realization that management by walking around
is now impossible. He has not been able to establish
a new method for connecting with his team mem-
bers or for staying on top of project progress.

Jeremy decided to raise his issues with his
manager, Brent Norville. Norville, the Project Man-
agement Office director of Sensor Dynamics, has
been with the company for over a decade and has
experienced the transformation of the company to
a virtual organization firsthand. As Bouchard and
Norville began their conversation, Bouchard shared
that he was having trouble adjusting to the virtual
project environment he was now working within.

Norville explained that he understood that
the virtual project environment in which Sensor
Dynamics executes its projects is significantly dif-
ferent than what Bouchard was used to. He also
explained that he understood that the sudden
change from traditional to virtual project manage-
ment is the exception rather than the norm. Sensor
Dynamics as a company has been transitioning for
more than a decade, and most project managers
who come into the organization have had some
experience working on or managing virtual projects.
Norville explained that it takes time to understand
and effectively work in a virtual project environ-
ment. He also explained that many of the factors
that make managing a virtual project so different
have little to do with the project management fun-
damentals that Bouchard is well versed in. Rather,
the differences come in understanding how those
fundamentals have to be practiced differently and

how more focus, time, and personal effort have to
be applied toward leading the virtually distributed
team. Norville also offered to act as a coach to
Bouchard when needed to accelerate his transition
from traditional to virtual project manager.

This conversation led Bouchard to realize that
he was playing a game of catch-up to many of his
project management peers who had at least some
experience managing a virtual project and leading a
distributed team.

Now, we have to recognize that Bouchard’s story
is an extreme example. Fortunately, the majority of
project managers are not introduced to the world of
virtual project management in such a sudden and
abrupt manner. That does not mean that we did
not each experience all or many of the perplexing
problems facing Bouchard. We more than likely en-
countered them over time instead of all at once. Much
like wading from the shallow end to the deep end of a
swimming pool when learning to swim, most project
managers can transition from traditional to virtual
project management practices at a measured pace
as their virtual awareness and confidence increases.
However, we still hear stories of people being thrown
in the deep end of the pool and struggling to learn
and apply best practices to be effective.

Truth be told, nearly all projects today are at
least partially virtual in nature. If your company
outsources some of its work, or allows employees to
telecommute, or is distributed in multiple locations
(even in the same city), you are working for a virtual
organization. Of course, distributed team members
and the work they perform is not new, but to view
our companies as virtual organizations is a paradigm
shift for many. Even teams that are co-located work
somewhat in a virtual manner through the pro-
lific use of email, instant messaging, collaboration
sites, social media technologies, and other forms of
mobile applications. How often have you sent an
email or instant message to people on your team
whose offices are in the same building or possibly
right next to your own? Likewise, how many times
do we engage in teleconferences where we can
hear a person speaking who sits near us in one ear

4 PROJECTS WITHOUT BOUNDARIES
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and then a few milliseconds later in our other ear
through the telephone receiver? For some, like Nora
Bennington, this is a strange new world:

I just don’t understand it sometimes. I’m
constantly getting IMs [instant messages]
from people sitting no more than 30 feet
from me, wanting to engage in a conversa-
tion on a particular topic. When I get up and
walk over to their offices to have a real con-
versation, they react with complete surprise.
Like I’m violating some unwritten policy
that we can’t engage in real conversation
anymore.

For Bennington and others, getting used to
working on a virtual project is a slow process.
Some don’t even realize that the project world has
changed so rapidly around them. In September
2015, Global Workplace Analytics, a company that
helps organizations understand emerging workplace
strategies such as telecommuting, open office, and
flexibility work, updated its statistics on what it calls
distributed or mobile work in the United States. It is
showing some significant growth in this measure.
From 2005 to 2014, this demographic of the work-
force doubled from 1.8 million to 3.7 million. This
statistic includes both nonprofit and profit-based
organizations.1

But what defines a virtual project? By itself,
the use of technology to communicate and even
collaborate does not define a virtual project. Rather,
a virtual project is one in which its resources are
separated by geographic or temporal space.2 In
extreme cases, the members of a virtual project are
separated by organizational boundaries, national
borders, continents, and multiple time zones.3 In
such situations, it is highly likely that the members
of a project team will never meet face-to-face.
For many of us, this has been a major shift in the
way we participate on project teams. For others,
especially those who entered the workforce over
the past 10 to 15 years, project work has always
been conducted virtually. Within the next decade,
the topic of virtual projects and virtual teams likely
will no longer garner such attention, just as topics

such as project scope and the triple constraints
have moved from interesting to sleeper topics.
Managing virtual projects will be ingrained in the
way we do business. Until then, however, many
project managers will still experience a transition
from the practices of managing traditional projects
to new and modified practices required to manage
virtual projects. The transformation will cause us to
redefine our companies and the projects within our
companies as collaborative systems with networked
structures, and work outcomes that are not built on
organizational hierarchy but on trust, relationships,
and communication.4 Integration and collaboration
are now more than technological capabilities; they
are central to how virtual project work is performed.

The purpose of this introductory chapter is to
broaden awareness of the factors that contribute to
the creation of virtual organizations and subsequent
virtual projects, expose the primary differences
between traditional and virtual projects, and help
accelerate people’s transition from being effective
traditional project managers to virtual project
managers.

Forces Driving Virtual
Transformation

A common question being posed by many project
managers is: “Why does the pace of transformation
to this new virtual project paradigm seem to be
accelerating?” The reasons are important for project
managers to understand because the transforma-
tion to virtual projects is testing the viability of
many traditional project management practices
and methodologies. Further, the answer to that
question does not lie within the world of project
management. Rather, the accelerated pace of the
transition to virtual projects is being driven by the
globalization of our economies and our businesses.

As companies participate in the global mar-
ketplace, business operations (including project
operations) expand beyond their corporate bound-
aries. In 2009, the Economist Intelligence Unit,

WORKING IN A VIRTUAL WORLD 5
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an organization that provides executives with
practical business information on macroeconomics,
conducted a survey of executives to evaluate the
extent to which companies in Europe are using
virtual teams. The survey included 407 firms from
various industries with annual revenues of greater
than $100 million. Of the survey participants, 78%
indicated that they use virtual teams in their firms.
The survey authors concluded that working in
virtual teams is growing and that the majority of
the business executives surveyed are positive re-
garding their use of virtual teams to perform the
work of their firms. The authors also indicated that
the use of virtual teams has enabled these firms to
gain access to a global talent pool and has been a
factor in improving their organizations’ performance
against their competitors.5

This expansion requires everyone within an
organization to develop a broader view of the
environment in which businesses operate. This is
particularly true of project managers, who are on
the front lines of globalization. Project managers
must develop a worldview—an awareness of the
business environment outside of their own region,
industry, and country that includes social, economic,
and political factors and trends that can affect the
businesses they work for. It is from a worldview that
managers can develop an understanding of how
economic, political, and technological forces that
are driving today’s global marketplace interact, how
that interaction creates new strategic opportunities,
and how those new strategic opportunities lead to
the virtualization of projects. We call these forces
the globalization forces.

Knowledge of the three primary forces—
economic, political, and technology—provides
virtual project managers a greater context of the
dynamics in play within their project environments.
This greater context and awareness is important
because it frees project managers from feeling as
if the virtual challenges they may be experiencing
are a result of poor decisions on the part of their
senior corporate leaders or of their own inabilities
to manage a virtual project effectively. Instead, the

broader awareness helps managers realize they are
now part of a very dynamic business environment
that is being played out on a global scale.

Economic Forces

The basis of global economics involves the creation
of economic interrelations across geographical
boundaries as defined by national borders through
the production, exchange, and consumption of
goods and services. Global free-market economics
is stimulated by the flow of money and capital
between nations by large and small transnational
corporations, international economic institutions,
and trading systems that create interdependencies
between national economies.6

World economics of the past several cen-
turies has been dominated by two philosophies:
free-market economics and Keynesian economics.
Free-market economics is rooted in the view of
Adam Smith (1723–1790), who defined markets
as self-regulating mechanisms that drive toward
a balance between supply and demand of goods
and services.7 Within a free-market system, trade in
goods and services between nations is unhindered
by government-imposed restrictions such as taxes,
tariffs, and quotas. Free-market economics is char-
acterized by free access to markets, free movement
of labor between nations, and free movement of
capital between nations.

Keynesian economics, conversely, advocates
nation-state influence of world economic policy.
John Maynard Keynes (1883–1946) believed that
economic systems would not automatically bal-
ance by themselves; therefore, macroeconomic
control by government institutions is needed to
ensure balance and equity within an economy.
Macroeconomic control includes control of money
supply, control of interest rates, and control of
market access. Keynesian theory recognizes that
economic systems will realize points of downturn
and even depression and that these systems are
not self-correcting; rather, they need support and
influence from government interventions to boost
the system in recovery.8
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Whether dominated by free-market policy,
Keynesian policy, or a combination of the two—
today’s most common method—economics is
the primary driver that motivates corporate lead-
ers to explore beyond their traditional strategic
boundaries. It is economics that drives the world’s
entrepreneurs and business leaders to seek new
markets for their goods and services, to find new
suppliers for their raw materials, to develop world-
wide sources for production and distribution, and
generally to evaluate the world’s resources for
potential competitive advantage and product opti-
mization. Economics therefore is the driving force
that creates our virtual organizations and virtual
project work.9

Political Forces

World politics is the second primary force that
affects globalization. Rarely have economic global-
ization forces been able to operate independently
from political forces. Most often, global economic
expansion and contraction is set in motion by a
series of political actions. The basis of world politics
is the generation, distribution, and control of power
and influence.10 For many centuries, control of
power has been achieved by creating territorial lines
that defined national borders. In doing so, artificial
boundaries have been created that allow us to view
the world as a series of “domestic” and “foreign”
relationships.

The political force pressuring globalization
involves the partial permeation of these national
boundaries in order to expand the trade of goods
and services. Fledgling entrepreneurs have not been
able to achieve expansion of their businesses on
a global basis without the support of their gov-
ernments and of the governments of their trading
partners.11

Although recently we have seen the world
influenced by the decisions of the Global20 nations,
over the past 50 years, governments have funded
the early development of technologies that were
later commercialized and are now common in
our personal and work lives today. Many of these

advancements came out of the competition and
conflict between the U.S. and Russian governments
in trying to win the race to the moon and the Cold
War. Today we are witnessing competitive busi-
ness wars beyond Russia and the United States.
Businesses from around the world are competing
to be first to market with a sustainable product
base and growing customer demand. Those with
the most compelling offerings and most effective
globalization strategy/execution combination will
win, and the followers will be forced to resort to
reactive strategies for survival. Because of these
competitive conditions, political forces directly
affect globalization and virtual project work.12

Technology Forces

Technology is the third primary globalization force.
Although economics is the true driving force for
globalization and politics is mainly a guiding force
that either stimulates or contracts globalization,
technology is the force that makes globalization
both more effective and efficient. Said another
way, the speed of globalization is dependent on the
conditions for technological use and advancement
of technology development.

The basis of technology as a globalization force
is in the development and dissemination of new
ways to expand our global reach, to facilitate the
interaction and interdependencies of humans across
the globe, and to enable the flow of monetary
exchange across national borders.13

Early technology development focused on more
effective forms of transportation to help explorers
overcome geographical barriers that prevented
them from opening new trade routes to expand
their markets. Later, new power technologies, such
as coal, steam, and petroleum, helped to make
transportation of goods and services much more
efficient.14 This led to the invention of mechanized
shipping, railway systems, and automotive and
air transportation. Additionally, the introduction
of electricity spawned new communication tech-
nologies, such as the telegraph, radio, television,
telephone, and electronic money exchange.

WORKING IN A VIRTUAL WORLD 7
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Today, much technological development has
been focused on the introduction of collabora-
tive technologies that have resulted in such deep
permeation of national boundaries that those
boundaries no longer prevent people from collab-
orating and participating in the exchange of goods
and services. These technologies include internet
technologies, business-to-business technologies,
and work-flow technologies that enable knowledge
work to be disaggregated, distributed, and reinte-
grated across the globe. Collectively recognized as
“technology,” this force speeds the rate at which
globalization can expand, and it also accelerates the
potential of virtual project teams.15

Interaction among the Globalization

Forces

It helps to look at each of the three primary forces
of globalization separately to better understand
their influence on globalization. However, the forces
themselves do not operate independently. It is the
interaction among economic, political, and tech-
nology forces that has historically had the most
dramatic influence on globalization.

We use the tricircle model shown in Figure 1.1
to graphically demonstrate the interactions among
the globalization forces and the resulting impacts
on the world economies. We provide this analysis

Economics
“driver”

Politics
“enabler”

Technology
“accelerator”

Figure 1.1: Primary Globalization Forces

to help virtual project managers become more
aware of the dynamic forces in play within the
environment in which their projects operate.16

Globalization can be characterized by drivers,
enablers, and accelerators. Economics is the glob-
alization driver, meaning the quest for greater eco-
nomic gain has fueled the human desire to connect
with others across the globe to expand the produc-
tion and sales of goods and services primarily for
prosperity, but also for human connection.

Politics is the globalization enabler. Political
policy is driven by the agendas of the world’s
nation-state leaders, which in turn either positively
or negatively affect global economic interconnec-
tion between nations.

The third force, technology, is the globaliza-
tion accelerator. Historically, significant advances
in various technologies have increased the
pace in which people and economies have become
interconnected.

These three forces are not static. Rather, each
is very dynamic and always in flux. When the
globalization forces are independent in nature, as
demonstrated in Figure 1.1, it represents a period
of slow globalization expansion or, more likely,
globalization contraction. When the globalization
forces become highly integrated, as demonstrated
in Figure 1.2, a state of globalization exists where all
three forces are at work to facilitate the wide and
rapid expansion of globalization. Such is the state of
globalization today, where most world economies

Economics Politics

Technology

Figure 1.2: Integration of the Globalization Forces
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and monetary exchanges are driving globalization,
political stability, and alignment are enabling con-
tinued globalization into new and larger markets,
and the advent of new work-flow technologies has
accelerated knowledge work activities, allowing
work to be distributed digitally to workers across
the globe.17

The integration of the globalization forces is caus-
ing changes that will continue for the foreseeable
future despite continual resistance to the trend as
well as constant challenges associated with execut-
ing in a global environment. For those of us caught
in the changing tide, it is time to adjust our perspec-
tives and sharpen our skills to ensure our personal
success—and the success of our companies—in this
wave of globalization that is fueling the virtualization
of our companies and our projects.

Rise of Virtual Organizations
and Projects

For a large number of companies, participating in
the global marketplace has become a matter of sur-
vival and sustainability. In order to compete in a
global marketplace, these companies have had to
develop new business strategies that break tradi-
tional organizational and strategic boundaries. In the
process, virtual organizations and virtual projects are
formed, and new capabilities and tools are developed
that enable virtual project work to be performed.

The central purpose of most enterprises is to
provide value to their stakeholders. Whether an
enterprise has a mission to make a profit for its
shareholders or to reinvest it profits in services
that benefit its customers or clients, many senior
enterprise leaders find it necessary to compete
in a global marketplace in order to continuously
create and deliver value. To remain relevant in this
game of value creation, senior leaders have to look
beyond their organizational, company, geographical,
and cultural boundaries when establishing future
business strategy. Today, corporate leaders need to
think in terms of strategic boundaries, not physical
boundaries.18 If their competitors are playing on a
global scale, so must they.

Crossing strategic boundaries means taking
actions such as acquiring other organizations (or
allowing themselves to be acquired), developing
strategic alliances with partners that complement
and expand their current capabilities, outsourcing
some of their processes to outside firms that can
perform the work more efficiently, moving portions
of their operations to new locations to reach new
markets, and looking abroad to acquire talent out-
side one’s home location. Any of these strategic
actions can immediately create a distributed organi-
zation or further expand an already distributed one.
In the process, a virtual organization is created or
expanded. For an example of how strategic business
actions can create a virtual organization, see the box
titled “Virtual Telecom.”

Virtual Telecom

With security breaches continuing to climb, Juniper Networks realized it lacked key security protection
capabilities in its products that threatened the future of its product lines. Company leaders developed
a strategic goal to bolster the security capabilities of company products within the next two years and
spawned a discussion of whether to develop the needed capabilities or buy them.

In 2005, the California-based Juniper made the strategic business decision to acquire a company in
Massachusetts named Funk Software in an effort to quickly solve the security problem and integrate the
newly acquired capability into its products. Up to this point, security capabilities were primarily developed
in-house. The critical time goal was the variable that caused Juniper senior leaders to cross traditional
strategic boundaries and acquire Funk Software.

WORKING IN A VIRTUAL WORLD 9



Trim Size: 7.5in x 9.125in Martinelli c01.tex V1 - 03/01/2017 6:28pm Page 10
�

� �

�

As a result of this strategic decision, Juniper became a virtual enterprise consisting of organizational
entities on the West Coast and East Coast of the United States. The decision to integrate the newly
acquired network security capability into its products had an immediate impact on a number of Juniper
project teams as well. All projects involving the security capability became virtual in nature, with resources
and team members suddenly separated by 3,000 miles and three time zones.19

As this example shows, strategic business deci-
sions can expand a company beyond its traditional
organizational boundaries and, in the process of do-
ing so, create a virtual organization. In like manner,
since project structure and composition directly mir-
rors organizational structure, these same strategic
business decisions create virtual projects that also
lack traditional boundaries.

With a political and business environment that
supports the expansion of enterprises to nearly
all geographies of the world, physical location is
no longer a constraining factor to creating and
implementing business strategies. Because of this,
the virtual organization is rapidly evolving to be the
new norm.

As companies redefine themselves by optimizing
the implementation of their strategies across com-
pany and geographical boundaries, it has a direct
effect on their projects. As described in the “Virtual
Telecom” example, the virtualization of projects can
be immediate and sudden. This is why many project
managers are surprised by the new virtual paradigm
shift and find themselves inadequately prepared
even though they have honed their project man-
agement knowledge and have years of experience.
Because virtual projects have some significant differ-
ences associated with them, management of virtual
projects requires retooling our project management
practices, processes, tools, and skills. In some cases,
the differences just require project managers to refo-
cus on practices, processes, and tools for which they
have been trained but that take on a higher degree
of importance for virtual projects. Two examples are
project chartering and clearly documenting project
team members’ roles and responsibilities. In other
cases, the differences may require new practices,

processes, and tools, such as influencing virtual
stakeholders and using collaboration technologies.
Before project managers can make adjustments to
their practices, processes, and tools, they need to
understand the primary factors that make managing
virtual projects so different.

Virtual Projects Are Different

There are, in fact, many differences between virtual
projects and traditional projects. Attempting to
discuss all the differences would be overwhelming.
However, a number of significant differences create
major changes in the role of project managers and
how they manage a virtual project differently from
a traditional project. The differences are evident in
both the management of the project management
processes and in the leadership of the project team.
The key differences that create the most impact to
the management of virtual projects include:

◾ Distribution of project team members

◾ Higher level of complexity to contend with

◾ Greater focus on integration of work

◾ Distributed decision making

◾ Greater hesitance to share information

◾ Difficulty in maintaining alignment to strategic
goals

◾ Difficulty establishing cross-team connections

◾ Greater reliance on technology for
communication and collaboration

◾ Greater challenge to monitor and control project
work
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Virtual Project Teams Are Distributed

The most obvious difference between virtual
projects and traditional projects is the fact that
team members are geographically distributed on
virtual projects. Our first attempts at leading virtual
projects normally involve trying to replicate the
team and resource management practices used for
traditional teams in the virtual team environment
with little consideration for the effectiveness of
the fit.20 This approach usually faces challenges
because different approaches are required in the
virtual project environment for team building,
communication, collaboration, and integration of
distributed work. This is not to say that all traditional
practices and processes for managing a project have
to be modified for virtual projects. As we explain in
chapters to follow, the key is knowing which can
carry over, which need to be modified, and which
need to be replaced with new practices.

The overwhelming amount of literature and
training over the past 15 years on the subject of
virtual projects has focused on the people side
of project management. This is probably due to
the fact that historical approaches to training and
certifying project managers has left a vast gap in
knowledge required for managing the people side
of projects. As project managers transition from
managing traditional projects to managing virtual
projects, people issues become amplified because
they affect team cohesiveness and trust between
team members. The people issues then in turn affect
how well traditional project management methods
and processes work on a virtual project.

In the chapters that follow, we focus on the nec-
essary practices for building a virtual team with a
sense of common community and purpose, making
changes necessary for increased team monitoring
and feedback, managing across multiple time zones,
dealing with virtual conflict and differences in lan-
guage and culture, communicating asynchronously
via technology, and changing reward systems that
are necessary for geographically distributed project
teams.

Virtual Projects Are More Complex

Virtual projects are built on interconnectivity of
organizational, human, and electronic networks. This
high level of interconnectivity makes virtual projects
more complex by nature than traditional projects.

After years of working with complexity, Richard
Cook, the deputy project manager of the Mars Sci-
ence Laboratory at NASA, concludes that the word
complexity “is frequently thrown around as a sort of
synonym for difficult.”21 Cook notes, however, that
“complexity is the quality of being intricately com-
bined.” He distinguishes complexity from difficult
based on “the number of interconnected elements
that are tied together technically, programmatically,
and organizationally.”

This gives us great perspective on why virtual
projects are so complex. Virtual project teams
perform much of their communication and collabo-
ration through a highly interconnected technology
platform. Further, the various outcomes and project
deliverables generated by the distributed team are
highly interdependent and need to be integrated
programmatically to create a holistic solution. Fi-
nally, the ability to distribute project work across the
globe opens the opportunity for interconnected col-
laboration between partner organizations. The more
distributed the virtual project, the more complex it
becomes, as illustrated in Figure 1.3.22

When project teams are co-located in a single
location—Palo Alto, California, in our example—the
workplace is physical. Even though some elements
of the project have virtual characteristics (such as
electronic communication), complexity is strictly re-
lated to the project structure itself.

If we look at the next logical step in creat-
ing a virtual organization, expanding nationally,
complexity associated with working in a virtual
environment becomes additive to the base com-
plexity of the project. Now interconnectedness
becomes separated by time and distance and must
be held together by human, organizational, and
technological networks.

Since international boundaries are no longer
a constraint to business expansion and partner

WORKING IN A VIRTUAL WORLD 11
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Figure 1.3: Growing Complexity with Added Distribution
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Figure 1.4: Maximum Complexity with Global Distribution

alliances, when organizations expand their virtual
organization internationally, project complexity
once again increases, as depicted in Figure 1.4.

In globally distributed virtual projects, addi-
tional cultural, language, and time zone challenges
emerge. These factors create an environment
of maximum project complexity that has to be
comprehended and managed.

The criticality of performing a project complexity
assessment is a distinguishing difference between
virtual and traditional projects. A complexity as-
sessment (Chapter 2) should be performed early
in the life cycle of a virtual project. The informa-
tion gained from the assessment will assist project
managers in determining the level of complexity
of their projects. The information also aids project

managers in determining the skills and experience

levels required of project team members and in guid-

ing the implementation of key project processes,

such as change management and risk management,

evaluating the amount of contingency reserve to in-

corporate into the project schedule and budget, and

adapting their management style to the complexity

level of the project.23

Greater Focus on Integration Required

As complexity increases, the need for more work

interdependencies between virtual project team

members also increases. Managing a virtual project

means designing and managing a network of inter-

dependencies among distributed team members.
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Figure 1.5: Distribution and Integration of Virtual Work

As project work becomes more distributed, it
becomes more decentralized. This is illustrated in
Figure 1.5, which shows a simplistic view of the dis-
tribution of work packages for a globally distributed
project team chartered with designing and develop-
ing a mobile device, such as a smartphone.

Not only does the product have to be designed
from a systems perspective, so does the distribu-
tion of work to create the product. The illustration
indicates that the project work is accomplished in a
very fragmented manner on a virtual project, and it
will remain fragmented unless the integration of the
work outcomes of the various project specialists is
purposefully managed and integrated.

Of the nine knowledge areas associated with
the Project Management Institute’s project man-
agement methodology, the integration knowledge
area often receives the least attention and focus
from project managers. This is understandable for
traditional projects because much of the integration

of project work is accomplished through the central-
ized management of tasks and interdependencies.
When tasks become highly distributed, which is the
case on virtual projects, it becomes challenging to
maintain centralized management at the task level.
Most of this responsibility is in fact decentralized
and distributed to the various locations where the
work is being performed. Project managers now
must focus on establishing centralized management
of the project outcomes or deliverables. An impor-
tant element of centralized management at this
higher level is the integration of the various project
outcomes to create a synthesized and holistic
solution.

This integration of work is a difficult process for
many reasons, one of which has to do with testing
base assumptions made by project team members
as they conduct their work. Like members of tradi-
tional projects, virtual project team members have
to perform much of their work, and create their
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project deliverables, on a series of assumptions.
When incorrect assumptions are made, they are
normally discovered and corrected through direct
communication and collaboration with other team
members. On virtual projects, however, there is a
decrease in direct communication among team
members, a lack of informal meetings, and lim-
ited synchronous collaboration as compared to
co-located teams. It is rare, therefore, that incor-
rect assumptions are discovered through normal
means of communication and collaboration. Rather,
they usually are found when work outcomes and
deliverables are created and then integrated with
other elements of the project. Incorrect assumptions
emerge in the form of inconsistencies that are
discovered between what was created and what
was expected by other team members. These incon-
sistencies then have to be reconciled through the
integration process.

Decision Making Is Decentralized

There are hundreds, some say thousands, of deci-
sions that have to be made during the course of a
project. Some are small and relatively insignificant,
some are big and critical to the success of the
project, some are incremental and follow a pattern
or trend, while some are ambiguous and have never
been encountered before. Whether big or small,
nearly all decisions need to involve discussion,
debate, and input from various project players.
Traditional projects benefit from co-located team
members and stakeholders who can assemble and
engage in a rich discussion concerning a particular
decision. Virtual teams do not have this luxury,
and the separation of team members by time and
distance can become an inhibitor to timely decision
making. Therefore, a common ailment affecting
virtual teams is slow decision making.24 To combat
this ailment, modifications to project management
decision processes have to be made.

The team charter (Chapter 2) is an ideal project
artifact for documenting team decision-making
processes.25 In particular, project decision pro-
cesses are likely to be different in the virtual project

environment as compared with the more traditional
project environment that most team members have
experienced.

On a traditional project, the project manager
is the primary person providing leadership for the
project. On a virtual project, however, leadership
typically is shared among team members based on
location and task at hand. This includes decision-
making leadership.26 A more complex centralized/
decentralized decision framework has to be estab-
lished for virtual projects. (See Chapter 6.) Decisions
that directly affect the success of the project, such as
those that can change the project schedule, need to
remain centralized with the project manager. Other
decisions need to be decentralized and moved to
where the decision outcome will be implemented.
These decisions, such as the hiring of a particular
project team member, become the responsibility of
the project personnel within the location who can
make the decision in a more timely manner.

In order to make distributed decision making
possible, two key factors must be present. First,
the project manager must assign and document
specific decision responsibility to the distributed
project team members. Second, distributed decision
making can quickly become ineffective if those
given decision responsibility are not also given the
authority to make and own the decisions. Project
managers must empower the virtual team members
who have been delegated decision responsibility
by clearly communicating and documenting their
decision authority to all project stakeholders.

Greater Hesitance to Share Information

Because virtual project team members share most
of their information electronically, often they hes-
itate to share information at all. This is especially
true early in team formation and engagement. The
problem has much to do with trust, particularly trust
that the information will be used properly. Unfor-
tunately, project decisions, like all decisions, rely
on information. Decision makers on virtual projects
have to be more deliberate in requesting, extract-
ing, and brokering the exchange of information that
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supports their decisions than their counterparts on
traditional projects, where the flow of information
is more forthcoming, fluid, and facilitated by verbal
conversation.

Virtual project managers also have to be more
systematic about the collection of information and
repeatedly ask team members if they have anything
else to share that hasn’t already been supplied.
Hoarding information as a source of power is a com-
mon phenomenon, and it can be a barrier to success
for a virtual project. It is vital for virtual project suc-
cess that project managers be proactive in searching
for information and not passively waiting for it to
arrive; it may never be supplied.

Maintaining Strategic Alignment

Is Difficult

For any project, success is ultimately measured in
some form of return on investment (ROI).There are
many ways to measure ROI, but they all boil down
to a common formula:27

ROI = Identification of strategic goals versus ability
to execute

It is important to note that maintaining align-
ment to the strategic goals for which the project
was intended to achieve is in many ways a much
more difficult task for virtual projects. Team mem-
bers on a virtual project are more geographically,
physically, and sometimes culturally isolated not
only from other team members but from their
organization as a whole.28

It is the responsibility of the managers of virtual
projects to ensure that all team members share a
clear sense of how their work fits in with the over-
all project vision and that they are committed to the
strategic success of the organization. Maintaining
strategic alignment begins and ends with clear com-
munication on the part of project managers on two
primary pieces of information:

1. Where we are going (strategic goals to
achieve)

2. How we are going to get there (collaborative
planning and execution)

This information is essential for ensuring that
the distributed work outcomes and actions taken
do not violate a strategic principle or interfere with
the strategic direction of the organization. If a vio-
lation occurs, there is an increased likelihood that
execution outcomes will become misaligned with
the strategic goals of the business.

Like traditional projects, virtual projects work
within the functional paradigm where team mem-
bers report to a functional department, or silo, and
are “loaned” to the project on a temporary basis.
This arrangement can interfere with team members’
commitment to project goals as they now have two
alliances: one to the functional organization to which
they belong and one to the project. Functional work
obligations often assume a higher priority, causing
team members to lose sight of the project’s strategic
objectives and how their piece of the project con-
tributes to the overall desired outcome.29 This is a
cultural issue more than a project issue, but it is left
to project managers to help team members navi-
gate these dual priorities by establishing a clear and
common purpose. The project charter, team charter,
project vision, and success measures take on a more
critical role on virtual projects and become the most
valuable tools for virtual project managers in estab-
lishing and maintaining alignment to the strategic
goals driving the need for the project.

Cross-Team Connections

Are Slow to Develop

We have already explained that virtual projects
are primarily established on a series of networks
(organizational, technological, and human) and
not physical locations. This additional complexity,
of course, creates challenges because very few
network connections between team members exist
on a virtual project, especially in the early stages
of team formation. The human network especially
takes time to establish because connections are
built on trust, personal relationships, and direct
communication between team members.

Until network connections between virtual team
members are fully in place, it falls on project managers
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Figure 1.6: Communication and Collaboration Conduit

to personally establish many of the cross-team con-
nections. Project managers find themselves having
to directly and purposefully facilitate the commu-
nication and collaboration among team members
until a point where the networks are sustainable. (See
Figure 1.6, where PM stands for project manager.)

The need to facilitate connections is the case
on traditional projects as well. The difference is that
once a network connection is established by project
managers of traditional projects, the ability to hold
face-to-face interaction quickly takes over and
solidifies the connection. On virtual projects, team
member interaction is occurring through the use of
technology without the benefit of face-to-face in-
teraction. As a result, project managers have to stay
involved in the interaction through a larger number
of communication exchanges and, therefore, for a
longer period of time. Sewa Bhatt, an experienced
virtual project manager, explains her personal
experience with establishing team connections:

One thing that has helped me with my vir-
tual teams is making special effort to establish
the connections—which also includes social
connections and networking. This seems to
happen naturally with co-located team mem-
bers, but not with virtual teams.

Having to act as conduits for cross-team com-
munication and collaboration puts additional
pressure on project managers—pressure that de-
mands significantly greater commitment of their
time. Project managers new to managing virtual
projects often are unprepared for the amount of
time and effort required to establish the cross-team
network. However, it is a critical role that has to be
filled, even though it is outside of traditional project
management duties.

Team Interaction through Technology

It is fundamental to project work that all project
teams exchange ideas and project data. This ex-
change requires information sharing across the
project team. By nature, virtual project teams have
to depend heavily on information technology to
share information through communication and
collaboration and to assist them in their day-to-day
work activities.30 Core project management and
team leadership skills are of course a greater factor
in success or failure of virtual projects, but if we
didn’t have the information technology tools we
have today, virtual projects would not be possible.

The heavy reliance on technology is a key dif-
ferentiator between traditional and virtual projects,
even though technology use on traditional projects
has increased. The difference is that the separation
of time, distance, and sometimes culture requires
technological tools that allow for effective asyn-
chronous interaction and collaboration. Additionally,
synchronous tools, such as audio conferencing tech-
nologies, must be chosen properly to improve, not
inhibit, effective distributed team interaction. (See the
box titled “Technology Must be Useful to Be Used.”)

Technology Must Be Useful to Be Used

Mona Harmond, a global program manager for a well-known consumer products company, describes
what used to be a common sight in her company’s globally distributed offices. “Picture a group of people
sitting at a table, surrounding a speakerphone in the middle, trying to conduct a team meeting with three
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other groups of people in three different geographical locations. If it was a well-run meeting, a common
PowerPoint presentation would be projected in each of the three conference rooms and used to direct
the conversation of the team.”

Though this was a common sight, Harmond agrees that it was not a form of optimal team communi-
cation and collaboration. “Even though people were communicating verbally instead of relying on email,
this form of communication still presented some challenges,” she explains. Among the challenges: the
largest group of people typically dominated the conversation; many side discussions took place while
other locations were talking; more introverted team members failed to participate in the discussion; and
the collective team often failed to fully understand the meeting outcomes, next steps to be taken and by
whom, and key decisions that had been made.

“What we learned from these early experiences,” explains Harmond, “was that technology, if not se-
lected and used properly, will result in teams reverting to tried and true technologies even though they
are not the most optimum solution.”

Harmond’s learning is consistent with virtual team studies that show that the vast majority of virtual
teams rely on email and phone conferences to do their work. It is important to note that while technology
will not solve communication problems, it should serve to improve them.

On a day-to-day basis, technological tools
enable the generation of work outcomes, online
collaboration and review of deliverables, review
of tasks completed and tasks to be performed,
collection and monitoring of team progress, track-
ing progress against team metrics, and storing of
project information, to name just a few. The primary
role of technology in distributed teamwork is one
of overcoming the challenges created by time, dis-
tance, complexity, and the diversity of participants
on a virtual project.31 Successful use of technology
on a virtual project hinges on understanding how
the team will communicate and collaborate, un-
derstanding how technology can be leveraged to
improve team communication and collaboration,
matching technology selection to communication
and collaboration methods and practices, and then
using the technology efficiently to improve the
team’s performance.

Senior leaders and project managers should
select electronic technologies that best meet
the needs and usage of the virtual project teams
and that integrate with the current suite of tools
used within the organization. Note that there is
no ideal set of technologies for all teams. A clear

plan for matching technology options to the
communication and collaboration needs of their
project teams must therefore be developed for a
virtual project by the management of the organi-
zation and the identified virtual project manager.
(See Chapter 8.)

Diligent Monitoring Required

As in all projects, monitoring of tasks and project
progress in a virtual project is an essential element
of managing to a successful outcome. It should be
recognized, however, that managers of traditional
projects have a distinct advantage when it comes
to monitoring progress on their projects because
their teams are co-located. The advantage comes in
being able to manage by walking around to gain
a sense of the project progress on a daily basis, if
desired. This management method gives project
managers the ability to verify that what the team
is doing is similar to what is being reported. For
virtual projects, this verification process is more
difficult.

Two things are required to adequately monitor
progress on a virtual project: a more formal project
reporting system and additional effort on the part of
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project managers to collect work and project status
information.

On a traditional project, project managers can
easily call a meeting with little advance notice
and preparation to discuss project status on a
particular issue facing the team.32 This, of course,
takes advantage of the physical proximity of team
members. Managers of virtual projects, however,
must be much more organized and proactive
because spontaneous or near-spontaneous meet-
ings are rare due to the difficulty in getting the
right participants in a meeting on short notice
because of the physical and time distribution of
the team.

Virtual projects require the institution of a more
formal project monitoring and reporting system to

keep team members informed of progress of indi-
vidual tasks and the project as a whole. A formal sys-
tem defines a specific sequence of reporting, format,
and frequency of data input to the system, meeting
requirements, and the type, quality, and frequency
of progress reports generated.

A formal reporting system does not free virtual
project managers from staying in communication
contact with team members. On the contrary, virtual
project managers must be diligent about continually
pulsing team members, albeit by electronic means,
to ensure work is progressing as planned and that no
issues are blocking team member efforts. See the box
titled “When Managing Virtual Teams” to read one
project manager’s description of how she changes
her practices when managing virtual projects.

When Managing Virtual Teams

Shlomit Shteyer, an experienced project manager in the high-tech industry, explains some of the project
monitoring nuances she uses when managing a remote team on her virtual projects.

“When working with a local team, the process of reporting is pretty informal. I have a weekly progress
meeting, but I’m much more hands-on during each day. I usually tour the office almost every morning
and see what’s new.”

Shteyer goes on to say that “when working with remote teams, progress reporting is much more
structured. We set the days we meet, the days I will receive an email status report, and all data is sent to a
formal reporting system. My project analyst then generates weekly and monthly project status reports.”

The purposeful follow-up and follow-through on behalf of the virtual project manager is critical for
team cohesion and project success. “I still need a sense of proof that tells me how the team is doing com-
pared to what they are reporting on. This is where management by walking around becomes so impor-
tant. For remote teams, I will check in with team members via instant messaging to ask how things are
going, if they need my attention on anything, and so on. How often I check in with team members will
change based on the level of trust that the information being supplied to me via the reporting system
matches what I believe to be the work that is being performed by team members.”

Transitioning to the Virtual
World

Following the conversation with his manager,
Jeremy Bouchard felt both relief and renewed
confidence that he could succeed as a virtual
project manager for Sensor Dynamics. The re-
lief came from the realization that his manager

understood the paradigm shift that Bouchard was
adjusting to in moving from traditional project
management to virtual project management. Re-
newed confidence came from hearing that his
manager was aware of Bouchard’s credentials as
an accomplished project manager and of Norville’s
offer to directly coach him through this transition
period.
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That being said, Bouchard also realized that
he has a lot of work and learning ahead of him
as his journey from traditional to virtual project
management has begun. Following the advice of
his manager, Bouchard will focus on three primary
perspectives: (1) what aspects of traditional project
management stay the same for a virtual project;
(2) what aspects have to be modified to be effec-
tive on a virtual project; and (3) what new project
management methods, tools, and practices have
to be learned and adopted for use on a virtual
project.

Assessing the Virtual Project
Manager

The Virtual Project Manager Assessment measures
experience and competency. It is used and is useful

for matching available virtual project managers to

virtual projects based on each project leader’s skills

and experience. The results give management the

opportunity to evaluate the expected difficulty,

complexity, and uniqueness of each of the virtual

projects to the right mix of skills and experience of

the available project managers.

The assessment can also be useful in identifying

training and development needs for the organiza-

tion’s virtual project managers and for the recruiting

and hiring of new ones.

It is recommended that either one or several

managers complete the assessment tool. If more

than one manager completes the tool, they should

discuss responses to each item and determine how

best to align virtual project manager resources to

the virtual projects being planned.

Virtual Project Manager Assessment

Date of Assessment: __________

Virtual Project Manager Name: __________________________________

Assessment Completed by: _____________________________________

Confidential Assessment: ______ Yes, confidential

______ No, not confidential

Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All “No” Responses

Project Management Experience

Has experience managing virtual projects.

Has over five years of experience successfully managing
traditional projects.

Has the proven ability to manage cross-team deliverables
and integration across multiple project sites.

Has the proven ability to communicate effectively using
electronic tools.

Has demonstrated the ability to apply project management
skills successfully in a virtual project setting.
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Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All “No” Responses

Team Leadership Experience

Is goal-oriented, self-directed, and motivated.

Has the proven the ability to create and achieve a common
purpose.

Has proven to be accountable and meet commitments.

Has demonstrated a high degree of personal integrity.

Has the proven ability to leverage emotional intelligence
skills in order to manage situations, people, and deliver
business value.

Has the proven ability to leverage contextual management
skills in order to manage situations, people, and deliver
business value.

Has the proven ability to negotiate effectively.

Has the proven ability to build positive working
relationships with distributed stakeholders.

Has the proven ability to efficiently and effectively manage
conflict between virtual team members.

Has the proven ability to make tough decisions.

Has the proven ability to resolve problems, remove barriers,
and accomplish goals while leading a distributed team.

Has the proven ability to create shared values and provide
recognition selflessly.

Exhibits confidence and is well respected.

Virtual Team Skills and Experience

Has the proven ability to establish team chemistry virtually.

Has demonstrated the ability to utilize systems thinking
skills effectively in the virtual environment.

Possesses political acumen necessary to influence company
leaders virtually.

Has the proven ability to drive virtual participation and
collaboration.

Has the proven ability to create and manage cross-cultural
awareness.
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Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All “No” Responses

Has the proven ability to leverage technological tools to
facilitate team communication and collaboration.

Has the proven ability to build and sustain trust between
distributed members of the team.

Has the proven ability to facilitate effectively across
multiple project sites.

Has the proven ability to network effectively.

Has the proven ability to empower distributed team
members.

Has the proven ability to select and manage virtual team
members.

Has the proven ability to delegate tasks properly to a
virtual team.

Business/Financial Skills

Has demonstrated strategic thinking skills.

Has demonstrated the ability to align project goals to
business goals and strategies.

Has demonstrated the ability to apply business, financial,
and cost fundamentals to a project.

Has the proven ability to apply worldview skills in context
to the nations involved with the project.

Customer/Client Skills

Has the proven ability to learn customer and client needs
and convey those needs effectively to others on the team.

Has the proven ability to meet customer and client
demands.

Has the proven ability to gain customer commitment.

Has the proven ability to achieve customer quality
expectations.

Findings, Key Thoughts, and Recommendations
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2
PLANNING THE VIRTUAL PROJECT

There was a lot of excitement at this month’s
portfolio review meeting at Sensor Dynamics. The
company’s researchers achieved a technological
breakthrough that provides a pathway into the new
autonomous automobile market. It was believed
that the technology was ready to go into a product,
and strong interest had been expressed by both
new players in the auto industry, and a few large
technology companies, and historic automobile
manufacturers. Sensor Dynamics received a commit-
ment from a Japanese automobile manufacturer to
sign on as a strategic partner. The portfolio team at
Sensor Dynamics approved the development of the
new sensor product, code named “Sitka,” and added
it to the company’s new product development
portfolio.

Jude Ames, Vice President of New Product
Development, turned to Brent Norville and asked an
important question: “Do you have a PM and team
that you can put on this project now?” The obvious
answer was no because every project manager and
team were currently committed to projects, but
Norville knew this answer would not be acceptable.
“Everyone is committed to a project right now,”
began Norville, “but Jeremy Bouchard’s team will be
launching their biometric product in three weeks, so
we can probably move the entire team over to the
Sitka project. In fact, Jeremy and a few of the project
leads could begin early initiation and planning work
next week.”

As all good senior executives know how to do,
Ames asked another important question: “Is that
the right team to put on this project? Success is
critical.” Norville was aware that Bouchard had

some challenges moving into a role of managing
virtual projects, but much of that had to do with
the situation in which he was put. In particular, his
problems had arisen when he was asked to manage
a project and team that was highly distributed and
a team that had not worked together in the past.
By keeping the team together for the Sitka project,
Bouchard and his people would be in a much better
position this time to begin performing immediately.
“By keeping the virtual project team mostly intact,
Jeremy should be able to get the Sitka team formed
quickly and get them focused on project planning,”
Norville stated. “The challenge will be bringing the
Japanese auto partner into the team and integrating
the new technologists from our research facility in
Europe,” he added.

Bouchard welcomed the opportunity to begin
initiating the Sitka project, particularly since much
of the Sitka project team would consist of people
he has had on his team for the past 18 months. “On
my first virtual project, I was overwhelmed during
the planning phase because I really didn’t under-
stand the amount of effort that is required to form
a virtual project team,” explains Bouchard. “It’s truly
like having two full-time jobs—planning the project
and forming the project team.” Like Bouchard, many
project managers experience the shift in the amount
of effort required to fulfill this dual role when they
move from managing traditional projects to manag-
ing virtual projects.

Even though the terms project manager and
project leader are used interchangeably, it is
important for project managers to understand
that the work associated with the two roles is not
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interchangeable. To help delineate between the
two roles, remembering the distinction described
by author John Maxwell is helpful: “Managers work
with processes and leaders work with people.”1

Obviously, project managers do both. As Jeremy
Bouchard reflected, this is especially true and im-
portant during early initiating and planning of a
virtual project. Knowing where to focus your efforts
in each of the two roles in order to gain maximum
value for those efforts is the subject of this chapter
and the next one.

Planning a Virtual Project

Chapter 1 described the primary differences be-
tween virtual and traditional projects that have
to be considered specifically when managing a
virtual project. These differences do not take long to
emerge and for their effects to be felt. Most, if not
all, emerge when a project is in the earliest stages of
the project life cycle, as described in the next box.

A Project’s Life Cycle

To manage a project effectively, structure is needed
to guide the team’s work. A typical structure is the
project life cycle—initiating, planning, executing,
and closing. As noted in PMI’s Guide to the Project
Management Body of Knowledge, “A project life
cycle is the series of phases that a project passes
through from its initiation to its closure.”2

There is significant debate regarding the most
appropriate life cycle model that project managers
should use to lead work. Harold Kerzner and oth-
ers have spent a significant amount of time writ-
ing books and articles detailing life cycles used by
project teams in industries including engineering,
manufacturing, software development, and con-
struction. Indeed, a number of models have been
established over the years. Some are superficial and
high level, while others are elaborate and intricately
detailed. Some are industry specific, while others
are project specific. In short, there are a number of
project life cycle models available for use.

Because of Kerzner’s fine contributions such
as his book entitled, Project Management 2.0,
there is no need to replicate that work here in
detail. If we take a step back for a moment from
these models themselves, however, we can realize
the core constructs of projects themselves. It is
easily agreed that projects vary in size, scope, and
complexity, but regardless of such differences, all
projects follow a rather similar, albeit generalized,
life cycle from start to finish—from ideation to
project closure. (See Figure 2.1.)

Planning ExecutingInitiating Closing

Figure 2.1: Basic Project Life Cycle Model

Regardless of whether the life cycle used is
predictive, iterative, incremental, or adaptive, the
phases generally are sequential and are broken
down by objectives, deliverables, milestones, scope
of work, or investment allocation. Importantly, each
phase is time bound, which emphasizes a control
point for each phase (or investment). The detail of
any life cycle (number of phases and description
of each phase) is often determined by organiza-
tional culture, risk tolerance, and project discipline
maturity. The project life cycle serves as the frame-
work for managing the project. Thus, an appropriate
level of structure must be applied. Too much struc-
ture can bog the project team’s effort down in
bureaucracy. Too little structure, and the team can
drift outside of scope and miss business goals.

Most individuals who have been part of a vir-
tual project know the challenges very well. Some,
however, may be wondering what all the fuss is
about and why virtual projects are so much more
difficult than traditional projects. To understand the
challenge, let’s use an example in which effective
communication is of paramount value, as is the
case with any project, large or small, traditional or
virtual. Think of the game commonly referred to
as the Telephone Game. You may recognize this
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game by one of its other names, such as Chinese
Whispers, Russian Scandal, and Secret Message.
The game goes like this: One person whispers a
message or story to another person, who in turn
passes the message (or at least what was heard as
the message) to another person, who in turn passes
the message to another person, and so on until the
point when everyone in the game has heard the
message—or, perhaps more specifically, heard a
message. To conclude the game, the last person says
to first, or to the entire group, what he or she heard
as the message.

As can be expected, errors in the message accu-
mulate as the interpreting and retelling of the story
occurs from one person to another. The statement
announced by the last player in the Telephone
Game usually differs greatly from the initial mes-
sage. This is because of listening and transferring
errors, translation and comprehension issues, and
poor communication from which inferences and
assumptions are added and details are misrepre-
sented or omitted. All of this misinterpretation and
misunderstanding stems from the challenge of
communicating effectively.

Interestingly, these are all problems that occur
when players in this game are in the same room
or physical space. Now imagine this game getting
played out over a virtual space, one phone con-
versation or one email after another. The same
challenges and issues not only occur, but they are
magnified because of time lapse as messages cross
time zones, cultural and language barriers due to
first-language preference and culture-specific values,
and other filters often used to interpret, translate,
and respond.

This is only one example of the many challenges
associated with managing virtual projects. However,
it demonstrates a subtle but very important factor
that all virtual project managers need to know. The
fundamentals of managing a virtual project are the
same as the fundamentals of managing a traditional
project. But there are important nuances concerning
how the project management fundamentals are
practiced on a virtual project due to the differences

that were detailed in Chapter 1. These nuances have
a number of important implications when it comes
to managing a virtual project and leading a virtual
project team. First, they elevate some of the core
project management fundamentals in importance
over others. Second, how the fundamentals are
practiced and the processes are used need to be
modified for use in the virtual project environment.
Third, simplicity is better. Finding ways to practice
the project management fundamentals in the
simplest manner helps to reduce virtual project
complexity instead of adding to it.

A Few Words about the Term Nuance

We use the word nuance to describe the differences
between managing virtual and traditional projects.
Now, nuance is commonly defined as a subtle
difference.3 We want to emphasize that while the
differences may be subtle or small, there are a lot
of them, and when they are aggregated, the collec-
tive impact of each nuance creates a multiplying
effect and challenge for project managers. All the
nuances together serve to magnify the challenge.
So, we don’t mean to minimize the differences in
virtual and traditional projects with the use of the
word nuance.

Virtual Project Planning Process

One of the key differences between traditional
and virtual projects discussed in Chapter 1 is the
importance of purposeful integration of distributed
work outcomes. Integration takes center stage
during project planning as it is the responsibility of
the project manager to ensure that an integrated,
coherent project plan is developed despite the
fact that most of the plan details and elements are
first created by project team members who may
be widely distributed both organizationally and
geographically. Even though a virtual project team
may be highly distributed, integration of work must
be centralized around the project manager.

In Chapter 6, we discuss at length how a central-
ized/decentralized model is used to perform much
of the work on a virtual project, but we introduce it
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Figure 2.2: Centralized/Decentralized Project Planning Model

here because the model is central to the planning
process for a virtual project. Figure 2.2 provides an
illustration of the centralized/decentralized planning
process.

Like traditional projects, the critical information
needed to plan a virtual project is first centralized
and created by the project manager and his or her
project planning team. This information consists
of the project vision, project goals and success
criteria, project scope, and the detailed project
requirements. While this is the minimum informa-
tion needed, experienced virtual project managers
know that the following must be established to offer
the greatest probability of virtual project success:

◾ Focus on deliverables before tasks

◾ Establish distributed task plans

◾ Integrate the project plan

◾ Gain project plan approval

Deliverables before Tasks

With the project scope defined and documented,
the natural tendency is to move into detailed task
planning. However, prior to this, many seasoned
virtual project managers first go through the step
of mapping project deliverables over a timeline.
Co-located teams tend to manage their work by

completion of tasks, whereas distributed teams
more effectively (and visibly) manage their work by
completion of deliverables.

A process called project mapping is often used
to identify the critical deliverables throughout the
life cycle for each team on a project. More impor-
tant, the outcome of the project mapping process,
the project map, shows the cross-team interdepen-
dencies that exist between the members of the
team.4 Virtual project team members are expected
to act as more than just individual experts pursuing
their own specific tasks; they are team members
focused on tasks and the cross-team interdepen-
dencies needed to effectively deliver an integrated
solution. An explicit recognition of the various
mutual dependencies between the distributed
members of the team is needed, especially in the
virtual project environment.

Figure 2.3 illustrates a partial project map that
shows the deliverables and cross-team interde-
pendencies during a two-month period of the
project. Each deliverable identified in the project
work breakdown structure is displayed on the
project map in the correct sequence and relative
point in time. Arrows between deliverables depict
the interdependencies among project members
(what deliverables are needed by whom and when).
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Figure 2.3: Example Partial Project Map

The mapping of deliverables among project team
members helps the team determine and fully
appreciate the dependencies that exist on a project.

By following one of the deliverable chains, we
can demonstrate how cross-team interdependency
and collaboration is organized in this example. Pwr
Cntl SW (power control software) is a deliverable
generated by the software development team and
delivered to the enclosure development team. The
enclosure development team in turn uses the power
control SW deliverable to generate its enclosure
design files deliverable, which is handed to the
manufacturing team. The manufacturing team uses
the enclosure design files deliverable to generate
its next deliverable, the manufactured enclosures,
which are then delivered to the software develop-
ment team, which uses the deliverable to generate
its SW verify report. This mapping of deliverables
shows the critical interdependencies among the
software, enclosure, and manufacturing teams on
the project.5

Virtual project managers should lead their teams
through the creation of the project map early in the
planning phase and then utilize it as a tool through-
out the remainder of the project life cycle to drive

collaboration, synchronization, and integration of
work output across the distributed team. More on
this in Chapter 4.

Distributed Task Plans

With the project-level planning information and a
map of project deliverables and interdependencies in
hand, detailed planning activities can be delegated
and distributed to the members of the virtual team.
Detailed planning is distributed to the locations
where the work will be performed. Each person
responsible for detailed planning will provide task
plans for developing deliverables, a timeline to do so,
a resource plan, budget required, base assumptions,
and any identified risk in completing work and the
quality of the work outputs.

To keep the work of the various detailed plan-
ners synchronized, project managers need to set
clear milestone dates for detailed plan creation
and establish periodic reviews to ensure work is
progressing. Should any changes to project scope,
requirements, or goals occur, project managers
must quickly communicate the changes to the
entire team so the changes can be incorporated
in the detailed plan. Once the detailed plans are
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completed, project managers again centralize the
project planning process by leading the project
team through the creation of the integrated
project plan.

Integrated Project Plan

The integrated plan incorporates the detailed plans
of the distributed team members and presents that
work as a coherent set of activities to be performed.
Although the process for developing an integrated
project plan differs from that used for a traditional
project, the plan itself will be traditional in content.
(See Table 2.1.)

Project Plan Approval

As explained in Chapter 1, decision making on a
virtual project can be considerably slower than on
traditional projects. Decisions necessary to formally
approve the integrated project plan are particu-
larly slow to make. This is due in large part to the
organizational and geographic distribution of key
stakeholders who serve as project decision makers.

Virtual project managers do not have the luxury
that their traditional project counterparts have of
getting the decision makers together and driving to
a final approval decision. Rather, multiple meetings
and multiple electronic communication exchanges

Table 2.1: Project Plan Checklist

✓ Project purpose

✓ Work breakdown structure / scope

✓ Project objectives

✓ Key deliverables and project output

✓ Success criteria and measurement metrics

✓ Detailed schedule

✓ Detailed budget

✓ Resource profile

✓ Risk analysis

✓ Tracking and reporting methods

✓ Communication plan

✓ Change management plan

with multiple stakeholders will likely be required to
converge on a final decision.

To help alleviate project plan approval decision
delays, virtual project managers can do a number
of things. First, they can ensure that there is a single
approver for the project plan and that all project
stakeholders are keenly aware of who that person is.
Often decision delays on virtual projects are caused
by lengthy debates among the various stakeholders
about the identity of the decision maker. Of course,
often many stakeholders believe they should own
the decision rights. It is important to get clarity
before a decision is needed and to document it.
Once the decision maker is identified, documented,
and communicated, virtual project managers can
take the decision stakeholder identification process
one step further and identify who will provide input
to the decision maker concerning approval of the
project plan. Again, many stakeholders may slow
the decision process by behaving as if they have the
responsibility and authority to guide the decision
maker on what his or her decision should be. Some
project stakeholders probably are in this position;
others will not be. Virtual project managers must
document who has decision input authority and
make sure it is clearly communicated among the
team and stakeholders.

Another cause of decision delay is the lack of
necessary data for decision makers to actually make
the decision to approve the project plan, or not. To
speed this decision, virtual project managers should
be aware of the data needed for the decision; that
data collection must become a primary focus of the
planning process.

Finally, virtual project managers must make sure
that they, as project managers, provide a recom-
mendation for project plan approval (or not, as the
case may be) and justify their recommendation.
Project managers should know as much about the
viability of the project and the likelihood of project
execution success as anyone else in the organization
at the time of project plan approval. Virtual project
managers should respectfully state their opinion,
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and provide justification as needed, to their senior
management.

Scope, schedule, cost, and quality serve as the
foundational underpinnings of success on any
project, traditional or virtual. The fundamental
practices and processes for establishing the project
scope, developing a realistic project schedule, cre-
ating the project budget, and documenting the
quality requirements during the planning stage of
a virtual project are identical to those used for tra-
ditional projects. However, three challenges emerge
during project execution that requires special atten-
tion outside of creating the integrated plan during
project planning. These challenges are:

1. It is more difficult to maintain alignment
between project outcomes and business
strategy on a virtual project and to maintain
alignment among project stakeholders who
are commonly geographically distributed.

2. The virtual project structure cannot form
organically as is the case for many traditional
project teams. Rather, it has to be purposefully
architected.

3. Virtual projects are more complex. Complexi-
ties must be made visible and associated risks
identified to simplify the complexity of virtual
projects.

These challenges are due primarily to the phys-
ical distribution of stakeholders and the project
team. How virtual project managers can mitigate
each of these challenges during the planning stage
of the project is discussed in the sections that follow.

Establishing Project Alignment

Even with an integrated project plan in place that
has been approved and communicated, the dis-
tributed nature of the virtual project environment
applies a constant force that can fragment the
plan during project execution and cause major
misalignment. This misalignment occurs among
project team members, between the project team

and stakeholders, and between what the project ul-
timately delivers and the anticipated business goals.
To battle these forces, paying special attention to
the establishment of project alignment is a critical
virtual project planning practice.

Alignment is often defined as a straight-line ar-
rangement of things or as an alliance among people.
When thinking about alignment relative to individ-
ual work, it means each person (on the team) can
understand their work and its meaning relative to
the whole of what is being created by the team as
well as the importance of their collective work in
achieving the business goals of the specific project
and enterprise strategy.

Alignment does not happen by chance. Rather,
alignment is created (and sustained) by intentional
influence. That means it is planned. Purposeful
alignment is necessary on virtual projects, espe-
cially on projects that have little or no co-location
among team members. The primary reason for this
is that team members have limited opportunities to
engage in informal discussions about why they are
doing a particular project and to see how the work
of each individual is integrated to the larger, whole
solution. For these reasons, alignment has to be
specifically and intentionally planned, documented,
and communicated in ways that are clear and will
be remembered.

To ensure alignment between a firm’s strategy
and its execution outcome, the senior leaders of
an organization, the project managers, and various
project team members must share a common under-
standing of what the project has been commissioned
to achieve, what will be delivered as the project
outcome, and how the outcome will be developed.
Unlike traditional projects, where the critical players
have direct access to one another, developing this
common alignment of thinking is more difficult on
a virtual project. To overcome the barrier created
by distributed organizational stakeholders, project
managers must work diligently in the early stages
of a project to align team members to the solu-
tion to be created, with an understanding of how
their efforts will contribute to the whole solution.
Doing so creates a common project vision. Alignment

PLANNING THE VIRTUAL PROJECT 31



Trim Size: 7.5in x 9.125in Martinelli c02.tex V1 - 03/01/2017 6:28pm Page 32
�

� �

�

also involves ensuring that the project supports the
accomplishment of the underlying business goals and
strategies. Finally, project alignment involves defining
team success and the ground rules of how the team
will collaborate and self-govern.

Aligning to the Vision

All project teams need a vision of what is being de-
veloped through the labor of the collective team’s
work. The reason for this is rather simple. It is best
to have a vision of the final outcome as you work on
individual parts of the whole. It is for this reason that
architects build small-scale models of an envisioned
skyscraper. For similar reasons, auto designers create
sketches and manufacturers build prototypes. If you
cannot see the whole, it is difficult to understand the
value of individual parts.

In The Fifth Discipline, the seminal book on
systems thinking, Peter Senge details the need to
see the “whole” of things.6 He mentions that one of
the greatest challenges individuals and teams face

is the inability to see the whole of our work and
the impact from that work. It is for these reasons
that when we are working with project teams to
establish a common vision, we use the term whole
solution to describe the final outcome—the product,
service, infrastructure solution, or other capability
that the team will create and introduce into the
market or organization (see the box titled “Under-
standing the Whole Solution Concept”). Figure 2.4
illustrates a simple example of a whole solution.

In this example, the development of a smart-
phone, the whole solution consists of all of the el-
ements necessary to create the total solution for the
customers of the company. Obviously, it consists of
the various hardware, software, and wireless com-
munication elements of the physical product, but
it also consists of ancillary elements, such as pack-
aging, manufacturing, infrastructure enablement,
marketing, and customer support. If any one of the
primary elements of the whole solution is missing,
the product would fail to meet customer needs.

Circuitry

Software

Radio

Enclosure

Manufacturing

Customer Support

Infrastructure

App Platform

Quality

Power Supply

Figure 2.4: Example Whole Solution Diagram
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In a virtual team environment, the development
of the elements most likely would be distributed to
various team members and partner organizations,
potentially across the globe. By creating and com-
municating the whole solution, each member of the
virtual project team begins to see the holistic view
of what the team is creating and how their work
output contributes to the project mission and vision.

When completed effectively, the whole solution
shows that success cannot be fulfilled by any one
specialist or set of specialists on the team. Rather,
success comes when meeting customer expecta-
tions is a shared responsibility among the members
of the project teams, with their work tightly interwo-
ven and driven toward the integrated solution even
though project members are distributed across geo-
graphic boundaries.7

It can be argued that there is no point in the
project life cycle more important to see the whole
solution than in the initiating and planning phases of
projectwork. This is a formidable time forproject team
members and key stakeholders because, on one hand,
the project (really) hasn’t started yet since full funding
to execute has not occurred; but on the other hand,
this is the time the team is being formed, expectations
are being set, and perceptions of individual and
collective work are being established. We have all
heard the phrases “Get off to a fast start,” “Plan for
early wins,” and “Build early momentum.” The value of
a fast start, in reality, is more than just momentum. It
also includes structure, buy-in, purpose, and meaning,
all of which come from alignment of people to goals.
This alignment is achieved when project managers
can establish purpose and meaning of work with
connection between members of the virtual team
relative to the whole solution.

Understanding the Whole Solution

Concept

The concept of the whole solution is not new. It
originated when Geoffrey A. Moore coined the
phrase the “whole product” in his book Crossing the
Chasm.8

Moore used the phrase to describe aspects of
marketing organizational value. There are two com-
pelling value propositions that are quite important
to understand this concept:

1. The expectation on the part of customers
that their wants and needs be met.

2. The ability of the company to provide an
integrated capability that fulfills the wants
and needs of customers.

Many times there is a gap between the two. To
close the gap, the company must add an array of
services and ancillary products to the original solu-
tion, thereby creating the whole solution. Therefore,
the whole solution is the product that provides the
maximum chance to achieve customers’ buying
objectives.

Aligning to Business Goals and Strategy

To provide the greatest value to a company, there
must be direct alignment between the outcome
of a project and achievement of one or more busi-
ness goals of the company. Experienced project
managers know that there is a direct correlation
between project duration and alignment risk. The
longer the project’s timeline, the more inherent risk
there is that alignment to strategy and goals may
shift as the project team attempts to accommodate
changes in markets served, product requirements,
competitor actions, or customer demands. This is
why it is so important to clearly align the strategy
and goals among senior leaders, the project team,
and other stakeholders during project planning.
The project business case is a critical tool used to
help establish and sustain alignment throughout
the project (see the box titled “The Project Business
Case”). To be effective in setting alignment for a
virtual project, the business case must spell out the
business benefits and the rationale as to why the
proposed outcome is desired by customers, users,
and the organization. This information is critical
for all projects but is essential for virtual projects.
It answers the question, “Why are we doing the
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project?” that creeps into the thinking of most team
members (and many stakeholders) at one time or
another. For team members who work in remote
locations and cannot engage in informal discussions

about the underlying reason and purpose of their
project, the business case is their foundation for
remaining aligned to the rest of the team and the
organization as a whole.

The Project Business Case

In the book Project Management ToolBox, authors Russ Martinelli and Dragan Milosevic detail the function
and use of the business case.9 The business case is used to:

◾ Gain agreement on project scope and success criteria.

◾ Gain approval for resource allocation and funding.

◾ Evaluate the project relative to alternative projects in the portfolio.

When starting the business case in the early stages of a project, it is known that not all data will
be available. Therefore, assumptions will need to be made regarding the business environment, cus-
tomer requirements, business strategy alignment, and the business success criteria for the project under
consideration. These assumptions will need to be validated during detailed planning.

In addition to clarifying the project’s purpose, scope, timeline, and cost, the business case should an-
swer these questions:

◾ How much will this project contribute to the company’s bottom line?

◾ Is the outcome worth the investment?

◾ What’s the probability of success for this project?

◾ What will be done to maximize the probability of success?

◾ How will the known risks be avoided or mitigated?

◾ Does the level of risk prevent investing in the project?

Experienced project managers know that the
business case is the culmination of information
gathered in the initiating phase of the project
and is used to establish validity and the means
by which the project will prove to be a successful
investment in the enterprise portfolio. The business
case includes a problem statement and outlines
the business value by way of opportunity analysis.
This analysis assists in determining the proper fit
of the project under consideration relative to other
projects based on funding available, strategy, mar-
ket positioning, and risk. Furthermore, a feasibility
portion of the business case summarizes the finan-
cial net benefit to the organization if the project is
approved. Table 2.2 describes the elements of the
project business case.10

Aligning the Team

All project charters should provide information about
the expected result from the execution of the project.
The best project managers know that the project
charter needs to balance high-level strategy with
lower-level detail.

At the strategy level, the charter needs to de-
scribe how the project team will achieve business
goals and deliver value. The charter establishes this
by defining the project objectives and the capability
outcome from the project (the new product, service,
infrastructure, or other capability that will result
because of the project outcome). Importantly, in
the charter, the project objectives must align to
the business strategies of the organization and
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Table 2.2: Minimum Elements of a Project Business Case

Business Case Element Description

Purpose A succinct statement of the business benefits driving the need for the project

investment.

Value proposition A succinct statement characterizing the value to be delivered (quantified

when possible).

Benefits identification A comprehensive list of the important benefits to be derived by completion

of the project. The result of this effort is what the Project Management

Institute refers to as the Benefits Realization Plan.11

Risk analysis A comprehensive analysis of the critical risks to the project and the planned

mitigation efforts to address each risk.

Business success factors The set of quantifiable measures that describe business success for the

project.

Governance model The project’s oversight team and process for monitoring project progress.

Detailed cost analysis The investment cost of the project and timing of the costs.

Critical assumptions The events and circumstances that are expected to occur for successful

realization of the objectives.

Project timeline A project schedule identifying the critical milestones, decision points, and

timing expectations by senior management and other key stakeholders.

provide the guiding principles that help the project
manager and other key decision makers understand
the scope of the project and determine resource re-
quirements necessary for the project’s success. To be
effective, objectives should be specific, measurable,
achievable, realistic, and time bound.12

Project Charter

There are a lot of commonalities between project
charters and project scope documents. The factor
that is different is detail. The charter is often used
as a decision making tool, whereas the scope docu-
ment is used as a planning tool. Therefore, the char-
ter often includes less detail because it is used to
present to executive teams. The scope document is
more detailed and used by the core project team to
plan project work.

Team Charter

In addition to a project charter, many virtual project
managers also create a team charter during project
planningactivities. The teamcharter canbeappended
to theproject charter or be a separate and stand-alone
document for the project team’s use.

As noted, one of the most common challenges
for project managers responsible for a virtual
team is alignment. Most project managers re-
sponsible for traditional projects follow advice
from PMI in their Project Management Body of
Knowledge publication and, in doing so, miss this
important nuance. Although the project man-
agers clearly detail the project’s charter, they miss
the intentional beginnings of creating a team
charter.

Ideally, it is created in a group setting, in re-
altime, and details direction and boundaries,
processes and protocols to resolve conflict, and
expectations and practices that govern individual
work in a way that, over time, builds trust, respect,
and rapport. You can think of the team charter as a
governance-type tool that details how work will get
done among the project team. It identifies ground
rules, expectations, and values. Table 2.3 highlights
the key elements of a team charter.

The team charter is a critical tool for virtual
project teams. Further, the team charter helps to
detail elements of a highly effective team; it essen-
tially is a plan on how to get the virtual project team
right. Keith Ferrazzi identified four absolutes when it
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Table 2.3: Key Elements of a Team Charter

Team Charter Element Description

Team name Just like products have names, teams should have a name. Names unify team

participants.

Team goal It’s best to have the team define its goal. The project charter and scope document

will detail a goal, but the purpose here is to have the team collectively describe it,

write it in a (short) narrative form, and illustrate it if possible.

Team success

metrics

Project and business metrics will be outlined in the project charter and scope

document, but they may not include specific team success metrics. Team success

metrics provide the team an opportunity to detail how each person will define

success relative to another.

Conflict resolution Understanding how team conflict will be resolved is important. It is even more

important to acknowledge that conflict likely will happen. Spending time ahead of

any conflict discussing how to resolve conflict is much better than doing so at the

time of the first conflict.

Unconscious bias Virtual team members often have biases based on myth and personal assumptions.

This is especially true across cultural barriers. Spending time to demystify myths

breaks down barriers and speeds the norming phase of teams.

Value statement Teams can accomplish more than any individual alone. With the preceding items

detailed, the team can detail a value statement. The best team value statements

contain the contribution expectation of each individual and the team at large. This

statement is a pledge or commitment to one another.

Team check-ins Like detailing a process for conflict resolution, it is good to chart out a timeline to

check on the health of the team before getting far into project execution. The

checkpoints should be both one-on-one with the team member and project

manager and in group form.

comes to highly effective virtual teams (see the box
titled “Planning For The Right Virtual Team”).

Planning for the Right Virtual Team

Keith Ferrazzi, CEO of Greenlight, a research-based
consulting company, wrote recently about how to
get virtual teams right.13 He raised the question
that so many are trying to answer: How do you
create and lead an effective virtual team? There is
no shortage of advice and opinion in answering
this question. Ferrazzi concluded his research with
four must-haves for effective virtual project teams:

1. The right team

2. The right leadership

3. The right touchpoints

4. The right technology

Architecting the Virtual Project

Because work on a virtual project can be highly dis-
tributed, the project itself cannot form organically in
the same manner as traditional projects. Instead, it
has to be purposefully architected and structured to
ensure all work is defined and distributed systemati-
cally and intelligently.

The term architecture refers to the conceptual
structure and logical organization of a system.
It includes the elements of the system and the
relationships between them.14 A project architecture
is therefore the conceptual structure and logical
organization of the project. It is comprised of core
project components as well as the noncore func-
tional components required to create and deliver
the whole solution.

To create an effective project architecture, it is
helpful to again take a systems approach. In any
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case where a new capability will be created, the
project serves as the delivery mechanism for that
capability and should be designed and structured
in a systematic fashion. The whole solution will dic-
tate the primary project components and enabling
components needed for the project architecture.15

Take, for example, the simplified whole solution di-
agram for the creation of a new capability such as
a smartphone as illustrated in Figure 2.4. The ar-
chitecture is easily derived directly from the whole
solution.

Figure 2.5 demonstrates how the architecture
might be designed for the smartphone described
previously.

When project teams are complex, as is the case
most of the time and as illustrated in Figure 2.5,
seeing the team in an architectural diagram can
create better, more intentionally designed, and
methodically distributed work geographically. It
enables the team to see their workgroup relative to
others on the team. Additionally, and importantly,
seeing the architecture illustrated reinforces the
fact that a virtual project cannot form organically.
The software and circuitry teams may be able to
come together naturally in Palo Alto, but they would
not come together naturally with the power supply
team in Dallas or the radio team in Sal Paulo. Fur-
ther, there is no way that the manufacturing team in
Shanghai will organically communicate key product

attributes to the customer support team in Syd-
ney. Again, the figure illustrates the intentionality
needed to form the project team and carry out
project work. If the project team cannot see their
work and the work of others, the virtual project
manager must illustrate the work so that it can be
understood.

Understanding the Complexity
of Virtual Projects

All projects have complexity. Designs have be-
come more complex as features and integrated
capabilities increase; the process to develop
and manufacture the solutions requires more
partners, suppliers, and others throughout the
value chain; the ability to integrate multiple tech-
nologies with end user wants requires not only
accuracy regarding requirements delivery but
also speed and agility to change; and the current
global, highly distributed business environment
requires work to occur in multiple sites across
multiple time zones. (See the box titled “Manag-
ing across Time Zones.”) Therefore, the ability to
characterize and profile the degree of complexity
associated with a virtual project has become es-
sential for both executive leaders and their project
managers.

Project
Cell Phone Development

Circuitry
(Palo Alto)

Software
(Palo Alto)

Radio
(Sao Paulo)

Enclosure
(New York)

Infrastructure
(Dallas)

Platform Apps
(Dublin)

Manufacturing
(Shanghai)

Cust. Support
(Sydney)

Quality
(Sydney)

Core Components Enabling Components

Pwr Supply
(Dallas)

Figure 2.5: Example Project Architecture
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Managing across Time Zones

Early ideals of globalization highlighted the value of 24-hour-per-day work cycles. The thought was that
products, as an example, could be originally designed in North America, developed in the Far East, tested
in the Middle East, modified in Western Europe, and then iterated again in North America. Theoretically,
this made for a 24-hour seamless work cycle. However, little is actually realized from such theoretical cy-
cles. A 24-hour work cycle does not equate into 24 hours of productive work. The once-idealized notion
of “work while we sleep” is realized most often as “wait while we sleep” because of the lack of smooth
transitions between work teams around the globe trying to take advantage of time.

The world is divided into 24 standard time zones with 40 fractional time zones.16 Global teams ex-
perience 12-hour variances in business operations, thus ensuring early-morning and late-evening team
meetings and gatherings. It is easy to work across time zone variances in your own country. For example,
when colleagues work together in North America, an early-morning meeting is still morning in each of the
locations. The time difference between New York and Los Angeles is three hours. So, an 8:00 AM meeting
for a team in Los Angeles is an 11:00 AM meeting for the team in New York.

Including team members from India, however, becomes a greater challenge. Consider the time differ-
ence between New York and Bangalore. One location will be in the morning and the other in the evening.
Another challenge arises because these locations do not have full hour variances, but half hour variances.
The difference in time between New York and Bangalore is 10.5 hours. Thus, an 11:00 AM meeting in New
York is 9:30 PM in Bangalore. These two locations can squeeze a meeting together in roughly the same
workday if the meeting starts at 7:00 AM New York time, which would be 5:30 PM in Bangalore. This meet-
ing would be problematic, however, if we add the team from Los Angeles—where it is 4:00 AM on the
West Coast of North America. Such is the challenge currently facing virtual project managers.

Another repercussion of virtual teams is perceived in-group favoritism due to convenience. A mem-
ber from our research sample confessed, “When you have global responsibility, you tend to spend your
time in the regions that may not necessarily need help, but rather that are the most convenient. I spend
more time with Europe than I do the other regions because it is easier to get up early and check in with
them. The Pacific Rim comes online in the evening, and it is difficult to have a personal life and do confer-
ence calls between 6:00 PM and 10:00 PM. Because of this I am more detached from the Pacific Rim, which
creates some serious challenges.”

Historically, the most effective approach for de-
veloping distributed solutions amid complexity has
been to employ systems engineering techniques.
A system is defined as a combination of parts that
function as an integrated whole.17

Wayne Cascio is a distinguished professor and
the Robert H. Reynolds Chair in Global Leadership
at the University of Colorado, Denver. His research
has identified a number of disadvantages virtual
teams face, including the lack of physical interaction,
loss of face-to-face synergies, lack of trust, greater
concern with predictability and reliability, and lack

of social interaction.16 Each of these disadvantages
creates a nuanced challenge for virtual project
managers. When aggregated, they create significant
complexity.

The information project managers gain from
utilizing a project complexity assessment aids in
the determination of the skill set and experience
level required of the project team. Further, the use
of a complexity assessment also helps to guide the
implementation of key project processes, such as
change management, risk management, and contin-
gency reserve determination; and helps them adapt
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their management style to the level of complexity of
the project.

The project complexity assessment features sev-
eral parts. The tool includes various dimensions (first
part) as defined by a business. Each dimension of
complexity is assessed on an anchor scale (second
part), and when the complexity scores of each di-
mension are connected, a line called the complex-
ity profile (third part) is obtained. The complexity
profile is a graphical representation of a project’s
multifaceted complexity.18 An example of a project
complexity assessment is illustrated in Figure 2.6.

Every industry has unique characteristics, every
business within an industry is unique, and every
project within a business is unique. This means that

a firm has to customize the complexity assessment
tool for its use. Project managers often start this
work by determining the complexity dimensions
that are specific to the organization. For example,
technical complexity may be related directly to the
technical aspect of the product, service, or other
capability under development. Structural complexity
also has a number of subfactors that involve the or-
ganizational elements of a firm. Business complexity
involves the business environment in which the firm
operates. (See the box titled “Defining Complexity.”)

With the dimensions of complexity identi-
fied and deemed appropriate for a particular
organization and project, the next step in develop-
ing a complexity assessment is to define how each

Low
Complexity

High
Complexity

Complexity
Dimension

Distributed Sites

Communication
Technology

Culture makeup

Project Objectives

Requirements

Organization

Product Technology

Virtual Project Manager
Experience

Geography

Team Members

Few

Basic

Low
Variation

Clear

Clear

Hierarchical

Low Tec

Experienced

Local

Experienced

Many

Advanced

High
Variation

Vague

Vague

Matrix

Very

High Tech
Novice

Global

Inexperienced

1 2 3 4

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Figure 2.6: Example Virtual Project Complexity Assessment
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dimension of complexity will be measured. This is
done by choosing a scale for each dimension.

Alternatives for the scales abound. In the example
shown in Figure 2.6, complexity for each dimension is
measured on a simple four-level scale (1 is the lowest
complexity, 4 is the highest complexity).

Once the complexity dimensions are identi-
fied, each dimension is then assessed based on
the scale established. For example, in Figure 2.6,
cultural make-up of the team is assessed as a Level 2

complexity (medium variation). Once all complexity
dimensions are assessed, the obtained scores for
each dimension are connected to produce the
complexity profile, which helps to visually depict the
overall project complexity. The profile in the figure,
for instance, indicates that the project is of medium
complexity, with all dimensions at Levels 2 and 3,
except team members who are experienced (the
least complex) and a globally distributed team (the
most complex).

Defining Complexity

Complexity arises in many forms. To illustrate complexity, Russ Martinelli and Dragan Milosevic used tech-
nical, structural, and business examples in their book, Project Management ToolBox.19 The following is an
excerpt from their work that defines each of these areas of complexity.

Technical Complexity: A feature upgrade to an existing product is low complexity as compared to
new product architecture and platform design, which is high complexity. Development of a single
module of a system is low complexity as compared to the development of a full system, which is
high complexity.

Structural Complexity: A co-located team is low complexity as compare to a virtual team, which is
high complexity. A single site or single geography development is low complexity as compared to
a multi-site or multi-geography development, which is high complexity.

Business Complexity: Selling into traditional or mature markets is low complexity as compared to
selling into new and emerging markets, which is high complexity. Flexible time-to-money require-
ments are low complexity as compared to aggressive time-to-market requirements, which is high
complexity.

Every project has a number of variables that determine overall complexity. It is extremely valuable
for project managers to understand the complexity of the project, if for no other reason than to mitigate
against risk associated with complexity.

Complexity of Virtual Interdependencies

Much of the added complexity of a virtual project
is associated with the distribution of work and
the web of virtual interdependencies that have to
be managed. All projects have interdependencies
of work and deliverables. But, for virtual projects,
the interdependencies require hand-offs that are
distributed geographically and among people
who may have little to no personal or professional
relationship with one another. This simple fact

creates increased complexity of work and therefore
increased risk to the project. The best solution
to managing such complexity is more frequent
collaboration. More specifically, best-practicing
virtual project managers know to link collaboration
exercises with collaboration practices. They do
this by facilitating team development with inten-
tional project planning that necessitates hand-offs
more frequently, which in turn necessitates
collaboration.
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For an example, envision a systems develop
project, scoped to take 12 months based on require-
ments gathering that takes two months, design and
wire framing that takes three months, development
that takes four months, and quality assurance and
testing that takes two months, and a pilot program
that takes another month. Also, consider that each
function has personnel resources in different loca-
tions. As a project manager, you have options and
decisions to make regarding the workflow and col-
laboration of the team. Those managers using best
practices won’t have business analysts documenting
requirements for seven weeks and then hand off
those requirements to the design team in week 8.
Rather, managers would drive the business analysts
to lead more frequent updates, discussions, and
collaboration with designers, developers, and the
quality assurance and test team. The likely schedule
would be once every two weeks. That is the differ-
ence between a single hand-off and having multiple
points of connection and collaboration.

Similar points of collaboration would be in-
tentionally designed into the project schedule
throughout the project’s life cycle. Additionally,
during these points of intentional collaboration,
project managers would integrate team activities
so that trust, respect, and rapport are being devel-
oped in pace with the project schedule itself. As
one virtual project manager explained it: “Rather
than focusing solely on the output associated
with any single project function, the leader of a
distributed project team must focus on creating
more touchpoints for the team to come together
virtually. Doing this creates more opportunities for
providers and recipients of project hand-offs to
communicate expectations, which mitigates risk of
any hand-off.”

With Complexity Comes Risk

There is a relationship between complexity and
risk. Virtual projects are inherently more risky
than traditional projects. Any of the factors that

show up as high complexity in the complexity
assessment add risk to a project. The only way to
truly understand the risk of any project is to conduct
a risk assessment of each project item or variable
and determine if mitigation or avoidance actions
need to be initiated when a project is initiated and
planned.

Project risk is the potential failure to deliver the
benefits promised. By understanding and containing
project risk, project managers are able to manage in
a proactive manner. Without good risk management
practices and tools, managers will be forced into
crisis management as problem after problem will
present itself, forcing teams to react to the problem
of the day (or hour). As one well-known author
stated, “If you don’t actively attack the risks, the risks
will actively attack you.”20 Risk management is a
preventative practice that allows project managers
to identify potential problems before they occur
and put corrective action in place to avoid or lessen
the impact of the risk. Ultimately, this behavior
allows the project team to accelerate through the
project cycle at a much faster pace. Identifying risk
on a virtual project can be especially challenging
as explained in the box titled “Virtual Project Risk:
Identifying Silent Killers.”

Understanding the level of risk associated with
a project is crucial to project managers for several
reasons. First, by knowing the level of risk associated
with a project, project managers will have an un-
derstanding of the amount of schedule and budget
reserve (risk reserve) needed to protect the project
from uncertainty. Second, risk management is a
focusing mechanism that provides guidance as to
where critical project resources are needed—the
highest-risk events require adequate resources to
avoid or mitigate them. Finally, good risk manage-
ment practices enable informed risk-based decision
making. Having knowledge of the potential down-
side or risk of a particular decision, as well as the
facts driving the decision, improves the decision
process by allowing project managers and teams
to weigh potential alternatives, or trade-offs, to
optimize the reward-risk ratio.21
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Virtual Project Risk: Identifying Silent Killers

April Reed and Linda Knight researched the difference in project risk between virtual projects and
co-located projects. Their findings were captured in the Journal of Computer Information Systems. The
following is a summary of their work and findings.22

Reed and Knight found 55 risks prevalent with projects today. Of the 55, seven of the risks are specif-
ically noted as being more challenging with virtual teams as compared to co-located teams. These seven
specific risks include:

1. Insufficient knowledge transfer

2. Lack of project team cohesion

3. Cultural or language differences

4. Inadequate technical resources

5. Inexperience with company and its processes

6. Loss of key resources

7. Hidden agendas

Some of these risks may seem rather obvious. However, obvious or not, each risk needs attention
and mitigation plans. For example, insufficient knowledge transfer is a big problem on virtual teams;
knowledge transfer does not occur naturally. Therefore, project managers of virtual teams must inten-
tionally drive knowledge transfer among and between team members. This sharing is associated with
the next risk, lack of team cohesion. The more a team can share knowledge and the more it collabo-
rates, the more cohesion it creates. The single most important variable of cohesion is making sure no
member of the virtual team feels isolated. It is the responsibility of project managers to drive inclu-
sion and mitigate isolation. Creating this inclusion addresses the potential risk of culture and language
differences as well.

Reed and Knight noted:

Our evidence indicates that the very existence of a virtual project environment makes all these
risks more likely to occur and to cause damage. Because none of these seven are traditionally criti-
cal risks, they are termed “silent killers.” These risks are substantially more likely to occur on virtual
projects, yet those who have customarily focused on co-located teams are unlikely to consider
them of importance.

The risk assessment and management plan is
more than a simple risk register. Importantly, it is a
probability tool and response plan. In order for it
to work as such, all known and potential risks must
be documented, explained by way of project and
business implication if realized, ranked in terms of
probability, and associated with leading indicators
of occurrence to allow as much time as possible
to enact a detailed (step-by-step) response plan.

Collectively, that is the risk management plan, and
it usually is associated with the planning phase of
projects. However, for virtual projects, risk manage-
ment needs to start in the initiating phase. This is
necessary because a good (thorough and accurate)
risk management plan can do more than simply
illustrate the mitigation of a risk; it can save money
and time for project managers and teams. It will
certainly be updated and refined in the planning
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phase and throughout the executing phase, but it
needs to start when the project is first initiated.

As can likely be imagined, planning for risk
can be much more time consuming for virtual
project teams than for co-located teams. When
it comes to risk planning, the entire team should
be involved. That can occur as a brainstorming
session for co-located teams. For virtual teams,
project managers often start by emailing each team
member, requesting an email returned that contains
perceived risks, triggers, impact, and probability of
each occurring throughout the project’s life cycle.
Once the responses are received, virtual project
managers aggregate the risks, categorize the risks,
and schedules a virtual meeting (or more meetings,
as the case may be). In this meeting, it is best if
the whole team is involved, but due to geographic
distribution, this may not be possible. If it is not
possible, project managers will need to conduct
multiple meetings.

During the risk management planning meet-
ing, project managers need to be very deliberate
with time management as well as the technology
used for the meeting. Likely, the technology will
be teleconference or video conference. It is best if
all participants could have a shared screen so that
they can keep pace with the team leader as the
team works through each risk. If the project team is
distributed as much as illustrated in Figure 2.5, this
approach to risk management is the only option
project managers have to capture and plan for
project risk. In this case, virtual project managers
conduct all the same work as co-located project
managers, but managing virtual risk is much more
difficult and much more time consuming, and
require much more planning.

Planning Virtual
Communication

The 1967 movie Cool Hand Luke made this state-
ment famous: “What we’ve got here is a failure
to communicate!” This statement can very well

apply to many virtual projects. A documented
communication plan is valuable for any project
but is essential for virtual projects because of the
distributed nature of the team and heavy reliance
on technologies to communicate.

Successful projects involve a significant amount
of communication among team members. For
example, project managers need their manage-
ment stakeholders to understand project issues.
Management needs to understand how a project
is progressing and how the team is performing
according to its goals and mission. Virtual team
members need inputs and information from other
team members and reciprocally must provide their
inputs on project tasks and issues. Project documen-
tation must be reviewed, discussed, and approved
to ensure the project will succeed. To ensure that
this level of communication is happening on a
virtual project, the virtual team should create a
communication plan early in the planning process
to solidify their agreement on how information will
be communicated among team members and to
stakeholders throughout a project.

Communication Items to Be Addressed

A communications plan includes the rules and
guidelines by which a virtual project team will man-
age communications during the life of the project.
It is used to help team members think through
what kind of communication mechanisms they will
need, it helps establish expectations of proactive
communication between team members, and it es-
tablishes what the team agrees to do. Specific items
that need to be addressed in a communication plan
include these:

◾ How status reporting will be performed and
who is responsible

◾ What team meetings will be established and
who participates

◾ What project reviews will be required and who
participates

◾ Who talks to whom and how often
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◾ How documents will be exchanged

◾ How decisions will be documented and
distributed

◾ What communication technologies will be used

Since project managers and their team mem-
bers spend much of their time communicating and
interacting with one another, a good communica-
tion plan that addresses the listed items establishes
a framework for effective and efficient communica-
tion on the project.

Elements of the Communication Plan

A comprehensive communication plan should
include the what, how, and when various forms
of team communication and collaboration
need to happen. It specifies how the commu-
nication between team members and with
project stakeholders will be satisfied. Seven
key elements of a communications plan are
listed next.22

1. Electronic technology is the primary com-
munication medium for the virtual team. The
team should evaluate and select the most
appropriate communication tools available to
the organization. Proper training in the applied
use of the tools is critically important and must
be provided for each participating project
location.

2. Principles and guidelines for leading and man-
aging team meetings should be defined. Use
good basic meeting management techniques
that encourage engagement and frequent
team member interaction.

3. Identify all expectations by senior manage-
ment that lay the foundation with project
team members for open communication of
information. This will facilitate the flow of
project information and issues.

4. Clearly identify the team members responsible
for gathering, providing, and distributing
specific project information to the project

manager, with the appropriate format and
frequency expected.

5. An approved management escalation process
and set of procedures is provided for the com-
munication of issues, barriers, and other prob-
lems. This process facilitates flow of informa-
tion to senior managers when higher levels of
management attention is needed.

6. Include ground rules for communication of
project information such as the use of email,
subteam communications, and decisions that
are made during information meetings. This
ensures that team members have the right
access to this informal communication. There
should also be appropriate guidelines set for
expected maximum response time to emails
and voice mails, which can have significant
impact on productivity across the project
team.

7. If it pertains to a project, the communication
plan should also provide the structure for com-
munication to and from outside partners and
customers. If the project team involves con-
tractors or outside partners, the plan should
also define how they will be involved in team
meetings, project monitoring, status reporting,
and project reviews.

Using the Communication Plan

Often the communication plan is but one com-
ponent of the overall project plan. Because of the
criticality of effective communication on a virtual
project, however, we recommend that the commu-
nication plan be a stand-alone document. This will
ensure extra focus to increase the probability that
the plan contents are put into practice.

On a virtual project, the amount of communi-
cation that takes place among team members and
with project stakeholders will vary depending on a
number of factors, as will the mix of both formal and
informal communication exchanges. The two most
significant factors that influence the amount of com-
munication are team size and project complexity
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(where complexity is again defined as the number of
virtual interdependencies between team members).
General guidelines for ensuring the communication
plan is effective are listed next.23

◾ Identify all stakeholders who need to be involved
in project communication. (See Chapter 4.) This
will include team members, middle and upper
management, external governing bodies, and
outside customers, clients, subcontractors, and
partners.

◾ Select the team communication tools carefully
through the development of a technology
strategy. (See Chapter 8.) Communication tools
should enable the effective use of the plan, not
inhibit it.

◾ Decide how often the team needs to communicate
and if the communications need to be formal or
informal. Along with this, for formal
communications, decide which communications
should take place in larger cross-team meetings
and which communications need their own
forum.

◾ Ensure that only the people needed for a
particular type of communication are involved.
Often, too many people are involved either by
invitation by project managers or by
self-invitation. This situation adds risk that
miscommunications or misinterpretations will
occur. Restrict participation to the critical players
needed for an exchange.

The lack of physical presence is one of the
major challenges for virtual project teams. Limited
physical presence is most commonly thought of
as limited face-to-face interaction among team
members and with project stakeholders. However,
physical presence also includes limited access to
critical project information that is needed to ensure
that distributed team members view themselves
as a cohesive team with a common mission, goals,
and plan to go execute. Use of an effective com-
munication plan can assist in overcoming this
limitation.

Project planning for a virtual team must be
focused on establishing visual representations of
what needs to be accomplished, how the team
will interact during project execution, and how
alignment with to the organization’s goals and
strategies will be maintained. This planning work,
and its associated project plans and deliverables, is
vitally important as it creates the foundation and
potential for the team to become high performing.
Building a high-performing team is the focus of the
next chapter.

Assessing Virtual Project
Planning

As they navigate virtual projects through the plan-
ning phase, project managers must be cognizant
of key success factors. Such factors can be dis-
cerned from the business case and scope document,
among others. The Virtual Project Planning Assess-
ment measures project readiness to move from
planning work to executing work. This is, obviously,
a very important part of any project since many
people perceive the project as actually starting
when project execution begins. This assessment can
be used as a barometer or benchmark to validate all
project plans for adequacy and readiness for project
execution.

To perform the assessment, virtual project
managers and others on the project team should
complete the assessment tool. Once it is com-
plete, they come together to discuss responses
to each item and to mitigate any “no” response
that may prevent the team from achieving project
outcomes.

As can be seen, when each of the items in this
assessment is answered “yes,” the organization
(specifically the project manager managing the
project and the stakeholders impacted by it) are
more apt to be “ready” than not. Whenever there
is a “no” response, it warrants further discussion to
determine why and is a prompt to further detail
project plans or steps to put into place to move the
“no” to a “yes” response.
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Virtual Project Planning Assessment

Project Name: _______________________________

Date of Assessment: ___________________________

Assessment Completed by: _____________________

Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

Project Setup

The project mission and vision are documented.

Project goals and objectives are defined and documented.

The project statement of work and scope are clear and
documented.

The project success factors and key performance indicators
are defined and documented.

The project requirements are clear and documented.

The project business case has been approved.

The project charter has been documented.

A project complexity assessment has been performed.

Project Team

The project architecture has been documented.

All distributed team sites have been identified.

All external partners have been identified and are
participating in the project planning as required.

The project team charter has been documented.

The project mission, vision, and goals have been
communicated to and reviewed by all project team
members.

All tasks have been adequately distributed to the various
team sites.

The experience level of the team is consistent with the
complexity level of the project.

A cultural complexity assessment has been completed.

There is a high level of change acceptance (low level of
change resistance) in the organization.

There is a high level of leader credibility (of sponsor and
project manager) in the organization.

The organizational decision making process is participative
and collective.
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Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

Project Plan

The project deliverables and key milestones have been
mapped.

Each distributed project team member has completed their
task plan.

Each distributed team member has a baseline schedule.

Each distributed team member has an estimated budget.

Each distributed team has a resource plan and commitment
for resources from functional managers.

The integrated project plan is complete.

The integrated project plan supports attainment of the
project goals.

The integrated project plan has been approved and
organizational commitment has been received.

Technology

A technology strategy has been completed for the project.

Virtual communication and collaboration tools have been
selected.

Local infrastructures at the project teams’ sites will support
data performance requirements for the selected
technologies.

Virtual communication and collaboration tools have been
implemented.

All team members have access to the communication and
collaboration technology platforms.

All team members have been trained on use of the
technology.

Execution Strategy

The project and expected outcomes have been considered
and discussed as a priority for the organization.

The virtual project is planned to integrate cross-team
collaboration and allow for and celebrate short-term wins.

There is a mature method for managing the project and
leading a geographically distributed team.

The communication plan is detailed and appropriate relative
to the project complexity.

The virtual project team understands and has approved the
communication plan.

The communication plan clearly details an escalation process
for conflict management and decision making.

Findings, Key Thoughts, and Recommendations
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3
BUILDING A HIGH-PERFORMANCE

VIRTUAL TEAM

It is well understood that the mission of any project
is to create and deliver a solution that advances
the business goals of the sponsoring company. It is
also understood that there are two primary parts
to any project: managing the project process and
leading the project team. These fundamentals of
project work exist in both traditional and virtual
environments. However, how the project work is
performed by the project team differs between the
two environments.

As described in Chapter 2, management of
the project process through a project manage-
ment methodology with its associated practices,
processes, and procedures does not change signif-
icantly between traditional and virtual projects. All
projects must be initiated and planned to a certain
scope of work and must be managed from cost,
schedule, scope, risk, and change perspectives. In
addition, work outcomes must be integrated to
create a solution and then effectively brought to
closure. Leading the project team, however, can vary
vastly between traditional and virtual projects.

In essence, project team members perform their
work in two ways: individual work and teamwork.1

People perform their individual work in identical
fashion whether they are part of a traditional project
or a virtual project. How they perform their work
within the context of the team can differ signifi-
cantly between the two types of projects, however.
Effective teamwork is dependent on effective
cross-member collaboration. Effective collaboration
is in turn based on the establishment of professional

relationships, trust between team members, clear
roles and responsibilities, and appropriate commu-
nication forums to name a few of the important
factors. For project managers of virtual teams,
establishing effective teamwork has little to do with
the science of project management and the hard
project management skills they have developed
and honed. Helping the virtual team collaborate
in a new virtual paradigm relies heavily on the soft
project manager skills, as they are often called,
which include the art of leadership and the people
skills that aren’t learned and certified so easily. As
managers know, the science of project management
will fail quickly if project team interactions become
dysfunctional. Project managers may realize early in
the project cycle that the people skills that worked
effectively on traditional project teams do not work
as well for virtual teams. In fact, the separation of
distance, time, and sometimes language and culture
that defines a virtual team often requires project
managers to focus more on team leadership and
less on the fundamental science of project manage-
ment. At the very least, project managers must have
a clear understanding of the two distinct roles they
must play—the role of project manager and the role
of project team leader.

This distinction between the two roles of virtual
project managers is not lost on Jeremy Bouchard.
“While managing my first virtual project, it occurred
to me that I overemphasized my knowledge and
understanding of project management and that I
woefully underestimated the importance of being
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an effective leader of the project team,” he explains.
“For most of my career as a project manager,
I’ve been very focused on project management
methodologies and processes. You just sort of get
on that track once you immerse yourself in project
management. I let myself believe that my project
management credentials were enough to carry me
from project to project. All was good until I stepped
into the world of virtual projects.”

Fortunately for Bouchard, he works for a person
who understands that project management creden-
tials are like table stakes that get you into a game of
poker. They are necessary, but insufficient. His man-
ager and mentor, Brent Norville, helped Bouchard
learn that the balance of effort on a virtual project
shifts from project management fundamentals to
team leadership fundamentals. “It takes a while for
a project manager with experience managing tra-
ditional projects to come to the realization that the
project team has to be functional and perform as a
unit in order for project management processes to
be most effective,” Bouchard explains.

As Bouchard reflects, “Fortunately, my first vir-
tual project wasn’t very large or complex, so I was
able to navigate through it with some great coach-
ing from Brent. I now know that my team leadership
skills and experience were weak. I still have a lot to
learn, but now I understand the importance of the
leadership role of the project manager. On my cur-
rent project, which is also virtual, I have spent much
more time building my team and focusing on being
a strong leader. In the process, I’ve had to learn to
delegate.

It bears repeating that success in managing
virtual projects requires a high level of skills and
competence in both project management and
project team leadership. We described how the
fundamentals of project management must be
nuanced to translate into the world of virtual project
management in Chapter 2. In this chapter, we turn
our attention to the important nuances pertaining
to the leadership of a virtual project team. We begin
by looking at the most common types of virtual
project teams.

Virtual Project Team Types

When people discuss the essentials of leading a
project team, especially a virtual project team, much
of the attention is centered on effective communica-
tion. Although communication is an essential part of
all team dynamics, attention to people’s feelings, pri-
orities, and perceptions is also important, especially
when we are trying to build a high-performance
team.2 The managers of traditional projects have a
distinct advantage when it comes to project leader-
ship and the people side of a project because they
interface directly with their team members and can
rely on visual observations to determine personal
and performance characteristics. This is not the case
for virtual project managers.

Virtual project managers quickly realize that the
people skills that work well for traditional projects
may not work as well on virtual projects. Traditional
approaches must therefore be modified. The level
of modification is dependent on the type of virtual
team that is being managed. For this reason, we
briefly describe five common virtual project team
types:

1. Mostly co-located, one central location

2. Mostly co-located, multiple national locations

3. Mostly co-located, multiple global locations

4. Mostly virtual, nationally distributed

5. Mostly virtual, globally distributed

Mostly Co-located, One Central

Location Model

Becoming a virtual organization is often a journey,
and many organizations begin with a virtual project
team model where most of the team is concentrated
in one or two locations with several members work-
ing from remote locations. (See Figure 3.1.)

This model is usually the result of hiring a few
employees with very specialized skills who are
located outside of the corporate geography and
have reached agreement with the company to
remain in their locations.
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Co-located members

Remote
Member

Remote
Member

Remote
Member

Figure 3.1: Mostly Co-located Virtual Project with One Central Location

Because the large majority of team activity is
concentrated at the centralized location, the remote
team members face a constant challenge of staying
tightly connected to the project as the large major-
ity of team interactions are based on face-to-face
exchanges between the co-located team members.

Building a high-performance team in this model
is relatively similar to building a fully co-located
team. The challenge, of course, is to ensure inclusion
of the remote team members. Special attention and
time is required to make sure that remote members
fully identify as being part of the project team and
interact in a seamless manner with the other team
members, even though they have to do so using
technology.

Mostly Co-located, Multiple National

Locations Model

In the mostly co-located with multiple national lo-
cations virtual project team model, there are several
geographic concentrations of team members, but
all locations are in a single country. This model
often emerges as a result of company acquisitions,
business scale-up, or reorganization endeavors
where multiple business centers are formed at

the corporate level. Over time, work begins to
integrate between business centers, and mostly
co-located, multiple location project teams emerge.
(See Figure 3.2.) It is also not uncommon for a few
remote members with specialized skills to be part of
the virtual project as well.

The difficulty in building high-performance team
increases with this virtual project team type due to
the separation of organizational business units or
divisions underlying this model. As stated earlier,
this model often emerges as a result of a company
acquisition or reorganization. Consequently, each
location normally has its own management team,
structure, and local business culture (culture being
defined as “the way we do things” in this context).
The difficulty, therefore, comes in building a com-
mon project team identity with team members
who already possess a strong, but differing, orga-
nizational identity. In addition, project managers
have to intentionally and purposefully work to
build strong working relationships with key man-
agement stakeholders at each business location.
A high-performance team cannot be built without
the support of the organizational managers. These
individuals will either be enablers or distractions to
building the team.
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Co-located members
Location 2

Co-located members
Location 1

Co-located members
Location 3

Remote
Member

Remote
Member

Figure 3.2: Mostly Co-located Nationally Virtual Project with Multiple Locations

Mostly Co-located, Multiple Global

Locations Model

Most companies today realize the benefits of
conducting business on a global scale (or at least
realize the competitive disadvantage of not doing
so), so many business partnerships and business
expansions occur in various parts of the world. This
creates a global element to virtual project teams.
In mostly co-located, multiple global locations
virtual project teams, there are several locations of
project team concentration in various parts of the
world, as demonstrated in Figure 3.3.

The ability to build a high-performance project
team in this virtual team model is hampered by
differing cultural factors and large separation in time
and distance between team members. Creating a
common team identity becomes even more impor-
tant in this model, but requires significantly more
work on the part of project managers. Likewise,
ensuring that effective team interaction is occur-
ring across organizational, cultural, and national

boundaries can be nearly a full-time job in itself; yet
it is a job that is foundational to project success.

Mostly Virtual, Nationally Distributed

Model

In the mostly virtual project team models, team
members are geographically distributed in relatively
equal fashion, as illustrated in Figure 3.4.

Some locations will include a larger concen-
tration of team members than others, but it is
not significant enough to tip the balance of team
interaction to a mostly co-located model. What
is prevalent instead is the lack of team member
concentration found in the mostly co-located virtual
project team models. Because project members
are not concentrated in a few locations, building
a high-performance project team is in many ways
easier because members are in parity without being
encumbered by organization and management
hierarchy issues. Team members often seek team
identity as a substitute for weak organizational
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Remote
Member

Remote
Member

Country 1 Country 2

Figure 3.3: Mostly Co-located Virtual Project with Multiple Global Locations

Figure 3.4: Mostly Virtual Project with Nationally Distributed Project Team
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identity and tend to look for coworkers who share a
common purpose for their efforts and contributions
to the organization.

Geographic separation limits face-to-face inter-
actions; therefore, communication, collaboration,
and relationship building has to occur via technol-
ogy. And importantly, cross-team interactions nor-
mally have to be facilitated at least initially by virtual
project managers. Again, ensuring that the interac-
tions occur requires more time and attention.

Mostly Virtual, Globally Distributed

Model

Adding the global element to the mostly virtual
project team model brings with it the complexities
associated with multiple national cultures, multiple
first languages, and a greater degree of separation
in time and distance between team members.
This model is very much a hybrid between the
mostly co-located, globally distributed and the

Country 5

Country 4

Country 3Country 2

Country 1

Figure 3.5: Mostly Virtual Project with Globally Distributed Project Team

virtual, nationally distributed project team models
that combines both the benefits and challenges of
the two models. (See Figure 3.5.)

Because team members are not strongly con-
nected to a centralized location, they are often
eager to establish a connection and identity to
a project team. In many cases, the project team
identity becomes their company identity.

However, significant effort on the part of project
managers is required to initiate team interactions
and to facilitate cultural nuances that will occur
within the team. As we cover in detail in Chapter 8,
selection of the right technologies that enable
effective team communication, collaborative
interaction, and relationship building is critically
important and largely the responsibility of project
managers.

Much has been written about achieving high-
performance teams. No doubt, achieving high
performance is a combination of both management
and leadership factors regardless of whether the
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project team is traditionally structured or has some
type of virtual structure. Those enterprises that can
achieve higher-performing virtual project teams
will possess a significant competitive advantage.
But what does it take to build a high-performing
team? Answering that question must start with
a discussion on the foundational elements of
teamwork.

Differentiating
High-Performance

Let us begin by distinguishing between a work
group and a team. Both a work group and a team
can be defined as a group of people working
together to accomplish an objective or goal. The
difference between the two comes in understanding
the interaction between people. A work group
can achieve its objectives by its members working
separately and independently, such as the mem-
bers of a project management office. By contrast,
a project team provides a collective work product
and a performance gain or improvement that is not
achievable by group members working on their
own. If it is a project team, then it is represented by
a set of team members working under the direction
of a project manager and performing project work
to achieve the project objectives.3

How effective a project team is depends on how
well members work together in creating the work
product and achieving the project objectives. This
is commonly known as teamwork. A good working
definition of teamwork is “the process of working
collaboratively with a group of people in order to
achieve a common goal.”4

Good teamwork is rooted by a set of shared
values that enables important behaviors including
listening and constructively responding to the
points of view of other team members, providing
support to each other on the team, and being
positive and supportive to the accomplishments of
others on the team.5 Teamwork is further encour-
aged and achieved during the life of the project

through good communication and collaboration
practices, mutual respect, appropriate processes,
and clarity in decision making procedures.

Not all project teams are created equal. All
projects consist of a team of people who perform
the work intended. Some project teams seem to
consistently perform at a higher level than others.
A high-performance team is one that consistently
exceeds the expectations of customers, sponsors,
and senior management. Normally, what comes to
mind when most of us think of high-performance
teams is a sense of accomplishment that goes
beyond expectations. Jon Katzenbach, a leading
author and practitioner in organizational strategies,
accurately describes a high-performance team as “a
group that meets all the conditions of real teams,
and has members who are also deeply committed
to each other’s personal growth and success. That
commitment usually transcends the team and the
team has internalized the philosophy that if one
of us fails, we all fail.”6 It is not easy to assemble
and create a high-performance team however, and
most organizations struggle to build teams that
can consistently exceed expectations. Teams of this
caliber are rare.

High-performing teams develop a keen sense
of shared accountability and responsibility for the
overall success of the project. This sense of joint
responsibility is interpreted as not only fulfilling
their own individual and personal commitment
to the team, but also making sure that all team
members are successful. Shared responsibil-
ity works best if everyone on the team is clear
about their own responsibilities, as well as joint
responsibilities, and fully understands the success
factors and objectives of the project. Of course,
high-performance teams do not just form by them-
selves. All high-performance teams share a common
element: a project manager who also performs
as an exceptional team leader. High-performance
teams have to be built and sustained, and those
that achieve high-performance status are led by
people who have a good balance between project
management and project leadership capabilities.
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In short, high-performance teams are intentionally
designed and well led.

What prevents all project teams from becoming
high-performance teams? Some believe that if you
add your top talent and best performers to a team,
it can’t help but be successful—the “dream team,” if
you will. Most of us have seen that this rarely works
on its own. Usually some underlying fundamental
principles of team building have been ignored or
left unaddressed when forming the team. In other
cases, organizational issues or barriers may exist
that hamper or do not enable the team’s ability to
perform.

Many authors have tackled the subject of char-
acterizing high-performance teams. Probably two
of the foremost experts are Jon Katzenbach and
Douglas Smith. In their book Wisdom of Teams, they
cite five key criteria possessed by teams performing
at a higher level than average or even good teams.
These include:

1. A deeper sense of purpose

2. Relatively more ambitious goals

3. Better work approaches

4. Mutual accountability

5. Complementary skill set (and, at times, inter-
changeable skills)

They point out further that high-performance
teams have a unique quality in that the team mem-
bers have a basic need and an ambition to go after
bigger challenges. Consequently, they bring with
them a work ethic that creates a deeper commit-
ment to the collective mission.7

As a result of our own experience leading
project teams, we feel there are a number of other
critical characteristics exhibited by high-performing
teams that should be pointed out:

◾ The presence of a shared vision and objectives

◾ Participative leadership

◾ Well-defined roles, responsibilities, and
expectations

◾ Action-oriented team members

◾ Trust between team members

◾ Managed conflict

High-performance project teams can be a
marvel to observe. It is evident, even to casual
observers, that members of high-performance
teams possess a passion and energy for exceptional
work outcomes. It is this bias for excellence that
binds employees together across both hierarchy
and geography and guides them to make the right
decisions and advance the business without explicit
direction to do so.8

Building a High-Performance
Virtual Project Team

Despite the ever-present challenges to building a
virtual project team that performs at a high level
on a consistent basis, there is good news for virtual
project managers. Many of the foundational ele-
ments of building a high-performance team are the
same for both traditional and virtual teams. The
major difference is in how these elements have
to be applied when the team is geographically
distributed.

We admire the quote by the British statistician
George Box, who stated, “All models are wrong,
some are useful.” One such model that we find
tremendously helpful in building a high-performance
virtual project team is what is commonly referred
to as the Tuckman development model. Defined
by Bruce Tuckman in 1965, the model describes
four stages of development that a team normally
progresses through: forming, storming, norming,
and performing. Although decades old, this model
of team development still serves as an excellent
base for understanding what must transpire in the
establishment of a virtual project team (see box titled
“Challenges to Developing a High-Performing Virtual
Team”). In particular, Tuckman’s forming and storming
phases offer considerable understanding as to how
teams evolve in the early stages of a project and
establish the foundation for high-performance later
in the project.
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Challenges to Developing a High-Performing Virtual Team

Psychologist Bruce Tuckman mentioned the need for teams to navigate through forming, storming,
norming, and performing in his 1965 article, “Developmental Sequence in Small Groups.” This is the only
path to high performance. Researchers Stacie Furst, Martha Reeves, Benson Rosen, and Richard Blackburn
identified best practices for leading virtual team development through the Tuckman stages in their article
“Managing the Life Cycle of Virtual Teams.” Some of their findings regarding the challenges unique to
virtual teams when it comes to achieving high performance are described next.9

Forming. There are fewer opportunities for conversations, especially informal work and non-work-
related conversations. Because of this, there is increased likelihood of stereotyping fellow team members
and making decisions from assumptions rather than facts. Further, with the absences of accurate infor-
mation, trust is slower to development among team members. Therefore, it becomes absolutely critical
for the virtual project team leader, during the formative stage of the project, especially with limited to
no face-to-face time and involvement allowed by the organization, to ensure that a sufficient number of
virtual team meetings (video/audio conferences, etc.) are held. These meetings should be orchestrated
by the virtual team leader with well-planned agendas and time allowed for team members to get to
know one another and discuss project vision, objectives, team charter, team norms, the project team
communication plan as well as other pertinent and related topics.

Storming. With fewer communication channels, conflicts can become exacerbated and poor performance
can evolve because of passive-aggressive behaviors among team members. Further, team members can
more easily withdraw from the collaboration tasks and activities, especially during this phase of team
development. These adverse behaviors can be reduced significantly by consistently adhering to and
applying the team norms, which should be discussed, established, and agreed on by all team members
during the project forming stage. Included should be procedures and processes for running team meetings,
communication protocols for each communication, collaboration tools the team will utilize, and established
norms for team and one-on-one interactions specifying acceptable behaviors between team members.

Norming. The speed of communication and lack of speed in response to communication can cause
frustration and limit commitment among team members. The anticipated and estimated time loss and
delays created by using electronic means for all or most communication and collaboration across the
multiple distributed site locations need to be properly factored in to the virtual project schedule. Poten-
tial adverse impact to project team member responsibilities and deliverables, many times, can be due to
lack of response of other team members. This is a management and performance problem that needs to
be consistently monitored and appropriately addressed by the virtual project manager when it occurs.
Project managers who have experience leading virtual teams know that these types of problems can be
anticipated, due to the nature of distributed teams, and procedures for handling them must be agreed
upon by all team members. This should be accomplished during the formative stage of the project.

Performing. Often team members are assigned to multiple teams, which can create competing pres-
sures for virtual project managers and local managers. Experienced and knowledgeable organizational
and project managers understand the risks, barriers, and time commitments faced by project personnel
assigned to more than one project. The local site managers and virtual project managers are the best
ones to be held accountable to oversee and ensure that critical project resources are not overcommitted
to project work that exceeds people’s ability to perform and accomplish their assigned project workload.
When projects start significantly missing intended targets and performance objectives, this is an indicator
that project resources are not allocated effectively.
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The forming stage is especially critical as this is
the time when team members get acquainted with
one another and gain knowledge and understand-
ing of the expectations for their participation on the
team. Team members are also eager to learn about
the project requirements and deliverables.

In Tuckman’s storming stage of team develop-
ment, team members begin to understand their
respective roles, responsibilities, and dependencies
on each other and how they might, as individuals,
need to bend and change their ideas, attitudes, and
approaches to adhere to the group.10 Conflicts may
begin to occur, which gives rise to the opportunity
to begin directly working through the conflicts, a
fundamental element of high-performing teams.
We suggest that all virtual project managers either
familiarize or refamiliarize themselves with the
early stages of the Tuckman model. It can serve as
a good tool for establishing a firm understanding
of the team dynamics that are present during the
formation of every virtual project team.

Effective Team Formation

Team formation for virtual project teams is particularly
challenging. Project managers of traditional projects
have a distinct advantage over their virtual project
counterparts in regard to forming their project team.
For traditional projects, team leaders often are aware
of the capabilities and personalities of many, if not
all, individuals who are candidate team members.
Additionally, these leaders have had an opportunity
to build relationships with the functional managers
who decide who will be assigned to what project and
thereforecan influence thosedecisions. Virtualproject
managers rarely possess these advantages and must

try to form high-performance teams without knowing
the capabilities and qualities of the people assigned
to them.

One of the foundational elements of a high-
performance team is mutual trust, both among
team members and between team members and
the project leader. The limits of the technologies used
in the communication and collaboration needed
between geographically separated team members
normally constrains building the much-needed trust
and sharedunderstandingof all aspects of theproject.
Researchhas shown that relationships, trust, and team
identity can be effectively created and formed on vir-
tual project teams, but at a slower pace than for
co-located teams. There is no doubt that it is con-
siderably easier and faster for co-located teams to
build relationships using face-to-face meetings and
interactions. Most virtual teams have limited to no
access to this major team-building advantage.11

Teams also rely on understanding and inter-
nalizing the various sources of project information
as part of the team formation process. A tradi-
tional team has a high level of social presence that
facilitates the sharing of information, especially in
the forming of the team. It is much more difficult
in the virtual team environment to share and gain
access to virtual project team data and information.
Considerably more effort and effective electronic
systems are required to have project documenta-
tion and other information readily available to all
team members. Sufficient discussion must occur to
reach a common acceptance and internalization of
project information as a team. The next box, titled
“Eva’s Virtual Project Team Formation Template,”
is an example of how one virtual project manager
approached the formation process for her project.

Eva’s Virtual Project Team Formation Template

Eva Garcia is the virtual project manager for a new information technology effort for her globally
distributed firm. She is leading her newly appointed team from her home office in Vancouver, BC,
Canada. Earlier, when the project was approved by senior management, she negotiated with her general
manager and functional managers for the best team personnel available to be assigned to her project.

58 PROJECTS WITHOUT BOUNDARIES



Trim Size: 7.5in x 9.125in Martinelli c03.tex V1 - 03/01/2017 7:12pm Page 59
�

� �

�

Her virtual team members reside at the following sites of her company: Vancouver, BC; Dublin, Ireland;
Madrid, Spain; and Taipei, Taiwan.

This is Eva’s second globally distributed virtual project. She is preparing to lead the first of a few vir-
tual meetings targeted at the team formation process via a scheduled video conference with all team
members present. Eva, an experienced project manager, has learned from her past projects, and especially
her first virtual project two years ago, that the process of team formation is critical to having the highest
probability of achieving the intended project goals. Eva strongly believes that even if you have the best
talent and best-in-class tools for your project, you will not achieve success on the project if the very im-
portant steps of team formation are not done properly.

From her experience, she created a systematized virtual project team formation template of activities
(represented in Figure 3.6), which assisted her in the past and she plans to follow it again on her new virtual
project. Eva knows that these steps to team formation are critical in helping her to build the trust, chemistry,
and team relationships required. Team members need to be clear on what the purpose of the project is,
what is expected of them, what their role is, and how the team will operate and govern itself. Of course, she
also realizes from her past traditional projects that these team formation tasks will be much more difficult
to accomplish in the virtual environment due to the time, distance, language, and cultural barriers, which
result in more meeting time to work through the formation tasks.

ESTABLISH PROJECT EXPECTATIONS

Team
Formation

TEAM FORMATION
• Mission/Purpose

• Objectives

• Measures of success

• Key stakeholders
• Identify skills needed

• Selection process

• Select team members

• Evaluate distribution

 complexity

• Acceptable behaviors

• Unacceptable behaviors

• Issues' escalation process

• Conflict resolution process

• Approval of team charter

• Build sense of community

• Identify team motivators

• Provide periodic recognition

• Remove barriers to progress

• Focus on fairness and nonbias

TEAM COMMUNICATION

PROJECT PLANNING

BUILD TEAM MEMBER AWARENESS

ENABLE TEAM EMPOWERMENT

ESTABLISH TEAM NORMS

BUILD TEAM COHESION

• Comm guidelines

• Meeting structure

• Meeting etiquette

• Provide comm training

• Select comm tools

• Team structure

• Roles and responsibilities

• Project methodologies

• Integrated project plan

• Team meet/greet

• Experiences sharing

• Project intro/Q&A

• Build team website

• Team decision process

• Team participation in decisions

• Decision empowerment

• Decision guidelines

Figure 3.6: Eva’s Virtual Project Team Formation Template

BUILDING A HIGH-PERFORMANCE VIRTUAL TEAM 59



Trim Size: 7.5in x 9.125in Martinelli c03.tex V1 - 03/01/2017 7:12pm Page 60
�

� �

�

Eva is also very aware that she must be the key driver on the team for building and instilling trust.
She believes that the foundation of building trust with team members must be based on her competence
as a leader, not just her assigned role as project manager. She knows that her effectiveness will hinge on
her integrity and by being consistent in exhibiting her commitment and concern regarding the needs and
well-being of her fellow team members.

Further, she knows and believes that if virtual project team formation is performed effectively, it will
lead to a productive team that works well together.

Creating a Common Purpose

Bringing a group of people together and assembling
them as a team does not make them think and be-
have as a team. Members of a team must view their
work in terms of we instead of me; in other words,
they must think: We must work together toward a
common purpose that is defined by a set of com-
mon and agreed-on business and project goals.
Project managers must establish the common pur-
pose and inspire the team to work collaboratively to
achieve the goals that define that purpose. The abil-
ity of project managers to create a common vision
and the team’s willingness to adopt that vision is
what defines a group of people as a team. For a
virtual project, the need for a well-defined common
purpose is amplified because it is the foundation on
which building team cohesion is based.

When a virtual project team is formed, team
members usually have very little in common. At
times, as in the case of a merger or acquisition of
companies, team members may not have worked
together previously. Additionally, in a merger or
acquisition, team members have very idiosyncratic
ways of thinking and behaving within the cultural
and functional norms of their own company. At
times they place their own personal goals ahead of
team goals. Without a clearly articulated common
purpose for the project and project team, a large
degree of ambiguity and lack of focus can exist
within virtual teams. A clearly articulated common
purpose is a virtual project manager’s most valuable
tool for driving ambiguity out of the environment
and getting team members to think of team goals
ahead of personal goals.

A clearly defined common purpose should an-
swer four key questions:

1. What is the purpose of this team—the
mission?

2. What does the end state look like—the vision?

3. What do we need to accomplish to get to the
end state—the objectives?

4. How will success be measured—the success
factors?

The job of virtual project managers is to create
answers to these four foundational questions
with input from team members and stakeholders.
Answers should be simple, direct, and free from jar-
gon to overcome competing cultures and mind-sets
and to address both corporate needs and local con-
ditions. Creating the answers to these four questions
is the first step toward getting team members to
think and behave collectively instead of individually.

In Chapter 2, we introduced the whole solution
as a means for project managers to establish both
a common mission and a vision for their project
teams. The whole solution is defined simply as
“the integrated solution that fulfills the customers’
expectations.”12 Integrated is the key word in this
definition. This word tells us that customers’ expec-
tations cannot be fulfilled by any one specialist or
set of specialists on the team. Rather, success comes
when meeting customer expectations is a shared
responsibility between project team members, with
their work tightly interwoven and driven toward an
integrated customer solution.

By creating the whole-solution diagram, a visual
representation of the integrated solution that will
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meet the customers’ expectations emerges. An effec-
tive illustration of the whole solution occurs when
each member of the project team can see how their
work contributes to the creation and delivery of the
integrated solution. The whole-solution diagram also
allows project team members to see what work is
done where, geographically. In the example depicted
in Figure 3.7, product software and circuitry is pro-
vided by the team in Palo Alto, California; the power
supply team is in Dallas, Texas; enclosure work is
performed by the New York team; platform and in-
frastructure is managed by the Ireland team; radio
and other telephony services is provided by the Sao
Paulo team; manufacturing is conducted in Shang-
hai; and quality control and customer support is the
responsibility of the Sydney team.

A whole-solution illustration becomes central
to establishing a common vision and serves as a
guidepost for project team members to understand
what work the team collectively needs to do on
the project. When a team is distributed and works
virtually, it has a more difficult time seeing itself as a
whole that is working collaboratively toward common
goals. Each team member needs to be able to see
how their actions and those of others contribute to
goals—how individuals impact the collective.

The whole solution, however, is merely the
means to achieve the business results that are
driving the need for the project. Clear definition of
the business results form the answer to the third
question in creating a common purpose—what are
the project objectives? In the example above, the
project objectives may be to increase market share,
increase profit margin, lower product cost, and
accelerate time-to-market introduction. By defining
and documenting the project objectives, members
of the virtual project team begin to focus on the
things that can be achieved only by the collective
success of the team.

It is not sufficient to define just the project
objectives when establishing a common purpose
for a project. The final step comes in defining the
project success measures. Specifically, the success
measures must define how the project objectives
will be measured. For the example used previously,
project success may be measured by an increase of
5% market share, 2% increase in profit margin, $50
decrease in product cost, and market introduction in
the fourth quarter of the year. As with the objectives
themselves, it is clear that the success measures can
be achieved only by the collective success of the
project team.

Whole
Solution

Palo
Alto Dallas

New York

Ireland

Shanghai

Sydney

Sao Paulo

Software and
Circuitry

Power
Supply

Enclosure

Platform and
Infrastructure

Manufacturing

Radio

Quality and
Customer Support

Figure 3.7: Distributed Whole Solution
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Creating Team Chemistry

A project team may consist of the top talent within
an organization, but they will not reach a high
level of performance without a certain bonding
of spirit and purpose. It is this bonding, or team
chemistry, that motivates team members to work
together collaboratively for the common success of
the team.

Of course, when a group of people form a team,
their personalities do not gel immediately. Accul-
turation of personalities, ideas, shared values, and
goal alignment takes time as well as intentional
effort (sometimes considerable effort) on the part of
project managers.

People from diverse backgrounds and expe-
riences will bring different behaviors, routines,
values, and ideas about the work of the team. Team
leaders must embrace this diversity of people on
the team as individual members who make up a
collective work unit, and they must act as coaches
and role models for the rest of the team to help
them embrace the value of diversity. Chemistry
will evolve from how well each team member
bonds to others on the team and how much
each is willing to contribute to make the team a
success. No doubt, project teams with excellent
chemistry between the team members are much
more productive and achieve higher levels of
performance.

Establishing team chemistry on a virtual project
is complicated because of cultural diversity, lack
of social presence, and increase in communica-
tion challenges due to language and time zone
barriers brought about by the team’s geographic
distribution. As a result, when team members rep-
resent diverse backgrounds, converging national,
organizational, and functional cultures into a
team culture where values, attitudes, and mean-
ings come together takes more time. On a widely
distributed team, it is also more difficult to get
to know people on a personal basis and to form
close relationships due to the limited amount of
ongoing face-to-face interaction. However, both the
blending of culture and development of personal

relationships are critical for the team to behave
cohesively and consistently as a team instead of as
individuals.13

Successful virtual project managers do a number
of things to accelerate the establishment of team
chemistry. These include establishing clear roles
and responsibilities, fostering social presence, using
information-rich communication technologies, and
celebrating team successes.

Establish Clear Roles and Responsibilities

A project team cannot achieve a state of high per-
formance without a clear understanding of who is
responsible for what. For traditional projects, this
clarity often can be achieved through informal
and formal conversations. That is not the case for
virtual project teams. Team member roles and
responsibilities have to be explicitly documented
and communicated on the virtual project; a simple
responsibility matrix, as shown in Figure 3.8, is often
all that is needed.14

Ultimately, virtual project managers are re-
sponsible for the various outcomes and outputs
associated with a project as well as the successful
achievement of the success factors. However, along
the way, responsibility for the satisfactory comple-
tion of work is a shared responsibility between the
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project team members. (See the box titled “Virtual
Roles and Responsibilities.”) A best practice among
virtual project managers is to use a responsibility
matrix to explicitly demonstrate how responsibility

will be delegated and shared on the project to
remove implied assumptions on the part of the
project team members and stakeholders about who
is to do what.15

Virtual Roles and Responsibilities

Sylvie Huyskens, a senior information technology project manager, shared with us that on one of her
virtual projects, she led a European roll-out of human resource software with technical support from
the United States. “Of course, I was apprehensive about the difference in languages and culture, which
might cause issues of the ‘lost in translation’ kind. However, our first hiccup turned out to be roles and
responsibilities. We had people assigned to the project with the same role, which would impact decision
making and collaboration. So, we talked, clarified assumptions, and figured it out. We went through all
the roles, just to be sure we had no overlap. The project turned out to be highly successful. I learned
that taking a step back to ensure everyone has the same understanding about their role on a project
guarantees better results.”

Foster Social Presence

To prevent some members of the virtual team
from becoming invisible, make sure that all team
members know one another and continue to foster
connections. The best scenario for developing and
establishing these foundational elements, given
the time and distance barriers associated with dis-
tributed virtual teams, is through one or more early
face-to-face team meetings. Unfortunately, many
virtual teams have little to no face-to-face team
involvement, which can limit and slow effective
virtual team development. It is important for senior
leaders to realize that investing company financial
resources to bring teams up to speed more rapidly
and to increase the potential for achieving higher
levels of virtual team performance is well worth the
investment.

A recent study by Deloitte pointed out that
“virtual teams should not discount the impor-
tance of face-to-face interactions with the client
and the onsite team. Teams may consider rotat-
ing offsite resources onsite to enable them to
have client-facing interactions and get to know
the rest of their team in person.” Deloitte fur-
ther pointed out that after the rotation, these

resources typically are more effective due to the
deeper relationships that have been formed.16

Many organizations have found it beneficial to
invest initially in face-to-face team meetings dur-
ing early team formation and also provide the
opportunity to spend some time on building
relationships.17

However, face-to-face team meetings are not
always financially possible. The fallback position is
to accomplish these early formative interactions
through audio or video conference sessions. These
sessions, of course, must be followed up with pe-
riodic visits and meetings on a consistent basis
between project managers and team members. It
is important for project managers to set the tone
and perspective by getting face-to-face with team
members. Doing this allows team members to visu-
alize project managers and create a visual frame of
reference that will carry forward and be projected
on future audio and written communications. Noth-
ing can fully compensate for the inability to see a
person’s body language while communicating with
them, but having a visual frame of reference helps
tremendously in furthering social presence with
a team.
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With face-to-face interactions being rare on vir-
tual projects, the team must be able to use commu-
nication and collaboration technologies that enable
them to continue building relationships and rap-
port. Video conferencing, either roombased or desk-
top based, is a good example of an information-rich
technology that will help to continue to foster social
presence. Additionally, some virtual project man-
agers have created simple social networking web-
sites for their teams that provide member profiles.
(More on these technologies in Chapter 8.)

Celebrate Success as a Team

Making sure that the entire team participates in
team celebrations goes a long way toward focusing
team members on team accomplishments over
individual accomplishments. The celebrations do
not have to be large or even formal in nature to be
appreciated by team members. Successful virtual
project managers look for additional opportunities
to recognize team accomplishments throughout
the duration of the project at key milestones, major
events, and even as surprises to the team to help
alleviate anxiety and pressures.

Building Trust

Trust must exist between project managers and
team members and between team members
themselves if a high level of performance is to be
achieved. Several factors are important to the es-
tablishment and sustainment of trust. These factors
include open and honest communication, having
no fear of reprimand or reprisal, and confidence
that conflicts will be dealt with successfully and
properly.

In his book The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leader-
ship, John Maxwell uses the analogy of building
trust as either putting change into your pocket or
paying it out.18 Each time project managers form
a new team, they begin with a certain amount of
change in their pocket, representing the inherent
trust a person receives from his or her position as
the team leader. As the project progresses, team

leaders either continue to accumulate change in
their pocket by building trust or find that the pocket
begins to empty when trust is depleting.

This analogy holds true for leaders of virtual
project teams as well, but there is a distinct dif-
ference. Because of the geographic separation
and cultural differences inherent in a virtual team,
project managers and team members may find
their pockets completely empty of change at the
beginning of the project—meaning that a virtual
team may begin collaborating within an environ-
ment that is completely lacking trust. For traditional
teams, some trust may exist based solely on social
bonds that are in place given their co-location and
commonality in culture. Virtual teams do not have
this social bond as a foundation of trust to build on.
Trust in a virtual environment is granted to those
who demonstrate they are trustworthy; therefore,
it is based more on consistent and proven perfor-
mance by both virtual project manager and team
members than on social bonds.

Table 3.1 lists the factors that both destroy and
create trust on a project team. Obviously, the team
leader is best served by acting on the trust creators
and avoiding the trust destroyers.

Building strong relationships between team
members is also an important factor in enhancing
and sustaining trust on virtual project teams, espe-
cially later in the team’s life. Because of geographic
separation, creating and sustaining trust on virtual
teams requires a more conscious and planned effort
on the part of project managers. At a minimum, it
requires managers to spend more time networking
and traveling across geographic boundaries.

Establishing Team Norms

A project team can never reach a state of high
performance if it does not perform and interact
in a consistent manner. Consistency comes from
establishing and following a set of team norms
that should be established in the early stages of
team formation (ideally be documented in the team
charter). Norms are the rules and guidelines that a
team agrees to follow as it conducts its work.19
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Table 3.1: Trust Creators and Destroyers

Trust Creators Trust Destroyers
Act with integrity Demonstrate inconsistency between words and actions

Communicate openly and honestly Withhold information or support

Focus the team on shared goals Put personal gain over team gain

Show respect to team members as equal partners Listen with a closed mind

On traditional projects, team norms generally
are unwritten and engrained in the organizational
culture. For virtual projects, establishing team norms
needs to be more deliberate. The norms need to
be put in writing and to be reviewed on a periodic
basis. Once developed, agreed upon, and imple-
mented, team norms begin to guide the behavior
and interpersonal interactions of team members and
build team discipline, trust between members, and
predictability in behavior. These established norms
contribute to a solid foundation for the project
team; if these norms are not agreed to and imple-
mented, there is a greater probability for potential

misunderstanding and conflict between team
members.

Virtual project managers will find it beneficial
to begin with an initial set of norms. Although
team norms are unique to organizations and spe-
cific projects, Table 3.2 provides examples that are
common for high-performance teams.

The team should also recognize that the team
norms are set based on what is known by the team
and team leader at the time of project initiation. As
the project progresses, team norms may need to be
adjusted, and new ones may need to be established
and implemented.

Table 3.2: Team Norms

Team Category Example Norm
Personal behavior Always treat other team members with professional courtesy and respect.

Communication protocols For voice communication the team will use Skype technology.

For text messaging, the team will use Skype or Windows Live Messenger.

Commitment Set and adhere to commitments made and agreed to by the due date,

assisting other team members when requested, and don’t surprise the

project manager with missed commitments.

Conflicts Conflicts will be identified and discussed with team members involved.

Viable alternatives and solutions will be developed and discussed.

Conflicts will be resolved in a timely, positive, and constructive manner

Meetings Meetings will begin on time. There will be a set and prepublished agenda.

Meeting notes will be created and distributed.

Decision making Decisions will be made in a consultative manner with one decision maker

appointed.

Consent Disagreements must be voiced and discussed, silence means consent.

Respect No put-downs, either in foreground or background discussions, will be

directed toward fellow team members.

Timeliness Voicemails and emails must be returned within 24 hours and team

members will own the timeliness and quality of our work.

Bias toward action Team members will lend support, raise concerns, and praise great work in a

proactive manner.

Celebrate success Both large and small successes will be celebrated to recognize

accomplishments.
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Empowering the Team

With leadership comes power. The most effective
project managers and team leaders are those
who are willing to share their power with those
team members who can make the most positive
impact. As trust develops on a project team, project
managers should begin to delegate some power
to other key team leaders by empowering them.
Empowerment is the sharing of power from one
person to another and granting others influence
and authority to take responsibility and make
decisions within their sphere of work. As explained
previously, team empowerment means giving the
project team members the responsibility and au-
thority to make decisions at the local level. In their
book The Power of Product Platforms, Marc Meyer
and Alvin Lehnerd state: “There is no organiza-
tional sin more demoralizing to teams than lack of
empowerment.”20

As team members are granted greater power,
they will begin to act more independently and
rely less on the direction of the team leader. They
will take on a greater sense of responsibility for
their work output, become more comfortable with
making decisions and solving problems on their
own, begin to act proactively instead of reactively,
and ultimately become more motivated to succeed.
Empowerment of virtual team members motivates
and encourages them to work, make decisions, solve
specific problems facing their team assignments,
and take the necessary actions autonomously
through self-management.21 Without empower-
ment to decide and act, virtual team members
simply wait, usually in frustration, until decisions
are made and passed down to them. This waiting is
inefficient, ineffective, and demoralizing.

Team member empowerment is arguably more
critical on virtual projects than on traditional ones as
it is an effective tool for quick and effective decision
making, where people closest to an issue are most
suited and able to evaluate the situation and decide
the proper course of action. Greater discussion on
team empowerment is provided in Chapter 6.

Selecting the Right Team Leader

For virtual teams to operate at a high level of per-
formance and ultimately succeed in their mission,
strong leadership from project managers is a must.
Although the skills and abilities project team leaders
need for traditional projects are similar to those
needed for virtual projects, there are a number of
differences due to the fact that virtual teams have
challenges caused by differences in location, time
zones, and culture. The key to overcoming these
challenges rests in large part on the shoulders of
project managers as they fill the role of team leader.

Senior managers must do their best to select
project managers who have the ability and the ex-
perience to build a high-performance team. When
selecting a leader, effort should be made to se-
lect people with the ability to balance both the
execution-oriented practices and the leadership prac-
tices that define virtual project work. More than
anything, these all-too-common practices should be
avoided: selecting the first person to volunteer for
the position; selecting one who has success leading
only traditional teams; selecting managers based
only on certification, “entitled experts,” or the best
technical skills.22

Selecting the right team leader for a virtual
project begins with understanding key character-
istics that effective virtual project team leaders
possess. Listed next are core characteristics that
should be sought out when considering individuals
to take on the leadership role of a virtual project
team. Team leaders should:

◾ Be comfortable working in an unstructured and
at times ambiguous environment.

◾ Motivate others to achieve results.

◾ Delegate work and responsibilities effectively.

◾ Provide effective governance without
micromanaging individuals.

◾ Demonstrate strong communication, provide
clear direction, and are responsive.

◾ Effectively manage conflict.

◾ Recognize and rewards others.
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Most important, effective team leaders inspire
personnel to collaborate as a team regardless if they
are co-located or distributed. They inspire and mo-
tivate their teams to achieve not only the best level
of individual performance but also to relegate their
individual performance to that of greater team per-
formance. They do this by communicating higher
expectations of the team through the efforts of the
individuals. Effective and inspirational communica-
tion transcends time, distance, and cultural barriers.

Adjusting Team Membership

When asked about the team member selection
process for his virtual project teams, Kirk Rheinhold,
the assigned project manager, presented a situation
that is common in many organizations. “I have little
influence on who is actually assigned to my project
team, especially on projects that have team mem-
bers from multiple company sites,” he explained.
With virtual teams, especially teams that are widely
distributed or consist of members from multiple
companies, virtual project managers rarely have
influence over who is initially assigned to work on
their project.

The difficulty with this reality of modern project
life is that the ability to build a high-performing
team is highly dependent on who is on the team,
their personalities, how well they work as team
members, and their work ethic. When a virtual
project team is formed by people other than the
project manager, these performance dependencies
are unknown.

This does not mean, however, that project
managers are powerless, as Rheinhold explains: “I
go into a new team with the base assumption that
some level of adjustment to team membership will
be needed. The project manager must be able to
quickly assess the abilities of the team members to
effectively work in a virtual team environment. Then
if problems exist, they must take it upon themselves
to drive for change in membership or work with line
managers to have the necessary training, mentoring,
and coaching provided.”

Personal attributes needed for a person to work
well in a virtual project environment are normally
not well understood within an organization. It is just
assumed that anyone can work virtually. As a result,
project team members are seldom screened for vir-
tual attributes during the team member selection
process. In particular, virtual team members must
be considerably more self-sufficient than their coun-
terparts on traditional project teams who can more
easily seek help in their team environment. Virtual
team members also must be able to tolerate ambi-
guity better than members of traditional teams due
to the additional lack of clarity and other complex-
ities caused by the time and distance issues associ-
ated with highly distributed teams.23

Virtual team members must also be able to keep
their emotions in check. Emotionally chargedcommu-
nications lack context and, as a result, often become
a source of miscommunication and conflict in the
virtual environment. In such environments, emotions
should be employed to enable and improve reason-
ing during problem solving and decision making and
to positively affect the emotions of others.

Virtual project teams rely a great deal on tech-
nology to communicate, collaborate, and perform
their work. Therefore, technological sophistication
is required of all team members. Members must be
willing and able to adapt to and use new technolo-
gies meant to enhance team communication and
collaboration.

Finally, virtual project team members must always
be willing to share information with their fellow team
members. Transparency of information is a keystone
factor in raising a team’s performance level team. The
distributed team model provides ample opportunity
for information to be kept local, so the team members
themselves must be motivated to ensure that their
information is widely distributed and available to
other team members and stakeholders.

These are a few of the critical personal attributes
to look for in virtual team members, but there are
others that virtual project managers can identify as
necessary for their teams. The burden of assessing
team members’ ability to perform on a virtual team
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and of making personnel changes when necessary
rests with project managers. An assessment tool is
provided to assist virtual project managers in assess-
ing team members.

Assessing Virtual Project
Team Members

The Virtual Project Team Member Assessment
is used by organizational management and
virtual project managers to evaluate and se-
lect team members to serve on virtual project
teams. The assessment is divided into two sets
of criteria. The first set of criteria, Basic Criteria,
represent capabilities that are basic to all teams,

both co-located and virtual. The second set of
criteria, Virtual Team Criteria, is intended to assess
the capability and experience level of potential team
members.

Each possible virtual project team member can
be evaluated separately. To evaluate each candidate,
project managers and other leaders should compare
assessment results with one another. People should
be offered virtual project team member positions
based on their individual potential for successfully
achieving the project objectives and senior man-
agement expectations for the project. The sample
assessment included can serve as a baseline for a
customized assessment that fits specific organiza-
tional needs.

Virtual Project Team Member Assessment

Date of Assessment: __________

Candidate Team Member Name: __________________________________

Virtual Project Team Leader Name: ________________________________

Assessment Completed by: _____________________________________

Estimated Size of Team: __________ Number of Team Sites: _________

Confidential Assessment: ______Yes, confidential
______ No, not confidential

Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

Basic Criteria

The candidate has proven technical or specialist skills to
contribute to the project team.

The candidate has proven project management skills.

The candidate has proven problem-solving skills.

The candidate has successfully participated on or led
co-located project teams.

The candidate has demonstrated self-motivation and ability
to perform self-directed work.

The candidate has a track record of ethical behavior.

The candidate has proven to be reliable and dependable.
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Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

The candidate has demonstrated personal confidence in his
or her work.

The candidate has a track record of trustworthiness.

The candidate demonstrates a positive attitude.

The candidate has a proven track record of meeting his or
her commitments.

The candidate has demonstrated the willingness to share
project information.

Virtual Project Team Criteria

The candidate has prior experience with virtual teams.

The candidate has prior international experience.

The candidate has proven ability to deal with ambiguity.

The candidate has proven networking skills.

The candidate communicates concisely and clearly.

The candidate is sufficiently proficient in the language of
the project.

The candidate is proficient in other languages besides the
language of the project.

The candidate has proven proficiency with electronic
communication technology.

The candidate has proven ability to work independently.

The candidate has the ability to cope with isolation from
rest of team.
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4
EXECUTING THE VIRTUAL PROJECT

The project manager’s planning work is just that,
planning. There is a reason you see coaches and
managers on the sidelines during games; they are
needed as much then as they are needed during
practice. If practice was the only important aspect
of a coach’s role, there would be no need for her
or him during the game, where all that practice is
executed. The same can be said for virtual project
managers as projects move into execution.

If planning work was done well, an integrated
project plan will be created that represents the col-
lective work that needs to be accomplished by the
team during project execution. If best practices for
virtual projects were used, there was likely one or
more face-to-face meetings to solidify the project

charter and team charter, cement project member
roles and expectations based on the project’s busi-
ness case, demystify any assumptions or rumors
about any team member and cultural beliefs, and
enjoy some social time to get to know one another
and establish team chemistry. Hopefully, this did
occur; even if it did, though, it does not mean that
the synergy will be maintained once the team and
the work are redistributed geographically, organi-
zationally, and culturally. A one-time face-to-face
meeting or event does not make a team perform
at a high level. The most important aspect of any
such event is not the event itself but what happens
afterward. (See the box titled “Actions Speak Louder
than Words.”)

Actions Speak Louder than Words

Recently, one of the authors was involved in an organizational acquisition. A global organization head-
quartered on the East coast of the United States acquired our (largely) co-located and much smaller orga-
nization in the Pacific Northwest. Time will tell if the acquisition is successful. On paper, it was a great deal
for both organizations with good strategic fit, little redundancy in customer base and product offerings
yet good synergy in mission and focus, and both organizations are financially strong.

At the time of the acquisition, best practices were observed. There was good (clear, concise, and con-
fident) communication with an equally good post acquisition integration plan. One of the first activities
was to get the integration teams together for a retreat. There was a three-day meeting of a few dozen
people at the headquarters of the acquiring firm.

The agenda for the integration planning retreat was full yet balanced with acquisition commentary
from the CEO, integration expectations from the CFO and COO, and social time to connect the teams to
build trust and rapport.

As the three days concluded, people spoke of time well spent and gratitude for new connections
made from opposite sides of the country. And there was optimism that reinforced the strategic reason
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and good fit of the acquisition. Everyone felt they had what they needed to succeed, and there were
commitments by all to consistently communicate status and collaboratively resolve issues.

As can be imagined, participants in the three-day integration planning retreat were met with a num-
ber of questions from coworkers and colleagues back at the home office. Many did not have clear answers
to those questions. There was a general email address that could be used for questions, but most that
were submitted went unanswered. The following week, members of the multiple workgroups of the post
acquisition integration team realized that they did not have a good way of communicating across the
teams and there was no common registry of who was on what team. Some members quickly found them-
selves allocated over 200% of time to various workgroups—that was in addition to their already 110%
allocation to their regular job.

A snapshot taken a month into the post acquisition integration team’s efforts showed many projects
already behind schedule. The schedule being used was the CFO’s cost savings schedule along with
the COO’s product integration expectations, neither of which were collaboratively created. The sched-
ules looked good on paper, but the breakdown in execution was due in part to the distributed nature
of the teams. Many team members at the distributed sites simply didn’t know what they needed to
accomplish.

At the retreat, there was no time set aside to discuss project expectations, communication plans, or
cadence of status reports and dashboards. Many of the 21 projects were reset and recast after the retreat
due to lack of communication, organization, monitoring, and control. This had negative implications for
employees, especially those not directly involved in the post acquisition projects. Skeptics and naysay-
ers started to voice their opinions, which cascaded through the organizations. The project that started off
with best practices was now struggling.

The lack of social interaction and communication led to diminished trust and loss of team spirit that
was present during the retreat. Now the signs of virtual project killers were evident. When the best inten-
tions to communicate are not followed up, project teams suffer. Best intentions are never enough. It’s true
what they say: Actions speak louder than words.

The executing stage is arguably the most
anticipated stage of a project’s life cycle. It is when
an intangible concept moves forward to become
a usable, tangible asset for the business. It is also
the part of the project in which the quality of the
integrated project plan and the ability of project
managers will be put to the test.

The job of managing a virtual project during the
executing phase can be challenging due to a couple
of natural factors. First, the size of the project team
and the number of project interdependencies to
track and manage grow rapidly from planning to
executing. Staff size, budgeted dollars, and the num-
ber of project interdependencies are at their highest
levels during this stage of the project. Project

managers must closely manage these factors to
ensure that the project stays in alignment with the
business objectives and that the triple constraints
are balanced.

The second factor that complicates the manage-
ment of virtual projects is, of course, the geographic
distribution of the work caused by the distribution
of the team. Monitoring, adjusting, integrating, and
changing the work of the project team is complicated
by the distance and time factors associated with
virtual projects. Because of these complex factors,
there are more nuances for virtual project managers
to address. This chapter details those nuances, best
practices, and solutions to enable project managers to
overcome the challenge of virtual project execution.
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Managing Assumptions

Few, if any, projects begin with absolute certainty
of how their execution and outcome will play out.
In reality, more is unknown than known during the
planning stage of a project. This is due to the fact
that project planning is about trying to predict the
future, and even the most gifted project managers
do not possess a crystal ball to foresee future events.
As projects are planned and executed, some facts
are known while the remainder must be estimated
based on a set of assumptions of how the future will
unfold. An assumption is a likely condition, circum-
stance, or event that is presumed known and true.

Assumptions and constraints form the basis of the
project plan and must be closely monitored during
project execution to ensure that the plan remains
viable. If not, changes will need to be made. For
example, a constraint for a particular project may
be that $200,000 has been allocated to complete
the project (the project budget). A base assumption
of the project may be that the $200,000 budget is
sufficient to complete the project. If this assumption is
proven untrue, changes will need to take place during
project execution to realign reality and the constraint.

Project Assumptions Identification

The first and most crucial step in managing assump-
tions is identifying the base assumptions on which
the project plan is established. If assumptions are

not identified and made visible, they cannot be man-
aged. Identification of assumptions is important on all
projects, but even more so for virtual projects because
the validity of the assumptions has to be assessed
wherever the work is being performed. Managing
the base assumptions is therefore a shared and dis-
tributed task on virtual projects. For this reason, it is
necessary to clearly document the base assumptions
for the project, as illustrated in Table 4.1.

Assumptions Validation

The best-case scenario is one in which all assumptions
are validated as truisms during project planning so
the team begins execution activities with a full set
of knowns. This is an extremely rare scenario, un-
fortunately. In reality, the validation of assumptions
becomes a primary activity during project execution
that feeds both the risk management and change
management processes. Because of its importance,
assumption validation has to be centralized and per-
formed by virtual project managers (with critical input
from project team members). As a best practice, the
assumption list should be reviewed during each team
meeting to maintain focus and effort on validating
the base assumptions of the project.

Assumptions Control

Initial assumptions are rarely static. As a project
evolves, more will be learned about the future,

Table 4.1: Base Assumptions for Project “Amherst”

Assumption Status

Resources will be available at project kick-off. Open

Technical staff is fully trained. Confirmed

Business requirements are completely documented. Open

Full budget is available at project initiation. Confirmed

Equipment order lead times are known and can be met. Open

System components will be able to be integrated with minimal rework (three weeks

maximum).

Open

No outsourced work will be required. Confirmed

Strategic customers will participate in beta testing of the product. Open
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and assumptions will be proven true or untrue in
the process. When an assumption is proven to be
untrue, action must be taken. Likely, a project risk
will be associated with the false assumption that will
require mitigation or elimination. The risk mitigation
or elimination action will in turn likely result in a
change to the project baseline. Project assumptions,
risks, and changes need to be closely managed as
they, many times, are closely related and dependent
on one another.

Documenting and validating the base assump-
tions on which the project plan is established
enables a more proactive approach to managing
the execution of a virtual project. Risks and changes
can be identified and responded to in a timelier, and
many times in a less disruptive manner if assump-
tions are tested early and regularly as part of the
project execution process.

Hyper-vigilant Governance

“Monitoring progress on a virtual project is like
status on steroids.” That is how Giovanni Mazzolli
sees governance for a virtual project. Mazzolli, a vir-
tual project manager in the automotive industry, is
not alone in his view of virtual project governance.
When we began our research for this book, we
established a panel of experienced virtual project
managers. The goal in doing so was to get a wide
variety of practice-based perspectives pertaining to
managing virtual projects and leading virtual teams.
We began with one question: “What are the three
main differences between traditional projects and
virtual projects?” We received many great answers,
most of which are included in this book. However,
the answer we received the most often supports
Mazzolli’s assertion that hypervigilant project gover-
nance is a primary discriminator between traditional
and virtual projects. Here is a sample set of other
responses we received:

◾ “I have experience with both co-located and
virtual teams and I find the main difference is
during execution and when performing
monitoring and control.”

◾ “When you track progress during execution,
I find it very different when it has to be done
remotely. When done remotely, the process of
reporting is more structured. We set the days we
meet and the days I get an email status report.”

◾ “When working with a local team, monitoring is
less formal. I tour the office every morning and
do a ‘what’s new’ survey of team progress. When
monitoring remotely, it is more important to use
defined reporting cycles and common
dashboards.”

Thedistributionofwork in thevirtual environment
makes project monitoring and control so challeng-
ing and so important. Studies regarding virtual team
governance reveal that stage gate–based systems
are reasonably standard in project governance for
reviewing and approving established project mile-
stones and critical decision points. Further, metrics
and dashboards are used for measuring and tracking
progress and related success factors and are used as
decision support tools. Such tools are used to keep
execution aligned with business objectives and to
illustrate what is working well and what needs ad-
ditional effort relative to the project success factors.
The governance process and tools will indicate when
course correction becomes necessary.1

A solid governance system also requires that
periodic reporting and assessing takes place consis-
tently and across the organization by each project
manager and project team. Additionally, respon-
sibility and authority is assigned to managers and
project managers possessing governance responsi-
bilities to ensure that actions and decision making
are occurring as intended. The consistent appli-
cation of the governance system is necessary to
provide the highest probability of achieving the
intended project objectives. This point cannot be
overemphasized as it pertains specifically to virtual
projects that face challenges associated with the
virtual team environment.2

The Project Management Institute defines project
governance as the alignment of project objectives
with the strategy of the larger organization by the
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project sponsor and the project team.3 A project’s
governance is defined by and is required to fit within
the larger context of the organization sponsoring
it, but is separate from organizational governance.
Project governance manifests itself as an oversight
activity that most organizations consider a subset
of the broader organizational governance activities
defined by the project life cycle. The project gover-
nance framework normally includes such things as
structure, processes, decision making models, and
tools for monitoring and controlling the project. A
robust project governance system has three primary
functions:

1. Establish and maintain the project goals, objec-
tives, and linkage to the organization’s strategic
goals.

2. Ensure the right structuresare inplace toachieve
the project goals and objectives.

3. Monitor and direct the project to ensure that
stated project objectives and business benefits
are realized.

Most organizations have a strong link between
internal project governance activities normally man-
aged and led by project managers and the broader
organizational governance system established by
the enterprise. Projects are initiated to achieve busi-
ness goals, and as a result, project success is judged
on the basis of the achievement of those goals.

Start with Defining Project Success

The first principle of good project governance
involves understanding and communicating how
well project performance is progressing toward
achievement of project objectives. Many times
project managers become over focused on progress
against their cost and schedule baselines and forget
that the real intent of a project is to achieve the
business objectives driving the need for the project.

The project strike zone is an excellent tool for
evaluating and communicating progress toward
achievement of the project objectives. It is used
to identify the critical objectives for a project, to

help project managers and their stakeholders track
progress toward achievement of the key business
results anticipated, and to set the boundaries within
which project managers and teams can operate
without direct top management involvement.

As shown in Figure 4.1, elements of the project
strike zone include the project objectives, target,
and threshold values, an “actual” field that provides
indication of where a project is operating with
respect to the target and threshold limits, and a
high-level status indicator.4

Creating an effective project strike zone is
a critical activity for ensuring that project man-
agers, project teams, top management, and other
stakeholders all understand and agree on the objec-
tives of the project. It is also critical for establishing
the success measures to monitor during project
execution in order to gauge project progress.

Defining a meaningful project strike zone re-
quires quality information from a number of sources.
The initial set of objectives is derived directly from
the approved project business case. (See Chapter 2.)
To establish and later negotiate the control limits
for each objective with project managers, project
sponsors also need to know the project team’s
capabilities and experience and past track record
and to balance thresholds against the new project’s
complexities and risks accordingly. The four steps for
creating and using a project strike zone are:

1. Identify project objectives.

2. Set the recommended target and threshold
values.

3. Negotiate the final target and threshold values.

4. Use the project strike zone for virtual
governance.

Identify Project Objectives

Identification of the project objectives begins during
the initiation stage of a project. The objectives rep-
resent a subset of the metrics normally tracked by a
project team. The project strike zone should include
only the measures that represent the high-level
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Project Strike Zone

Value Proposition
• Increase market share in product segment

• Order growth within 6 months of launch
• Market share increase after 1 year 

Time-to-Benefits Target:
• Project initiation approval
• Business case approval

• Integrated plan approval

• Validation release

• Release to customers

Resources
• Team staffing commitments complete
• Staffing gaps

Technology
• Technology identification complete
• Core technology development complete

Financials
• Program budget
• Product cost

• Profitability index

Project Objectives StatusStrike Zone

Target Threshold

10% 5% 7% (est.)
5% 0% 4% (est.)

1/3/2019 1/15/2019 1/4/2019
6/1/2019 6/30/2019 6/1/2019

8/6/2019 8/20/2019 8/17/2019

4/15/2020 4/30/2020 6/29/2020 

7/15/2020 8/1/2020 TBD

6/30/2019 7/15/2019 7/1/2019
All project teams

staffed at minimum
level

No critical path
resource gaps

Staffed

4/30/2019
Priority 1 & 2 techs
delivered @ Alpha

5/15/2019 4/28/2019
Priority 1 techs

delivered @ Alpha
on track

100% of plan
$8500

2.0

105% of plan
$8900

1.8

101% (est.)
$9100 (est.)

1.9 (est.)

Red

Green

Green

Green

Yellow

Actual

Figure 4.1: Example Project Strike Zone

project objectives (often the business objectives).
The project objectives will be unique to every or-
ganization and are derived directly from strategic
management and portfolio management processes.

The strike zone is most effective when the objec-
tives identified are kept to a critical few (usually five
to six), as this focuses the project and top manage-
ment’s attention on the highest priority contributors
to project success. The factors deemed must-haves
often include market, financial, and schedule targets
and the value proposition of the project output.

Set the Recommended Target

and Threshold Values

The target and threshold control limits shown
in Figure 4.1 form the strike zone of success for

each project objective. The target values for the
objectives in the project strike zone are the objec-
tives as specified in the project business case and
baseline plan. The target values should be pulled
directly from the project business case.

The threshold values represent the upper
or lower limit of success, as specified by senior
management for the project objectives.5 Some
discussion and debate is normally required to
understand how far off target an objective can
range and still constitute success for the project.
For example, the target project budget may be set
to $500,000. But, if additional spending of 5% is
allowable, then the budget threshold can be set at
$525,000. This means that even though a project
team misses the target budget of $500,000, it still
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is successful from a project budget perspective if it
spends up to $525,000.

Negotiate the Final Target and Threshold

Values

Once project managers establish the recommended
target and threshold values for each project
objective, they present the information to the
senior executive sponsoring the project. Based on
the project’s complexity and risk level, and on the
capability and track record of the project manager
and team, the project sponsor may adjust the values
accordingly. For example, on a project that is low
complexity, low risk, and is being managed by an
experienced project manager, the range between
target and threshold values may be opened up
to allow for a higher degree of decision making
empowerment for the project manager. Conversely,
on a project that is of higher complexity or risk or is
being managed by an inexperienced project man-
ager, the range between target and threshold values
will be tightened up to limit the project manager’s
decision making empowerment.

Once the targets and boundaries are negotiated,
the team should be empowered to move rapidly
as long as members do not violate the strike zone
threshold values.

Use the Project Strike Zone for Virtual

Governance

The project strike zone adds value in many ways
to project managers, the executive sponsor of a
project, and the project governance body. Project
managers utilize it to formalize the critical project
objectives for the project, to negotiate and establish
the team’s empowerment boundaries with execu-
tive management, to communicate overall project
progress and success, and to facilitate various
trade-off decisions throughout the project life cycle.

Executive managers utilize the project strike
zone to ensure a project supports the intended
business objectives and to establish control lim-
its to ensure that the project team’s capabilities

are in balance with the specific project’s level of
complexity. When used properly, the project strike
zone provides top managers a forward-looking view
of project alignment to business objectives. When
problems are encountered, the tool’s structure
provides an early warning of trending problems,
followed by a clear identification of “showstopper”
conditions based on the level of achievement of
project objectives. If a project is halted, senior ex-
ecutives can reset the project objective targets or
thresholds, modify the scope of the project to bring
it within the current targets, or, in the extreme case,
cancel the project to prevent further investment of
resources.

Executive managers and the project governance
body set the boundary conditions (targets and
thresholds) of the project strike zone between
which project managers can operate, thereby em-
powering project managers to make decisions and
manage the project without direct top management
involvement. As long as the project progresses
within the strike zone of each project objective, the
project is considered on track, and project managers
remain fully empowered to manage the project
through its life cycle. However, if the project does
not progress within the strike zone of each project
objective, the project is not considered on track, and
the top managers must intervene directly.

When the project strike zone is used appropri-
ately, the project manager and team are empow-
ered because boundaries for authority, responsibil-
ity, and accountability are established. Too often,
project managers tell us that they have all the re-
sponsibility for driving project success but lack the
authority. The project strike zone is the best tool we
are familiar with to balance responsibility with the
appropriate level of authority.

Monitor Distributed Work Closely

Project monitoring is a critical aspect of virtual
project governance. Due to the distributed nature
of work on a virtual project, project managers have
to be hyper-vigilant about collecting team status
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and monitoring progress to plan. They must do so
on a schedule specified by their respective senior
management and project sponsor in an organized
manner.

Many times monitoring cadence is dependent
on where the project is in its life cycle, as Jerry
Conners, an experienced virtual project manager,
explains:

During the early and middle stages of project
execution, I rely on our weekly team meet-
ing to collect status from the distributed
team members. This is my normal reporting
cycle. During final integration and testing,
we will go to daily stand-up meetings to
make sure action and re-action is quick.

Monitoring is the delicate balance between not
diving too deep, because virtual project managers
will quickly realize that there is not the time to do

so, and not diving deep enough to monitor project
progress and team health. Best-practicing virtual
project managers realize that as managers, they are
part auditor and therefore need to take on a “just
don’t tell me, show me” attitude (see the box titled
“Using Weekly One-on-Ones to Capture Dashboard
Data and Build Rapport”).

Project managers need to see work completion
to fully trust it is getting done. It is a trust but verify
management style and is accomplished in two ways.
The project managers intentionally design project
schedules and integration points that are closely
associated in time. In other words, best-practice
virtual project managers never have decision points,
milestones, or deliverables that are months into the
future. All such key points on a schedule are no more
than two to three weeks out, which means there are
always touchpoints to verify actual progress.

Using Weekly One-on-Ones to Capture Dashboard Data and Build Rapport

Virtual project managers know the importance of meetings. The best virtual project managers never pass
up an opportunity to have a meeting. That may sound odd, but these project managers know the value
of a good meeting, not for the sake of the meeting, but for team cohesion.

To be successful, project managers have to be visible. This means they must regularly, routinely, and
intentionally connect with team members and stakeholders. To make sure there are no surprises and
risks are being managed, great project managers know the importance of weekly one-on-one meetings
with each of their team members. Depending on what is going on that week, the duration of each
meeting will vary. Some may be 15 minutes, but others may be an hour. The goal of each meeting is
fourfold:

1. Ensure data are captured to track on the dashboard.

2. Make, create, and sustain a positive personal connection.

3. Make sure the team member knows the value of her or his contribution to the team, project, and
organization.

4. Make sure the team member has the resources to be successful.

Similar meetings should occur with key stakeholders, not the least of whom would be sponsors and
steering committee members. Project managers should plan accordingly and not miss an opportunity to
make a meaningful connection in their next one-on-one.
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Software Development Team Indicator

Software Development Status Software Bug Trend

Performance to Schedule

Work accomplished last week:
• Updated latest software build with User Guide

20

15

High Med Low

Severity Level

Done

10

5

A1
1/05/16

2/22/16

4/12/16

6/01/16

7/21/16

9/09/16

10/29/16

12/18/16

A2 A3 B1 B2 B3 C1 C2

Deliverables

Critical Bugs

1. Operating system is crashing
2. New firmware release causes system interrupts

Risks
Risk: Linux developer not rolling off Icon program
when expected
Impact
Schedule will be delayed 2 weeks

Mitigation
Borrow developer from technical marketing
team for short-term relief

Work planned for this week:
• Debug critical bugs
• Complete Linux support plan

Next deliverables:
• Linux support plan –due 10/14
• Software build 42 – due 11/01

Figure 4.2: Example Team Indicator Report

To facilitate consistent intra-team progress
reporting, virtual project managers can require team
leaders to prepare and present a team indicator that
reflects the work of their team of specialists. Keep
in mind that, for some distributed team members,
it may be a team of one specialist. Figure 4.2 shows
an example project team indicator report that
can be adapted for a team’s special situation and
information requirements.

Project managers must work with the team to
determine the best format and content to present
in the team indicator. Content includes progress to
planned work since the last reporting period, work
planned during the next reporting period, critical
issues and risks needing project manager attention,
changes agreed to through the team’s change

management process, and performance to a team’s
performance metrics. By requiring team members to
keep their indicators current, project managers will
receive a comprehensive yet concise report on team
status. As an effective communication tool, the team
indicator facilitates the necessary transfer of status
information between the distributed team member
and the virtual project manager.

Consolidating Project Status Information

In today’s frenzied pace of virtual projects, project
managers need to understand how the project they
are responsible for is performing, but they rarely
have time to read through a number of detailed
status reports from their functional teams. From this
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time-versus-information dilemma grew the concept
of the project dashboard.6

Much as the dashboard of an automobile pro-
vides drivers with a quick snapshot of the current
performance of the vehicle, the project dashboard
provides project managers with an up-to-date
view of the current status of the project. Unlike the
project strike zone, which focuses on performance
against the higher-level project objectives and
business goals, the project dashboard focuses on
the current state of the lower-level key performance
indicators (KPIs).

The dashboard should be designed as an easy-
to-read and concise (often a single page) repre-
sentation of all KPIs as illustrated in Figure 4.3. The

information presented on a dashboard will vary by
design, but typical items include:

◾ Key decision dates (this week, next 3 weeks,
following 2 months)

◾ Upcoming milestones (this week, next 3 weeks,
following 2 months)

◾ Upcoming deliverables (this week, next 3 weeks,
following 2 months)

◾ All key integration points

◾ Project quality

◾ Project cost

◾ Project risks (top 3)

Summary

Status

Earned Value Indicators 

SV = –75 hours      SPI = 0.75      EAC = 600 hours
CV = –45 hours      CPI = 0.83 

Completed 24% 

Outstanding Issues 4         6 

Resource Allocation

Overallocated

Normal

Underallocated

22% 

69% 

9% 

Tasks 

Late
(9%)

Early
(5%) 

On time
(86%)

7/06/18

Actual Plan

3/28/18
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Figure 4.3: Example Project Dashboard
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◾ Key stakeholder engagement meetings/
discussions

◾ Team resourcing metrics (current and forecasted
allocation)

There are many types of project dashboards in
use and available for reference when designing a
customized dashboard that represents the informa-
tion most relevant and critical to a project. We like
the design of the dashboard shown in Figure 4.3
because of its graphical nature, the variety of project
status measures it provides, and its conciseness.

Designing a Project Dashboard

The project dashboard is one of the most flexible
and customizable tools in a project manager’s
toolbox. As stated earlier, it needs to be designed
around the particular KPIs of a project. Since each
project is unique, each project will have somewhat
unique performance indicators and therefore likely
will have a unique project dashboard design.

Design of the project dashboard begins with the
identification of the KPIs for the project. The project
objectives, identified and quantified in the project
strike zone, define the end-state of the project in
terms of what value the project brings to the spon-
soring organization. The KPIs quantifiably measure
how well the project is performing toward accom-
plishing the project objectives. These measures typi-
cally can be found in other tools, such as the project
business case or project charter. (See Chapter 2.)

The project KPIs are part of a measurement
hierarchy that must be understood. Business out-
comes support an organization’s strategic goals,
project objectives support the business outcomes,
and KPIs support the project objectives. If, for in-
stance, a strategic goal for an enterprise is to be the
leader in a particular market segment, a business
outcome in support of that strategic goal would
be first-to-market advantage with new products or
offerings. A project objective would, in turn, have
to quantitatively define the project completion date
that ensures first-to-market position for the project
outcome. Two important project KPIs would likely

complete the measurement hierarchy: performance
to schedule and resource allocation percentage. (If
resources are not close to 100% allocated to plan,
the schedule likely will suffer.)

The KPIs identified in the project dashboard
should directly measure performance toward
achieving the project objectives documented in
the project strike zone. The KPIs represented in the
project dashboard in Figure 4.3 include performance
to schedule, performance to budget, performance
to cost, and resource utilization. Since resources
are geographically distributed on a virtual project,
resource utilization should always be viewed as a
must-have performance indicator for any virtual
project.

The final step in designing the project dash-
board involves locating the pertinent performance
data and representing it on the dashboard. When-
ever possible, graphical representations should
be used, as they facilitate speedier analysis of the
current performance on the part of recipients than
text-based representations, and they are easier to
communicate to project stakeholders.

Some project managers embed hyperlinks
within the top-level performance graphics that
link to detailed data about the KPI of interest. For
instance, if additional detail is needed for the per-
formance to schedule KPI, a link can be provided to
a detailed Gantt chart, milestone analysis chart, or
even the schedule section of the current detailed
status report for the project.

Project managers can use project dashboards
as both communication tools and decision support
tools. By using project dashboards to synthesize
lower-level performance data into higher-level
information, project managers are armed with
the information they need to communicate the
current status of the project with respect to the
KPIs. Additionally, many decisions have to be made
during the course of a project, some large and some
small, and project dashboards serve as bases of past
and current information from which decisions can
be driven. (See the box titled “Tips for Using Project
Dashboards.”)
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Tips for Using Project Dashboards

The overall simplicity of project dashboards may
lead project managers to think they are solutions
to all problems. Dashboards are only as effective as
the design of their structure, the value of the mea-
sures and metrics chosen, the accuracy of the data
represented, and how effectively they are used to
drive communication and decisions.

Project managers must avoid descending into
a quantitative and analytical quagmire when us-
ing dashboards. The value gained from the use of
project dashboards must be greater than the cost
of obtaining and analyzing the information con-
tained within the dashboards.

False and conflicting information sometimes
may show up in dashboards. Project managers
should take the time to ensure that the information
is current and accurate and that it conveys the right
message about the status of the project against the
KPIs. If not, dashboards may do project managers
more harm than good.

Project Reviews

The project review is an organizational meeting in
which project status is presented to and reviewed
by senior managers, governance board personnel,
and other key stakeholders. Given the virtual project
team environment, most of these reviews are held
by video conference across multiple company sites.
Each project manager will present the status for the
project he or she manages.

For consistency in reporting format and mes-
sage, it is most effective to have a consistent
project summary status report for use by all
project managers. Much like the project dashboard,
which is used to communicate intra-team status,
the project summary status report is a one- or
two-page summary brief that communicates overall
project status to a broader set of stakeholders.
(See Figure 4.4.)7 Much of the information con-
tained in the status report is derived from the most
recent team indicators and presented in summary
format.

In addition to the summary status report, the
project strike zone and project dashboard tools
are normally used in the project review to commu-
nicate status toward achievement of the project
business goals and KPIs, respectively. It is important
to point out that the project review serves a dual
purpose. First, it provides the data and information
necessary to ensure that a project is progressing as
anticipated, and second, it provides the necessary
information to assist senior management and the
governance body to make decisions with respect
to business value and strategic direction. In the
project review, the objective for project managers
is to communicate both operational and strategic
status of the project and to use the forum to gain
management help if needed for specific issues or
barriers outside of the project managers’ control.

Managing Outsourced
Project Work

Virtual project teams, just like traditional project
teams, periodically face the need to outsource
elements of work to other companies or subcon-
tractors. Many times this need arises because the
expertise or specialty skills required to complete the
work do not reside entirely within the organization
or company managing the project.

It is important to note that outsourcing a por-
tion of a project to another company does not
relieve project managers of the need to effectively
manage the outsourced work to required speci-
fications, delivery, and quality expectations and
periodic progress reporting from the owner of the
contracted portion of the project.

Leading and managing outsourcing is more chal-
lenging for a virtual project team than for a traditional
team because of the additional oversight needed due
to virtual distribution of the work. Some management
and coordination elements for the virtual team leader
to keep in mind are listed next.

◾ Ensure the right virtual project personnel are
directly involved in the outsourced work to
provide necessary guidance.
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SUMMARY STATUS REPORT
Project Name: Date: Project Manager: 

Purpose: 

Baseline vs Actual

Accomplishments: 

Issues: Risks:

Trend:

Decisions Needed:

Design, develop, test and launch a new PC/Tablet convertible device

Silverbow Lance Martin April 2018

Design complete, Tooling 40% complete, Purchasing 20% complete

Test resources have not rolled off of previous project

Additional project funding delayed 2 months Power supply manufacturer is our only supplier

Schedule is overly optimistic

Requirements not received from customers

Project is currently estimated to be completed 2 weeks later than baseline plan

Budget spending is on par with the antipated burn rate, expected to be within 3% of baseline

Explore use of temporary personnel to perform
system test activities until permanent staff is

released from Berkley project

available

Approval to use temporary test staff

Approval to work at risk until additional funding is
Actions Planned:

$1800
$1600
$1400
$1200
$1000

$800
$600
$400
$200

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct

Timeline
Tasks

Design Production PC

Outsource Mold Design

Design Tooling

Purchase Tool Machines

Figure 4.4: Example Project Summary Status Report

◾ Provide specific and detailed specifications and
requirements to the outsourced agent. Most
likely, this very specific information will be
contained in a written contract.

◾ Require a project plan from the outsourced
agent that specifies schedule, deliverables
identified, and testing required before the
release of the work. Virtual project managers
will incorporate this useful information into the
integrated project plan.

◾ Require periodic status reports and special
meetings to address progress, issues, and risks
as they arise, and consistently monitor progress
of the outsourced work.

◾ Be ready and available to address the
outsourced contractor’s questions, concerns,
issues, and requests for additional information in
a timely manner.

Like all virtual team members, virtual project
managers must be willing to invest face time with
the outsource agent to build relationships, trust, and
a physical presence that will carry forward in time.

Managing Change

Change happens often and quickly on any project.
As soon as a project baseline is set, something is
sure to change in the project environment that
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will test the need to adjust that baseline. The same
is true on virtual projects, but the probability of
unmanaged change creeping in is much higher
on a virtual project due to the distribution of work
geographically. Diligent and visible management
of change is a must on a virtual project and consti-
tutes a large portion of virtual project managers’
effort during project execution. To lower the risk of
unmanaged change, three practices are important:

1. Gaining visibility to change that is occurring
remotely and virtually.

2. Establishing a robust change management
process for the project.

3. Efficiently communicating all changes that
have been approved and declined to the
virtual team and key stakeholders.

Gaining Visibility to Change

The biggest challenge to managing change on a
virtual project is dealing with changes that can
occur remotely before they happen. Proactive
management of change can occur only if project
managers establish a change management system
for their virtual projects. A formal change man-
agement system establishes order to the job of
collecting, analyzing, documenting, approving, and
communicating project changes. Such a system also
establishes the protocols, or rules, that define the
expectations for how change will be managed once
a project is in execution.8 Change management
protocols normally include these points:

◾ All changes must be requested.

◾ Change requests must be made in writing.

◾ The benefits gained from a proposed change
must be clearly articulated and documented.

◾ The approval process must be documented.

◾ A decision maker must be appointed.

◾ Approved changes must be incorporated into a
revised project plan.

◾ Change decisions must be adequately
communicated.

A formal change management system is useless,
however, if the team is not committed to managing
change. Project managers must set the expecta-
tion that all changes that can potentially affect the
project baseline and task plans be communicated
and analyzed for cost versus benefit. For distributed
teams, it may make sense to establish a change man-
agement hierarchy where change is first managed
locally, where the work is being performed. Then
approved changes are communicated to the project-
level change management body for ratification. Only
changes that may affect the work of other team mem-
bers or may affect the project baseline or success
criteria need to go to the project level for evaluation.
In practice, this is an effective model for collecting
and analyzing change that is occurring remotely.

Establishing a Formal Process

The change management process itself is no differ-
ent for a virtual project than for a traditional project.
There is no shortage of materials available to help
readers establish a process, so we will not add to
the mountain of information. We do want to stress
that project managers should strive for simplicity
when establishing a change management process
with a minimal number of steps. Seven steps are
recommended:

1. Submit a written change request.

2. Evaluate benefit versus cost of the change.

3. Assess impact of change.

4. Make the change request decision.

5. Log and communicate the change decision.

6. Modify project and task plans based on ap-
proved changes.

7. Communicate and implement the change.

For virtual projects, these steps will be performed
with limited to no face-to-face discussions. It is im-
portant, therefore, to establish a dedicated change
management team site for the project on the com-
pany intranet where fast and efficient communication
related to various changes can occur. (See the box
titled “Fast-Tracking the Change Process.”)
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Fast-Tracking the Change Process

ODI Incorporated’s primary customer made it very clear that it had become frustrated with slow change
request responses when its design chief made the following comment: “We are not willing to put up with
your long turnaround time of our major change requests!”

Eager to retain customers, ODI redesigned its change management procedure, adding three vital
changes. First, a rule was made that turnaround time for major customer requests will be 48 hours.
These changes required a significant evaluation effort, including involvement of design, tooling, and
manufacturing engineers as well as marketing and purchasing experts. In addition, these people and
their representatives were not co-located, so communication among them was time consuming and
slow. Second, in response, ODI built an intranet site that significantly sped up the communication. Third,
instead of using consensus decision making on the change board, which typically is slow, one board
member was nominated the approver while others were considered reviewers only. The system redesign
led to a drastic improvement, helping ODI to reestablish a good relationship with this very important
customer.9

Communicating Changes

Finally, change decisions are of no value if they
are not communicated to all those affected, espe-
cially virtual team members immediately affected
by the change. Communication, always a critical
factor in virtual project success or failure, is vital
to ensure that changes that were approved and
declined are communicated to the distributed
workforce. Responsibility for implementing changes
will likely fall on those performing project execution
tasks in remote locations. Regular, specific, and
formal change communication must come from
the project change management body. The most
effective means for communicating change deci-
sions are the use of change management list servers
and change management bulletin boards. (See
Chapter 8.)

Additionally, communication of change should
be incorporated into the project governance
process. Each team should include information
on changes approved and planned as part of
their project indicator. Virtual project managers
should, in turn, include baseline changes as part
of their project dashboard and summary status
report.

Integrating Distributed Work

An inescapable fact of virtual projects is that the var-
ious components of a project deliverable and final
outcome are designed and developed in different
locations.10 A significant portion of the execution
stage of a virtual project involves the integration
of the components into a holistic solution. (See
Figure 4.5.)

Integration of the work outcomes and deliver-
ables of localized teams is impossible if the work
across the various locations of the virtual project is
not occurring synchronously. In this regard, project
managers are much like orchestra conductors.
Even though each of the instrument sections of an
orchestra has its own music to produce, the conduc-
tor ensures each section steps through the musical
composition at a consistent tempo and in concert
with each of the other sections. This ensures that an
integrated, blended, and harmonious musical piece
is produced.

Much is the same on a virtual project except
for the fact that the players can be distributed
around the world. Since the responsibility for
managing the interdependencies between the
geographically distributed team members falls on
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Figure 4.5: Integration of Distributed Work Outcomes

project managers, they must work to ensure that the
work of each distributed team member occurs at an
integrated and harmonious pace. Synchronization
involves ensuring that timelines are aligned, that
cross-project deliverables are planned and mapped
appropriately, and that the work within each team is
occurring at the appropriate pace.

Managing Interdependencies

The disaggregation and reintegration of work is the
centerpiece of integration and systems thinking.
Virtual project managers oversee the disaggregation
of the whole solution into a project architecture
composed of multiple components. They then
oversee the integration of work output from each of
the components to create the consolidated whole
solution. The true value and benefits of the project
output can be realized only when the activities

associated with each of the team members are
integrated together into a holistic solution for the
customer.11

Referring to Figure 4.6, we consider the hor-
izontal dimension of a project as the synchro-
nization of workflow across the team specialists.

Te
am

 2

Te
am

 3

Te
am
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Te
am

 1

Deliverables Deliverables Deliverables Deliverables

Integrated Solution

Palo Alto Dallas Sao Paulo Taiwan

Cross-project integration

Figure 4.6: Cross-Project Synchronization and Integration
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This synchronization is accomplished through
cross-project interface definition, coordination of all
project activities, collaborative communication on
the project, and synchronization of the delivery of
the interdependencies.

Although the role of localized teams is to man-
age the creation and delivery of their deliverables
and outcomes, an important aspect of the integra-
tion role of virtual project managers is overseeing
the handoff of deliverables between team members.
This output-input relationship creates a network of
interdependencies that has to be established and
managed at the project level, not the local level.

Establishing the network of interdependencies is
best accomplished through the practice of project
mapping (see Chapter 3) and the creation of a project
map. Project managers can use the map to man-
age the hand-off of cross-project interdependencies
during the execution stage of the project.

Synchronizing Workflow

For effective integration to occur, synchronization of
activities over time is necessary. However, for project
managers, time management on a virtual project
usually does not just involve managing the duration
of tasks associated with each project component.
Project managers who attempt to do so would be
mired in detail. Rather, managing the project time-
line involves ensuring the work outcomes and deliv-
erables are occurring as planned and mapped.

Detailed schedule management is the focus at
the local level, and summary, or integrated, time
management is the focus at the centralized project
level. This coordination requires a modular approach
to time management where the schedule is dis-
aggregated and partitioned according to where
the work is to be performed. Schedule details for
each component are worked by local teams and
then integrated by project managers to gain the
full perspective of the project timeline and critical
synchronization points.

Virtual project managers should keep in mind
that the most detailed schedule is not necessarily
the best one. Too much detail can divert attention

to one aspect of a project—the schedule—and away
from the other critical aspects of managing a project
and leading a team. If project managers focus on the
critical synchronization points occurring over time
and let local teams focus on the detailed schedule
for their respective project components, a good bal-
ance for effective timeline management is achieved.

People Side of Project Execution

The mountain of literature that explains that most
projects fail is discouragement enough to stop peo-
ple from attempting to execute any project. The fact
that the failure rate of virtual projects increases in
relation to how distributed the virtual team is, puts
virtual project managers under even more pressure
to maintain diligence on the people side of project
execution. Think about it. Here is the work (gener-
ally speaking) that project managers oversee during
project execution:

◾ Manage planning assumptions while carrying
out the integrated project plan to the realization
of the value detailed in the business case and to
the specifications in the scope document.

◾ Manage (in-sourced and outsourced) personnel,
task assignments, deliverable hand-offs, and
overall performance through tracking and
monitoring systems.

◾ Establish and manage a rigorous governance
system and facilitate status meetings and
decisions ranging from staffing to task delivery
to conflict resolution.

◾ Modify project details (schedule, budget,
personnel, timing) as needed due to changes,
risks, issues, and problems.

◾ Manage and integrate work of the project that is
outsourced to other companies or
subcontractors.

◾ Navigate team development from forming
through storming and norming to high
performing for the benefit of the existing
project and future projects.
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◾ Integrate the final product, service, or intended
outcomes of the project.

All of this work occurs whether the project team
is co-located or virtual. What is different when it
comes to virtual project management, however, is
the situational elements, the contextualization of
the work, and how project managers and teams
engage one another.

Not long ago, Sebastian Bailey, co-founder of
Mind Gym, detailed the five killers in virtual work in
a Forbes article.12 The five killers include:

1. Lack of nonverbal, face-to-face communication

2. Lack of social interaction among the team

3. Lack of trust

4. Cultural clashes

5. Loss of team spirit

Clearly, each of these five killers of virtual
projects has little to do with the blocking and
tackling associated with basic project management
practices. Rather, these killers all relate to the people
side of a virtual team.

Moving from Storming to Norming

and Performing

It is during the executing stage of a project that
the full team is resourced and engaged in inter-
dependent work. It’s also during execution that
project managers must lead the team from the
forming stage of team development work to high
performing.

Chapter 3 detailed the characteristics of a
high-performing team. The five distinguishing
factors of high-performing teams relative to other
teams include:

1. A deeper sense of purpose

2. Relatively more ambitious goals

3. Better work approaches

4. Mutual accountability

5. Complementary skill set (and, at times, inter-
changeable skills)

Achieving high performance is a challenge
for even the most seasoned project managers.
Conducting such work is much more challenging for
managers overseeing virtual project teams.

Many of us are likely familiar with immersion
programs. Whether it is a French immersion for a
student from another country to become fluent in
French and the French culture or a public safety
community immersion in which police, fire, and other
safetyprofessionals purposefully immerse themselves
in an area of the community to build awareness,
establish common goals, build rapport, and establish
trust. Immersion programs are similar in that they
are strategies to quickly understand the community,
align with its culture, and establish common ground
and confidence. An immersion program would be
great for virtual team development. Actually, nothing
would be better. However, costs prohibit such a
strategy for project planning and executing.

How can virtual project managers develop indi-
viduals and the team when they are not face-to-face
and immersed with one another? The first step is to
understand that project team member development
is the responsibility and the challenge of project man-
agers. Many project managers fail to realize their role
in team development. Many assume this is the role of
the human resources department or team members’
direct supervising managers. Best-practicing project
managers do indeed realize their role and, perhaps
more important, realize the correlation between
team development and project performance—from
individuals to the collective team.

Beyond awareness of role responsibility, how does
this development get done? First, let’s start with how
it doesn’t get done. Team development success is
not found in the latest technology. Sure, technology
can be an enabler to team development, but often
managers seek a technology solution when the prob-
lem is not a technology problem. Most problems
associated with virtual project team development
exist because of one of these reasons: (1) poor in-
terpersonal skills, (2) lack of process discipline and
consistency, or (3) team development is managed as
an add-on rather than integrated into the team’s work.
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Based on these problems, the short answer for
how best-in-class project managers develop their
virtual teams is that they leverage interpersonal
skills to know their team members and align de-
velopmental opportunities among team members,
integrate team development into project work as an
expectation and rule, and they spotlight individual
knowledge in a way that enables everyone to teach
others as much as they learn from others.

Team learning and team development is a social
journey. Even if some individuals prefer self-directed
learning and activities, they still learn from others in
the process. For this reason, virtual project managers
must establish a team culture of sharing lessons and
best practices as a form of teaching and learning.
The old Latin saying is true: “The best way to learn
is to teach.”10

Why is this education so important during the
executing phase of a project? For virtual teams,
it’s because of the need to be intentional and pur-
poseful. Co-located project teams can get together
(face-to-face) every week or so to review the knowl-
edge area plans in a status meeting. During that
meeting, team members can discuss risks relative
to task-level work, milestones, and deliverables and
how team members can support one another. They
can also (face-to-face) sense frustration or conflict

among one another and work through the conflict
or schedule a separate meeting to resolve issues. In
so doing, the team develops and naturally navigates
the stages of team development. Additionally,
being co-located allows team members to have
coffee breaks together, or meet for lunch, and see
what each other values; for example, displaying
sports paraphernalia, family vacation photos, or
other items in their cubicles allows others to see
the personality of the person. All of this helps team
members to get to know one another, understand
one another, build trust and rapport, which cas-
cades from personal awareness to team member
camaraderie. These team member interactions all
facilitate team development. Obviously, this rapport
building is much more difficult among virtual team
members. That’s why virtual project managers have
the additional role of intentionally seeking ways to
build rapport within their virtual project teams.

Whether managers are leading a co-located
or virtual team, they want the team to be high
performing. It’s from this point that collaboration
occurs and further enables cross-team integration
of work to be completed most efficiently and effec-
tively. Listed in the box below are some additional
suggestions from Dale Carnegie for leveraging the
power of team members working together.

Lessons We Can Learn from Dale Carnegie

Perhaps the most prominent 20th-century figure to develop content on how to work with one another was
Dale Carnegie. When it comes to influencing people and leveraging the power of people working together,
he suggested that we become friendlier persons. To do so, he recommended these 10 points:

1. Don’t criticize, condemn, or complain.

2. Give honest, sincere appreciation.

3. Arouse in the other person an eager want.

4. Become genuinely interested in other people.

5. Smile.

6. Remember that a person’s name is to that person the most important sound in any
language.
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7. Be a good listener and encourage others to talk about themselves.

8. Talk in terms of the other person’s interest.

9. Make the other person feel important—and do so sincerely.

10. The only way to get the best of an argument is to avoid it.

To synthesize and highlight these principles, show that you care, be considerate, and actively listen.
These interpersonal skills can mean the difference between mediocrity and success, between failing and
winning.13

Influencing Virtual
Stakeholders

The people side of project execution also includes
the work virtual project managers perform asso-
ciated with influencing a project’s stakeholders. A
stakeholder is commonly understood as anyone who
has a vested interest in the outcome of a project.
More important, for project managers, a stakeholder
is anyone who can influence, either positively or
negatively, the outcome of their project. This in-
cludes people and groups of people inside and
outside the organization. Stakeholder manage-
ment is a process with which project managers can
increase their acumen in managing the political,
communication, and conflict resolution aspects of
their projects to ensure a positive outcome.14

Quite often, the accountability for project suc-
cess relies more and more on the interpersonal
abilities of project managers—those who have
limited positional power within the organization
yet still own the responsibility for project success.
Project manager empowerment in part comes
from building strong relationships and successfully
influencing key stakeholders.15

Stakeholders are many and varied on projects,
and they come to the table with a variety of expec-
tations, opinions, perceptions, priorities, fears, and
personal agendas that many times are in conflict
with one another. One of the facts of virtual projects
is that not all stakeholders are physically present and
visible to project managers; nevertheless, they can
exert significant influence over the project from afar.
The challenges in working with stakeholders tend
to increase in the virtual environment because of
differences in language, time zones, cultural norms,
and business practices (see the box titled “Managing
Virtual Stakeholders).16 One virtual project manager
we spoke with had an interesting perspective on vir-
tual stakeholders:

Stakeholders = Issues

Virtual stakeholders = Issues lying below the surface

The challenge, therefore, is to find a way to man-
age this cast of characters efficiently in a way that
does not become all consuming. Fundamental to
efficiency is being able to identify and separate the
highly influential stakeholders and then create and
execute a stakeholder strategy that strikes a balance
between their expectations and project realities.17

Managing Virtual Stakeholders

A focus group working with the Association for Project Management reviewed the challenges associated
with stakeholder management for virtual project managers and outlined best practices to overcome
each challenge. The challenges unique to virtual project managers include time zone differences,
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language barriers, and logistics. For stakeholders to be managed properly, project managers must have
a relationship (ideally with good rapport) with each stakeholder. Relationships are difficult to manage
across distances. To mitigate time zone differences, the focus group recommended “vigorous planning”
of stakeholder activities within their working hours and planning ample, regular meetings with each
stakeholder to build relationship and momentum.

Language barriers can cause problems with meaning and sense making. To mitigate such issues
on virtual projects, the focus group recommends project managers assign a site liaison who speaks
the local language and acts as a translator. Implementing this recommendation may increase the
project budget, but not doing so can be shortsighted relative to downstream project delays caused
by stakeholders holding up project decisions because of misinformation or, more likely, misinterpreted
information.

Nothing beats face-to-face communication and collaboration. When arranging such meetings,
logistics can be a challenge. To mitigate this unique issue, the focus group recommends that virtual
project managers research and plan far ahead for the complicated journeys to stakeholder sites and
utilize all remote communications methods possible to minimize the need to travel to site. The latter
recommendation is especially valuable for virtual project managers unable to travel due to budget
constraints.

Delegating Stakeholder-Influencing

Duties

Due to the distributed nature of stakeholders on
virtual projects, virtual project managers must rely
on a number of their team members to share in
the project stakeholder-influencing duties. In par-
ticular, project managers must tap influential team
members who are geographically located near key
stakeholders and can establish physical presence
with them.

We must recognize, however, that virtual project
team members are selected for their expertise
in a particular specialty required for the project,
regardless of their geographic location and their
stakeholder-influencing capabilities.17

Selected team members must therefore con-
centrate on building collaborative relationships and
alliances with their local stakeholder community. To
do so effectively, the team members must be skilled
in relationship building, stakeholder analysis tech-
niques, and negotiating. In addition to distributed
team members acquiring the necessary skills to
influence project stakeholders, project managers
must take care to choose team members who also

possess an innate ability to communicate with peo-
ple at all levels of the organization. Obviously not all
team members will possess this innate ability or be
able to acquire the skills necessary to influence oth-
ers, so project managers must evaluate and choose
stakeholder liaisons carefully. Once the liaisons are
chosen, project managers also must take care to
create an atmosphere in which team members are
fully empowered to influence stakeholders on behalf
of the project manager.

Instituting Common Methods and Tools

Since effective stakeholder management on a virtual
project requires delegation of influencing activities
to a number of project team members, it is essential
that virtual project managers establish and oversee
a common methodology and set of tools. This
means there should be commonality in the way
team members identify, categorize, and analyze
key project stakeholders, regardless of geographic
location.

The primary goal of stakeholder management
activities is to establish alignment to the strategic
goals, intended business benefits, project objectives,
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and success criteria of a project.17 Unless there are
only a very small number of project stakeholders,
however, it is unrealistic to believe that there will
not be conflicting opinions and interests between
stakeholders. Such conflicts are common, and for
this reason, it is important to develop a stakeholder
strategy for the project to ensure that the right team
members are influencing the right stakeholders. De-
veloping a stakeholder strategy requires identifying
all project stakeholders, analyzing the stake-
holders’ interest in and influence on the project,
and then determining how to influence the key
stakeholders.

Identifying Stakeholders

Effective stakeholder management begins with
identification of all stakeholders associated with a
project. It is important that the list of stakehold-
ers be comprehensive to identify all players who
may have a vested interest in the outcome of the
project.

Regardless of whether the project team is
co-located or virtual, when identifying stakeholders,
it is important for project managers to cast a wide
net, identifying all individuals and groups impacted
by the project. The list of stakeholders will certainly
include internal people, and also may include indi-
viduals and organizations beyond the boundaries
of the organization. It is critical to think about the
project impact relative to those in your supply chain
and across your ecosystem.

Stakeholder identification also includes the cat-
egorization of stakeholders into the logical groups
to which they belong. Such categories may include
senior sponsors, executive decision makers, team
members, and resource providers, to name a few. It
is important to realize that some stakeholders may
belong to multiple groups. The intent of stakeholder
categorization is to bring structure to the stakeholder
list based on common interests in the project.18

Tools such as stakeholder maps are common
(see Figure 4.7) and can be effective in helping
project managers identify the various stakeholders.

Category Name Function Role

Management 
Ajit Verjami  Software dept mgr Resource provider 

Mark Williamson  Customer support mgr Subject matter expert 

Brian Vigassa  Strategist Champion / Consultant 

Sue Williams Product line manager Sponsor 

Professional
Services 

Chris Heidler Procurement Subject matter expert  

Anna Tamara Legal Subject matter expert 

Fern Wilde Contracting Subject matter expert 

Client ClientDirectorSteven Cross

Andy Mulchao Software vendor R&D manager 

Fern Wilde Contracting Subject matter expert 
Vendors 

Subcontractor 

Matty Knowles 

Eric Innis 

Tuan Ngyen 

Test contractor Manager 

Test contractor Contracts manager 

Test contractor Test engineer 

Figure 4.7: Example Stakeholder Map in Table Format. Source: Russ J. Martinelli and Dragan Z. Milosevic, The Project
Management ToolBox, 2nd ed. (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley &Sons, 2016).
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The comprehensive stakeholder list should include
internal stakeholders, such as top managers, project
governance board members, department or func-
tional managers, support personnel (accounting,
quality, human resources), the project team, and any
external organizations or contractors contributing to
the project.

External stakeholders should also be listed and
may include contractors, vendors, regulatory bodies,
service providers, and others. The objective of stake-
holder identification is to include anyone who might
have an influence on the outcome of the project.

Analyzing Stakeholders

Project stakeholders can be many, dispersed, and
varied in their viewpoints and characteristics. It is
important for project managers to do a good job
in identifying stakeholders, but stakeholder iden-
tification by itself has limited value. Developing a
deeper understanding of project stakeholders’ inter-
ests, opinions, and viewpoints is the necessary next
step in the stakeholder management process. This
step is commonly referred to as stakeholder analysis.

Stakeholder analysis activities involve deter-
mining what type of influence each stakeholder
has on the project, such as decision power, control

of resources, or possession of critical knowledge,
and their level of allegiance to the project. In other
words, would the stakeholder prefer the project to
succeed, not to succeed, or is he or she indifferent
about the outcome of the project?

The purpose of stakeholder analysis is to enable
project managers to identify the individuals and
groups that must be interacted with in order to
accomplish the project goals. Effective stakeholder
interaction is supported by thorough stakeholder
analysis activities that allow project managers to
develop a strategy to:

◾ Identify strategic interests that the various
stakeholders have in the project to negotiate a
common interest.

◾ Develop plans and tactics to effectively
negotiate competing goals and interests
between stakeholders.

◾ Secure active support from project champions.
(See the box titled “What Is a Project
Champion?”)

◾ Devise activities to neutralize or prevent the
negative actions of nonsupporters.

◾ Allocate personal and expanded resources to
engage with key stakeholders.

What Is a Project Champion?

A project champion is an informal, but important role on a project. Also called the project advocate,
a champion is a key stakeholder who is a strong supporter of the project and continuously communi-
cates its benefits and value to other stakeholders. The project champion often serves as a liaison to top
management and is effective in communicating at all levels of the organization. He or she also helps
project managers navigate the political landscape and serves to remove obstacles that are or may prevent
progress.19

Due to the champion’s position and influence within an organization, he or she normally understands
the concerns, goals, viewpoints, and opinions of the other stakeholders. For this reason, the champion is an
important individual for project managers to work with during stakeholder analysis activities.

When looking for a project champion, project managers should search for individuals who are:

1. Respected. A project champion should be someone who is trusted and whose viewpoints and
opinions are sought out and considered.
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2. Influential. A project champion is someone who can prompt action on the part of other stakehold-
ers without relying on his or her positional power.

3. Strong communicators. In order to promote the value of the project and influence action, a project
stakeholder has to be a strong communicator.

4. Politically savvy. A project champion should be knowledgeable about the formal and informal
political landscape and effective at using his or her political capital to realign personal agendas
to the goals of the project.

Table 4.2: Example Stakeholder Analysis Table

Name Assumed Role Expectations Reservations Provides to Project Decision Control

Sue

Williams

Sponsor Project meets all

business and

execution goals

Firm’s ability to

develop the new

capability

Direction and

decisions

Gate approvals

Ajit Verjami Department

manager

No expectations

for this project

Believes another

project provides

a better solution

Resources Resource

allocation

decisions

Steven

Cross

Client Project will be

completed under

budget

Timeline is very

aggressive

Funding Gate approvals

Danielle

Carvalho

Subject

expert

Project will stay

on schedule and

complete on time

Already

committed to two

other projects

Time and

expertise

None

… … … … … …

Many of the stakeholder analysis activities are
about prioritizing project stakeholders. A small
subset of stakeholders, commonly called key or
primary stakeholders, possess a significant amount
of organizational influence to either advance a
project or inhibit its progress. Either way, these
stakeholders have to be identified through a fil-
tering and prioritization process. A stakeholder
analysis table is an effective tool for analyzing the
various project stakeholders. Table 4.2 provides an
example.20

The table becomes the single source of
information about the project stakeholders for
further stakeholder analysis. To begin the analysis,
project managers should use the information within

the stakeholder analysis table to focus on four key
pieces of information:

1. Determination of the key project stakeholders.

2. Assessment of stakeholder alignment to the
project goals, scope of work, and project
outcomes.

3. Identification of potential conflicts of opinion
between stakeholders.

4. Identification of project advocates and non-
supporters.

It is far better to understand if stakeholders agree
with the project goals identified and documented
early in the project life cycle instead of waiting until
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it is too late to make adjustments to the goals or to
work with stakeholders to get alignment.

Virtual project managers cannot afford to be
naive in thinking that all stakeholders want their
project to succeed. Unfortunately, this is not al-
ways the case. Because of this, project managers
can use the stakeholder analysis table to begin
determining who the supporters and nonsup-
porters are. Specifically, close attention should be
paid to the information that is contained in the
“reservations” portion of the table. Typically, non-
supporters bring their reservations to light during

discovery conversations with project managers.
(See the box titled “Key Questions to Ask Stake-
holders.”) Normally, an additional level of analysis
is needed to determine if stakeholders who are
not advocates may in fact become inhibiters to
project success. However, at this stage, project
managers should be able to separate advocates
from nonsupporters. With information contained in
the stakeholder analysis table in hand, project man-
agers and their virtual stakeholder management
proxies can begin to craft a stakeholder strategy for
the project.

Key Questions to Ask Stakeholders

Understanding the needs, expectations, and potential issues of project stakeholders is crucial to the suc-
cess of any project. The work project managers do to familiarize themselves with stakeholders and learn
as much as possible about them may make or break the project.

The following questions can serve as a starting point for collecting the information to fully understand
and analyze stakeholder interests:

1. Who will receive the output of the project?

2. What direct benefit will the recipient gain from the project output?

3. As a stakeholder in our project, who will be working with you from the project team to execute
the project?

4. Who are the subject matter experts that should be consulted?

5. Are there other stakeholders who may not favor this project?

6. Who owns the budget responsibility for this project?

7. How does the stakeholder define project success?

8. What problem does the project solve, or what opportunity does it present?

9. How does the stakeholder see his or her role in the project?

10. What worries the stakeholder about the project?

11. Are there any suspected conflicts of interest?

12. What information does the stakeholder need about the project?

13. Is there an alternative project that may be a better investment?
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Creating a Stakeholder Strategy

Stakeholder analysis is about sense making. This
means understanding the significance of the
information gained about the various project
stakeholders. Project managers then use the
significance of the information to develop a strat-
egy for engaging and managing the right set of
stakeholders—those who have power and influence
to affect the outcome of the project.

Most of the literature on stakeholder man-
agement classifies primary stakeholders as those
with both high power and strong allegiance to
the project. This is not completely accurate be-
cause it leaves out the most potentially dangerous
stakeholders—those with high power and negative
allegiance to the project. These people also need
to be considered primary stakeholders. Figure 4.8
helps to illustrate why. Stakeholders with high
power and negative allegiance require significant
engagement.21

If project managers use the power/allegiance
grid to map their stakeholders, a core stakeholder
strategy will begin to emerge. The strategy should
consist of a communication and action plan for each
of the primary stakeholders. It should also keep the
project advocates engaged, describe how they can
be used to influence others, and plan how to win
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Allegiance

Significant

EngagementLimited
Engagement

Little to No

Engagement

Negative PositiveNeutral
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Figure 4.8: Power/Allegiance Grid

over or neutralize stakeholders who are not current
advocates. The stakeholder strategy should consider:

◾ Which stakeholders require the most attention?

◾ Is there a need to influence a change of
allegiance for any stakeholders?

◾ What message needs to be delivered to each
stakeholder?

◾ Can any stakeholders be leveraged as
champions?

◾ What is the best method and frequency of
engagement and communication with each
stakeholder?

◾ Does the strategy reflect the interests and
concerns of each stakeholder?

The stakeholder strategy likely will identify
the need to focus attention first and foremost on
some of the most difficult stakeholders. Stake-
holder engagement activities will test the courage
of project managers who need to be brave and
bold when faced with building relationships with
stakeholders who are not fans of the project or
may be professionally threatened by the project’s
outcome. Project managers must not follow the hu-
man tendency to avoid these stakeholders. Rather,
they should seek them out and, most important,
listen to what they have to say. Only by listen-
ing can project managers begin to find middle
ground to use as a means to positively influence
stakeholders.

I Forgot to Check the Box

All projects have both obvious stakeholders and
nonobvious stakeholders. Because of the lack of
physical presence between stakeholders residing at
distributed sites, it is likely that more nonobvious
stakeholders exist on virtual projects. Stakeholder
identification, analysis, and strategy can only pin-
point needed actions for the obvious stakeholders.
Surprises associated with nonvisible, nonobvious
stakeholders are likely to occur, as they did for
Jeremy Bouchard.
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“I forgot to check the box that stated the prod-
uct I was shipping to Japan for system testing was
not for resale. Turns out that was a crucial oversight
that had significant impact on the Sitka project.
Because the product was in final prototype, it looked
like a completed product that could be sold, even
though it wouldn’t perform like a completed prod-
uct. The customs agent in Japan who inspected
one of the products couldn’t tell the difference by
looking at it, and he therefore assumed it was not
merely an engineering prototype, but could be
sold. That raised his suspicion, and our systems test
prototypes were quarantined in customs. Three
weeks: That’s what it took to submit the required
paperwork, get it reviewed by Japanese customs,
and get a decision to release the test prototypes
from quarantine. Three weeks of lost schedule and
project productivity. I learned that even a customs
agent in a foreign country can be one of my project
stakeholders—sight unseen.”

Assessing Virtual Project
Execution

The virtual project execution assessment is really a
readiness assessment that may be conducted several

times during project execution. Depending on the
duration and complexity of the project, project man-
agers may want to conduct the first assessment 30 to
60 days after the start of executing. The reason for
this is to make sure the team gets off to a fast and
productive start, to ensure work plans designed in the
planning phase are working properly in the executing
phase, and perhaps to show early wins.

Additionally, the assessment may be used toward
the end of the executing phase of work to ensure
proper hand-off of project outcomes from the project
team to the operations team. Again, depending on
the duration and complexity of the project, project
managers may conduct assessments 90 days prior
to hand-off and then again at 30 and 60 days after
hand-off. The goal of interval assessments such as
these is to have the project managers, the team, and
key stakeholders see “no” responses in the assessment
moving to “yes” responses over time.

It is important to note that many of the assess-
ment items are likely to yield a “no” response in the
first 30 or 60 days of execution. That is intentional.
For each “no” response, there should be an action
plan and owner. It is a risk mitigation tactic to help
the project manager ensure the project team has
the resources and planning documents needed to
achieve project success.

Virtual Project Execution Assessment

Project Name: _______________________________

Date of Assessment: ___________________________

Assessment Completed by: _____________________

Confidential Assessment: ______ Yes, confidential

______ No, not confidential

Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

Resource Management

Financial resource needs are known, allocated, and
appropriate for the successful execution of the project.

Personnel resource needs are known, allocated, and
appropriate for the successful execution of the project.
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Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

Physical resource needs are known, allocated, and
appropriate for the successful execution of the project.

Roles and responsibilities are documented.

Any impact on personnel resources has been planned with
the office of human resources and strategies are agreed on.

Assumptions

Base assumptions from the outcome of planning are
documented.

Each project assumption has an assigned validation owner.

All assumptions have been positively or negatively
validated.

Risk events associated with untrue assumptions have been
documented.

Stakeholders

All stakeholders (internal and external) have been
identified.

A stakeholder assessment has been completed.

A stakeholder strategy has been developed and
documented.

All team members with responsibility for influencing
stakeholders have been notified and assigned specific
stakeholders.

All team members with stakeholder responsibilities have
been trained.

Governance

A project governance system has been established.

Monitoring and reporting expectations have been
documented and communicated to the team.

A common status format and content has been established
for distributed team members.

Distributed team leads are using a standard status indicator.

A project dashboard or equivalent tool is in use to track
overall project status.

The project objectives are documented and are being
monitored on a consistent cadence.

Project key performance indicators are documented and are
being monitored.
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Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

Program reviews with senior leaders are being held at a
regular cadence.

Change Management

All requirements have been detailed in a way that offers a
solution that meets the organizational needs for the project
and associated change.

Requirements are under change control.

A formal change management process is in place and in
practice.

The organization has a culture that embraces change, but
validates the need for change.

Change management protocols have been documented.

Changes are logged in a common database and change
communication channels are established.

Changes are tracked and reported as part of the project
governance system.

Additional Topics

Project managers and business personnel have discussed
and planned for any integration conflicts with other
projects and/or business initiatives.

Risks are identified and managed with clearly documented
mitigation plans.

Communication processes, channels, and media are known
for the project and are functioning effectively.

The implications of this project and associated changes to
the rest of the organization have been communicated
to the team.

Findings, Key Thoughts, and Recommendations

Notes

1. William J. Hamersky, “Business Governance Best
Practices of Virtual Project Teams,” Walden
University, College of Management and
Technology, 2015. http://scholarworks.waldenu
.edu/dissertations/238/.

2. Roger Dunn, “Development Governance for
Software Management,” IBM developer Works,
October 16, 2007. https://www.ibm.com/
developerworks/rational/library/oct07/dunn/.

3. Project Management Institute, “Delivering Value:
Focus on Benefits During Project Execution.”
PMI’s Pulse of the Profession Report, 2016.

EXECUTING THE VIRTUAL PROJECT 101



Trim Size: 7.5in x 9.125in Martinelli c04.tex V1 - 03/01/2017 6:28pm Page 102
�

� �

�

https://www.pmi.org/learning/thought-leader
ship/pulse/focus-on-benefits-during-project-
execution.

4. Russ J. Martinelli, James Waddell, and Tim
Rahschulte, Program Management for Improved
Business Results, 2nd ed. (Hoboken, NJ: John
Wiley & Sons, 2014).

5. Russ J. Martinelli and Dragan Z. Milosevic, Project
Management ToolBox, 2nd ed. (Hoboken, NJ:
John Wiley & Sons, 2016).

6. Martinelli and Milosevic, Project Management
ToolBox.

7. Ibid.

8. Ibid.

9. Ibid.

10. Parviz F. Rad and Ginger Levin, Achieving Project
Management Success Using Virtual Teams
(Plantation, FL: J. Ross, 2003).

11. Martinelli et al., Program Management for
Improved Business Results.

12. Sebastian Bailey, “How to Beat the Five Killers of
Virtual Working,” Forbes, March 5, 2013.

http://www.forbes.com/sites/sebastianbailey/
2013/03/05/how-to-overcome-the-five-major-
disadvantages-of-virtual-working/
#53ba8e3d53d7.

13. http://www.dalecarnegie.com/assets/1/7/
GoldenBook_English.swf.

14. Martinelli et al., Program Management for
Improved Business Results.

15. Martinelli and Milosevic, Project Management
ToolBox.

16. Rad and Levin, Achieving Project Management
Success.

17. Martinelli and Milosevic, Project Management
ToolBox.

18. Ibid.

19. Pernille Eskerod, Project Stakeholder Manage-
ment: Fundamentals of Project Management.
(Burlington, VT: Gower, 2013).

20. Martinelli and Milosevic, Project Management
ToolBox.

21. Rad and Levin, Achieving Project Management
Success.

102 PROJECTS WITHOUT BOUNDARIES



Trim Size: 7.5in x 9.125in Martinelli c05.tex V1 - 03/01/2017 6:28pm Page 103
�

� �

�

5
LEADING THE VIRTUAL PROJECT TEAM

When a firm begins to perform its project work
virtually, success is often due to heroic efforts on
the part of the project manager and a number of his
or her team members. Achieving success consistently
becomes a shared responsibility between project
manager, project team, and senior leadership. It is
the job of the senior leaders to establish a virtualiza-
tion strategy and to remove any barriers to virtual
execution success. The company’s project managers
are responsible for consistently ensuring their virtual
projects are executed successfully and that business
value is captured. If both pieces of the organization
work effectively together, a continual increase in
virtual project maturity and repeated success can
be expected. As we underscore in this chapter,
repeatable success in virtual project execution has
to do with solid project management practices plus
strong project team leadership.

As discussed earlier, all project managers have
two primary roles: managing the project and lead-
ing the team. Many project managers experience
a shift in the amount of time and effort spent in
these two roles when they move from managing
traditional projects to managing virtual ones. As
Figure 5.1 illustrates, the balance of effort shifts to
the right of the management-leadership continuum
for a virtual project.

This is not to indicate that team leadership is
more important than good project management
practices. Quite the contrary, project management
practices have to be performed effectively no mat-
ter what type of project is being managed. The
difference is that for a virtual project, work has to

be performed through team members who are
much less accessible and are loosely connected
organizationally. Therefore, influencing from a dis-
tance is required, communication from a distance is
required, and monitoring of work from a distance is
required.

In short, the distance factor caused by the
team’s distribution requires additional effort and
strong team leadership practices on the part of
project managers. Contrary to what some project
managers have come to fear, however, managers
of virtual projects do not need to acquire a com-
pletely new suite of skills and competencies to
succeed in leading virtual project teams. The foun-
dational elements of effective team leadership
apply whether project managers are leading tra-
ditional project teams or virtual project teams.
As Jeremy Bouchard and others have come to
learn, success begins with proficiency in the ba-
sic principles of team leadership and then an
understanding of how to extend the leadership
principles to apply to virtual teams. Over time, the
basic leadership principles are augmented with
additional processes, tools, and skills to increase
effectiveness, given the cultural, distance, time, and
communication challenges that virtual projects
present.

Understanding the basics of project team
leadership begins with understanding the various
roles project managers play when leading teams
of project specialists. It all begins with setting a
common direction to channel team energy and
work output.
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Figure 5.1: Virtual Projects Require a Shift in Focus

Be the Project Compass

Project managers, acting as project leaders, are
responsible for setting the direction for the project.
Setting a common direction for a virtual team is
a vital role, as virtual team members often scatter
their work effort in many different directions. Like all
project teams, virtual teams contain a high level of
human energy that drives team members to want to
contribute in some way to project success. Without
clear direction, that energy will be scattered and un-
focused, diminishing the power that can be gained
from collective human energy. A simple analogy
is that of a search party whose job it is to locate a
missing item in a large geographical area (such as a
five-acre area of trees and brush). If a search party of
20 people must search on their own to find the item,
they will scatter in 20 different directions, and the
result will be duplication of effort, territory that will
remain unchecked, and a high level of inefficiency
of human effort. We have learned that the effort of
these 20 searchers is much more productive and
successful when they are organized, structured
into a line, each given an area of responsibility, and
guided by a common direction of search. The search
leader in effect serves as the human compass for the
search team. In similar fashion, project leaders have
to serve as human compasses for virtual project
teams. To do so, they must know exactly where they
are leading the team and what direction the team
needs to be heading. This is accomplished through
the creation of a project vision.

Project Vision

In Chapter 3, we discussed the need for a project
team to have a common purpose or mission in order

to build team chemistry and help team members
attach to a common and meaningful purpose for
their specific work on the project team. At times,
the project purpose or mission is confused with the
project vision. Two key words help to distinguish
between mission and vision, why and what. The
project mission defines why the project is needed.
For example, the mission of a project may be to in-
crease market share or revenue, to reduce operating
costs, or to enter a new business segment.

The project vision, in contrast, defines the
project end-state, or what is to be accomplished
by the project outcome. The vision, in effect,
helps to define the organizational goals to be
achieved through the investment in the project.
(See Figure 5.2.)

However, while leading project teams, project
managers can use the project vision for more than
just establishing project goals. One of the essentials
of strong leadership is that leaders pull on the
energy and talents of team members rather than
pushing, ordering, or manipulating team members.
Leadership is not about imposing the will of the
leader, but rather about creating a compelling vision
that people are willing to support and are willing to

Culture

Rewards

Project
Vision One TeamGoals

Figure 5.2: Project Vision
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exert whatever energy is needed to realize it.1 The
project vision is the vehicle that project managers
use to pull the team together and establish a sense
of we instead of me. This “One Team” mentality is
important for virtual projects, as it is necessary for
all team members to put team goals ahead of func-
tional or organizational goals. Without a compelling
project vision, team goals will become subservient
to individual and organizational goals. The means
by which team members are rewarded has to be
designed in such a way that reinforcement of team
goals has priority over functional goals.

As the virtual project team begins to view them-
selves as “One Team” with a common purpose and
vision, a unique project culture begins to form. Team
culture, a micro culture of both organizational and
national culture, is important to establish because it
helps to create a unique team identity and operat-
ing principles. Team culture is powerful because it is
formed by shared experiences that solidify beliefs,
values, assumptions, and behaviors. At this point,
the team is moving beyond norming and storming
to (high) performing. To establish a positive project
culture, project managers must first recognize their
role in doing so. Second, project managers must in-
tentionally design the means to positively affect the
culture of the team by articulating a clear mission,
developing a shared vision of the team’s identity,
and providing team-building opportunities.

Be the Team Conductor

The analogy of the role of project managers as
being similar to conductors of orchestras who must
keep all players synchronized in time and playing
complementary parts from the same sheet of music
has been used many times. Just as an orchestra is
composed of multiple instrumental elements (e.g.,
the string, brass, and percussion sections), a project
is composed of multiple functional elements (e.g.,
design, development, and manufacturing). Align-
ment of all project elements is a critical factor in
project success and a primary leadership challenge
for project managers.

Gone is the time when project team leadership
is authority driven with work being performed
through a series of directives. Today’s era of project
team leadership is more diffused, collective, and
team-based, where directives and decisions are
participatory, collective, and democratic. Project
managers success in the role of team leader is de-
pendent on how well they facilitate the alignment of
interests, work activities, and the collective outcome
of the project. (See Chapter 9.)

Product and service solutions are now too com-
plex to be developed by a single expert. The integra-
tion of work from a team of specialists who focus on
creating their piece of the solution is required. How-
ever, specialists do not by nature desire to work in a
collaborative and participative manner. They would
prefer to be left alone to create their piece of the
solution and hand it off to someone else to integrate
and use.

Unfortunately for specialists, this type of devel-
opment has been proven to be highly inefficient and
ineffective and has led to the need for collaborative
cross-functional work teams. Surrounded by spe-
cialists, the role of project team leaders becomes
one of initiating and driving continuous, cross-team
collaboration.

When leading a highly distributed team, project
managers have to work even harder to drive ef-
fective participation and collaboration between
members who are separated by time and distance.
This is due primarily to the fact that participation
and collaboration—as well as integration of work
output—has to be performed asynchronously and
electronically.

The physical distance that separates virtual
team members limits the amount of synchronous
collaboration. Because face-to-face meetings and
discussions are limited, time delays occur due to the
additional iterations of communication and work
that result from trying to collaborate electronically
and at different times. Relatively routine tasks, such
as scheduling a meeting, can become complex
when one person’s workday is beginning while
another is sitting down to dinner.2
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Time differences and physical separation can
also allow some of the more introverted members
of a team to get lost in action—meaning their team
participation and collaboration can become lost due
to their innate personalities. Project team leaders
must exert focused effort to keep these people
active and engaged.

Integration of work output also becomes
more complicated on virtual projects. Work is ac-
complished in a very fragmented manner on a
distributed team, and it will remain fragmented
unless project team leaders purposefully establish
and manage integration of work between members.

Effectively driving collaboration, participation,
and integration of work output, therefore, requires
a change in both behavior and some processes. To
first establish broad participation of team members,
team leaders must focus on some critical behav-
iors. They must be willing to listen first, not tell
their team what they think first and then ask for
opinions. A more effective way to increase member
participation is for team leaders to ask for input and
opinions first, facilitate a discussion as a team, and
then share their own opinions. By doing so, team
leaders are motivating the team through inclusion.
Through deliberate provocation of opinion from
the team, team leaders help them become more
comfortable with participating and sharing their
opinions over time.

Another effective approach for driving a high
level of collaboration between members of a virtual
team is to organize the team’s work in such a way
that the team members are mutually dependent and
they recognize the benefit of that mutual depen-
dency. One of the intangible benefits of creating a
project map that clearly highlights team interde-
pendencies as covered in Chapter 2 is that the map
demonstrates that a high degree of collaboration
is required for the team to succeed in creating the
project output. Additionally, the mapping process
itself helps to build the virtual team as a cohesive
entity.3 This is especially true if the mapping process
is performed in a face-to-face session where at least
the core members of the geographically distributed

virtual team meet, work together, and begin to build
professional relationships with one another. Using
the project map throughout project execution is an
effective way to stress the need for continual collab-
oration and to orchestrate the integration of work
outcomes.

Be the Champion

It is true that a project team needs good direction and
a vision of success. It is also true that team members
need help coordinating and integrating their work
outcomes, especially when they are geographically
and organizationally distributed. And, equally impor-
tant, teams need leaders who will listen to their ideas,
concerns, and needs and who will help them take
responsibility to meet their own goals.

Good project team leadership, then, is not only
about accomplishing team goals and purposes, but
also about creating a motivating team environment
built on trust and then empowering team members
so they can prosper and grow in the process. Project
managers truly champion the efforts of the project
team members. Team leaders must strive to enable
the team to succeed and to set expectations that
the team members will make decisions, solve prob-
lems, and collaborate effectively. A major factor in
the enablement of a virtual project team to achieve
self-sufficiency is how well project managers moti-
vate their teams.

Motivating the Virtual Team

It is no surprise to virtual project managers that
recent findings show project team member
motivation is critically important to success, or
that the importance of motivation is equal for both
traditional and virtual projects, or that fostering
motivation is particularly more challenging on
virtual projects than on traditional ones.4

Two of the subtleties that have emerged specific
to motivating a virtual team are interesting for virtual
project managers to consider. First, social interaction
has emerged as a factor in sustaining motivation
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on project teams. Obviously, virtual projects hamper
social interaction by nature, and severely so in highly
distributed virtual projects. Second, it is recognized
that senior-level people on project teams are more
difficult tomotivateandkeepmotivated.Havingspent
a good portion of their career on traditional projects,
senior-level employees seem to have a more difficult
time adapting to the virtual project environment than
less experienced team members. This difficulty can, in
fact, become a demotivator. Another factor affecting
motivation of senior-level employees is previous
fulfillment of motivating factors. As we explain later
in the chapter, motivators tend to be intrinsic, or
internal, in nature. And these intrinsic motivators do
not change much over time. The result is that the
longer a person’s career, the more likely that his or
her internal motivators have already been fulfilled.

With these two subtleties in mind, we explore
the subject of motivation on virtual teams from a
wider landscape.

The title of this section is quite misleading.
It leads readers to believe project managers can
indeed directly motivate the members of the virtual
project team. Despite the millions of dollars spent
each year on motivational speakers and workshops
that teach us how to motivate our teams, it is under-
stood that people, including the people on project
teams, are in fact self-motivated.

Consider individuals on a project team who seem
completely unmotivated. What happens to them
when they go home to their families, their hobbies,
or other important aspects of their lives at the end of
the workday? Odds are high that they become very
motivated individuals. The person does not change,
but the climate and atmosphere of their environment
in fact changes. What are we trying to convey? Simply
put, virtual project team leaders cannot motivate
their teams directly; motivation has to come from
within the individuals. It is key to understand that the
role of team leaders is to create a motivating climate
for project team members.

Among project team members who are
self-motivated, intrinsic factors (those that are
personally rewarding) are more important than

extrinsic factors (those that provide reward or
punishment avoidance) for creating and sustaining
motivation. The panel of virtual project team mem-
bers (a virtual team in itself ) who participated in
the research for this book confirmed this assertion.
When asked what motivates them most in the
workplace and project environment, they provided
these answers:

◾ New challenges, being able to try new things
and either succeed or fail.

◾ Seeing their team complete a project
successfully.

◾ Knowing that their part of the project made a
big contribution to the overall project.

◾ Pushing themselves to new levels and learning
new technologies and techniques.

◾ Having the opportunity to work on diverse
types of projects.

◾ Being able to work with and get to know people
from around the world.

All of these factors are related to the internal
gears that drive each individual with little or no
connection to external factors (such as paychecks,
incentives, or bonuses). Research shows that intrin-
sic motivators are even more important on virtual
projects. The more virtually distributed a team is, the
weaker the social bonds and personal interaction;
therefore, the more team members have to rely on
internal factors to remain motivated.5

This does not mean, however, that extrinsic
motivators such as a competitive salary or bonuses
for a job well done are not important to keep the
individuals working at the same level of motivation.
If extrinsic factors are not also considered, they can
indeed become demotivators. Consider this ques-
tion: Would you as a project team member remain
highly motivated if any or all of these extrinsic
factors were present in your project environment?

◾ The project lacks clear goals and success factors.

◾ You are asked multiple times to rework your part
of the project because the overall project
direction continues to change.
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◾ You feel isolated from the rest of the team.

◾ The work you do lacks challenge.

◾ You fear retribution if you make a mistake.

◾ You lack the power to make necessary decisions
needed to keep your work progressing.

Therefore, the key point for virtual team leaders
to remember is that they are responsible for creating
a motivating climate; virtual team members are per-
sonally responsible for finding the things that mo-
tivate them the most within the environment and
following through to project completion.

Creating a Motivational Climate

For project teams to succeed, the climate in which
team members work must be positive, inspiring,

forward-moving, and motivational. There are many
opinions on what project climate means, but to us
it is what employees feel and experience when
they work as part of the project team and become
acquainted with the team culture, the project
vision, how team members interact with one an-
other, and the project manager’s leadership style.
If team members like what they feel and experi-
ence, they will begin integrating their individual
intrinsic motivators with the project. Project man-
agers must create opportunities for achievement,
provide adequate resources to succeed, assist
the team in knocking down barriers to progress,
give recognition for good performance, and help
team members feel like they are an integral part of
the team.6

Differentiating Climate from Culture

The terms organizational or team culture and climate are often used synonymously. However, although
culture is the shared learning among a group that solidifies beliefs, values, norms, assumptions, and
expected behavior, climate is more precisely about the perceptions and attitudes employees or team
members have about their organization or team.

Additionally to the team culture, climate and
organizational considerations, one of the most
important factors in establishing a motivational
project climate is empowerment. This means that
project team leaders are willing to share power with
the team to set goals, make decisions, and solve
problems. No one likes to be micromanaged, and in
today’s work environment, nothing will demotivate
team members faster than a micromanaging team
leader and lack of empowerment. Instead of micro-
managing, project team leaders must be willing to
support team members’ actions and efforts, provide
recognition when the team succeeds, and coach
them through their mistakes.

Remember, however, that empowerment
and acting empowered take time as they go
hand-in-hand with the process of establishing

trust and navigating through the stages of team
development. Project team leaders must become
confident that team members will act in the team’s
best interest when making decisions, setting
goals, and solving problems. Also, it is unrealis-
tic to expect team members to assume a great
deal of responsibility in the early stages of the
project if they have traditionally worked in a more
command-and-control environment. The transfer
of power and responsibility most likely will need
to be gradual. In fact, if empowerment is thrust on
team members all at once, the result may likely be
demotivation.7 Again, this is due to team members’
feelings that they will be chastised if they make
mistakes.

A positive climate for motivation is achieved
when a fear of making mistakes is nonexistent and
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project team managers are willing to coach team
members through the mistakes. For a virtual project,
there is no option but to share power and delegate
decisions, problems, and goals in a decentralized
manner where they can be acted on quickly.

Assessing Team Motivation

A powerful question is often at top of mind for
virtual project team leaders: How do I know if
my team is motivated? The normal approach
for assessing team motivation is to evaluate the
progress toward task completion. The base as-
sumption underlying this assessment approach is
that if team members are doing their work, com-
pleting it on time and as tasked, it is an indication
that they are motivated.8 It should be pointed out
that there has been no proven causality between
motivation and a team member’s ability or willing-
ness to complete work. The relationship between
motivation and work progress simply remains an
assumption.

Even though the validity of the work progress
approach to assessing team motivation is debat-
able, the underlying problem that this assessment
approach is trying to solve is that because there is a
lack of face-to-face interactions on virtual projects,
people need to rely on other cues to determine the
level of team motivation. Jeremy Bouchard shared
the following lesson learned from his first virtual
team experience: “Because I was not in a room with
my team personally, I had to rely on their perceived
enthusiasm that was projected through their voices.
I was listening for the degree of responsiveness they
demonstrated during our conversations because I
couldn’t see their body language.”

For some ambitious (and we would call them
brave) virtual project managers, we suggest a more
direct approach—have team members take a mo-
tivation climate survey. (See Table 5.1.) Since team
members are, by and large, motivated by intrinsic
motivators, it makes little sense to assess if they are
truly motivated. Rather, what needs to be assessed is

Table 5.1: Motivational Climate Survey

Never Sometimes Always

I feel empowered to make the necessary decisions within my scope of work

to keep the work progressing as scheduled.

1 2 3 4 5

I am given the authority and responsibility to solve problems within my

scope of work.

1 2 3 4 5

I feel empowered to assist my teammates in solving problems outside of my

direct scope of work.

1 2 3 4 5

I feel empowered to set my own work goals. 1 2 3 4 5

The work I am doing is challenging. 1 2 3 4 5

I feel recognized for my achievements. 1 2 3 4 5

There is an atmosphere of trust on the project. 1 2 3 4 5

The project goals are clear. 1 2 3 4 5

I feel accepted as a valued team member. 1 2 3 4 5

I understand how my work contributes to the overall success of the project. 1 2 3 4 5

I feel encouraged to innovate and create new ideas and approaches. 1 2 3 4 5

I feel I won’t be punished for taking risks if I fail. 1 2 3 4 5

COLUMN TOTALS

AVERAGE OF ALL COLUMN TOTAL RESULTS
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whether virtual project managers have established a
motivational project climate.

Once team members complete the survey, the
results can be averaged for each question and then
totaled. Obviously, the higher the sum total of the
survey, the more motivational the team climate.
Besides providing a quantitative assessment of the
motivational climate on a team, the assessment can
be used to make corrections in areas where the team
members feel themotivational climate is low(columns
with the lowest totals). For example, team members
may not feel fully empowered to set their own work
goals. Going forward, the project team leader can
work more collaboratively with the team members
on setting work goals and ensuring that they stay
aligned with the overall project goals and outcomes.

Maintaining Trust

As we explored in Chapter 3, achieving a high level
of team performance with a virtual team requires a
solid foundation built on trust. Trust is created by
the demonstration of proven interaction and con-
sistency of behavior.9 An unfortunate reality is that
trust between the project team members takes time
and effort to establish, but can be destroyed quickly
and easily. The same is true for trust between project
managers and their teams. Maintaining trust on the
team, therefore, becomes a critical factor in leading
a virtual project team.

In many ways, virtual project managers are the
glue that holds the team together. They must set
the expectation that all team members demonstrate
they are worthy of mutual trust. The following are
ways in which that can happen.10

Perform competently. With the absence of personal
relationships on a virtual team (especially at the
beginning of the project), team members will be
evaluating each other and the project manager
based on how competent they believe a person
is within their role on the team.

Act with integrity. Virtual project team members will
closely watch and listen to determine whether

other team members act in a manner that is
consistent with what they say and within their
stated values.

Follow through on commitments. Similar to integrity,
this means doing what you say you’re going to
do, whether it is completing a project
deliverable, sending an email when promised, or
scheduling a meeting in a timely manner. Those
who follow through consistently are perceived
as being more dependable and therefore earn
team members’ trust and confidence.

Display concern for the well-being of others. People
trust those who are perceived as responsive to
the needs of others on the team and within the
organization. Team members (and team leaders)
who assess how their behaviors affect other
team members most likely will be perceived as
having more concern for others. In contrast,
those who appear to be less sensitive to others
will be viewed as less trustworthy.

Behave consistently. Members of a virtually dispersed
team look for a higher level of consistency of
behavior among their fellow team members as a
way to drive out some of the ambiguity within a
virtual team environment. Trust on a virtual
team is based on behavioral consistency rather
than on social bonds. As project leaders have
difficulty assessing trust through social
indicators, they have to rely on consistency of
behavior. The same goes for team members
when building trust in the project manager.

One of the best ways to maintain trust is for
virtual project managers to set the example. Team
leaders who want team members to exhibit specific
behaviors must ensure that they demonstrate,
through their own actions, those behaviors. For
example, project managers who encourage the
team to act with integrity, show respect to oth-
ers, and meet commitments must model those
behaviors themselves.

It is difficult to separate trust between members
of a virtual project team and team chemistry, as they
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are tightly interwoven. Project team leaders must
try to ensure that positive team chemistry is main-
tained. Doing this requires a focus on maintaining
social presence even though team members may
be widely distributed. James Lehey, an experienced
leader of virtual project teams, explains that this is
not a difficult task.

Maintaining good team rapport does not
require special effort. It only requires consis-
tent effort. I find it beneficial to add social
communication time into our weekly team
meeting agenda, usually at the beginning of
the meeting. The team also has a section on
our team site where we share social expe-
rience and events. I use these postings as a
way to end some of our meetings by asking
a person to verbally share their experience
with the team.

The sharing of personal experiences increases
the social presence on a virtual team, which
strengthens personal relationships among team
members, which in turn strengthens trust.11

Team leaders must also be willing to meet
face-to-face with team members at their various
geographical locations when possible for local
team meetings, one-on-one discussions, review
of issues, and discussion of project progress.
These efforts provide additional opportunities
for project managers to reinforce teamwork and
trust.

Virtual project managers must treat trust as
their greatest asset and realize that it is important
to consistently model the behaviors that exemplify
competence, connection, and character in leading
the team. The best virtual project managers we
have encountered realize the need to go beyond
establishing expectations that the team demon-
strate the trust-building behaviors. The managers
also model the behaviors on a daily basis by al-
ways standing behind and supporting their teams,
never demonstrating favoritism, and accepting full
accountability for the actions and results of their
teams.

Demonstrating Personal Integrity

One of the surest ways to destroy trust and motiva-
tion on any team, either co-located or virtual, is for
project managers to demonstrate a lack of integrity.

Team leaders who operate with integrity behave
ethically and honestly, have an unwavering commit-
ment to their values and are willing to defend them,
are authentic in that they display their thoughts
and beliefs through their actions, and consistently
demonstrate responsibility and accountability.
For proof of the importance of leaders operating
with integrity, just review many stories in the press
today that demonstrate the effects of lapses in
integrity.

For virtual project managers, integrity is rooted
in two foundational elements: values and vision.
Values are what people stand for, and the team
needs to see demonstrable proof of project man-
agers’ values in action. Vision is a clear end state of
where project managers are taking the team. For
project managers, this involves establishing trans-
parency in the project and business success criteria
that tell the team what it takes to be successful
in their mission. Anyone can call themselves a leader
if they have the knowledge and skills to perform the
role. But, if their team members and constituents
do not believe that that person uses leadership
knowledge and skills with integrity, he or she is not
really perceived as a leader.

Managing Conflict

It is impossible to maintain a conflict-free team
environment, as conflict is a way of life when people
work together. Conflicts typically emerge because
people do not see everything the same way. Each
member on a team will demonstrate personal pref-
erences, personality traits, ideas, and opinions that
occasionally lead to conflict among team members.
In this manner, conflict is good! When managed
properly, the differences in people’s points of view
can be a source of power for teams because they
represent a broader perspective and more possi-
bilities for creative solutions. The positive effects
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of constructive team conflict include identification
of alternatives not yet considered, better solutions
to problems, better decisions, more attainable
goals, and broader buy-in across the team than if

differences are not discussed. (See the box titled
“Managing Virtual Conflict.”). A basic rule of conflict
should be remembered: It is okay to disagree, but it
is not okay to be disagreeable.

Managing Virtual Conflict

Shlomit Shteyer, director of Software Delivery at a major networking company, previously served as an
experienced virtual project manager and explained to us how she has addressed management of conflict
in her teams in the past.

“It’s a common practice for software companies to engage with virtual teams. I’ve worked with
multiple virtual teams around the world that combine remotely to serve as one team in trying to
deliver a software product. When it comes to keeping the teams working in harmony, there are
a few steps I generally take at the outset. For starters, the key to optimizing any organizational
complexity begins with some cultural context. Some important questions to then ask yourself are:
In which countries are the teams located? How are they used to working? How do they allocate
their roles? What is their decision path today? How is their work culture organized?

The reason for understanding the answers to the questions above, are that, as a project manager,
most of your challenges will revolve around how to enable and facilitate conflict resolution when
you’re dealing with:

◾ Different cultures and locations.

◾ Communication channels that do not include face-to-face methods.

◾ Different work and cultural expectations.

Based on my experience, when I sometimes worked with teams in three different locations that
needed to build a product together, I found it helped to act as a point person who could mediate
between the teams. Taking this role made it easier for everyone to facilitate the sorts of discus-
sions that built trust and provided a framework for how to resolve any inevitable conflicts that
popped up. Each time I entered one of these discussions, I took the three viewpoints listed above
into consideration. It was vital to understand how each team operated, behaved, and was accus-
tomed to working. Once I understood these factors, it allowed me to facilitate discussions without
judgment, while guiding the teams toward healthy resolution.”

Of course, team conflict often has negative
effects as well. The inability to effectively manage
through conflict between project team members
is a major source of team dysfunction. Causes of
negative team conflict vary greatly depending on
the situation and individuals involved. However,
two of the most common causes are competing
interests among team members and communication
breakdowns. When these situations occur, negative

team conflicts can result in reduced productivity,
missed delivery dates, hoarding or not sharing vital
project information, finger-pointing and scapegoat-
ing, reduced collaboration, low team morale, and
high team member turnover.

Managing conflict on a virtual project can be
a more difficult challenge for team leaders. On
a virtual team, conflict can occur quickly due to
the high potential for miscommunication, can go
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unnoticed for a longer period of time because most
communication is performed electronically and
asynchronously, and can be harder to correct due
to a lack of direct face-to-face interaction. As one
virtual project manager told us, “Problems resulting
from a simple language miscommunication can take
on a life of their own. A simple email exchange can
end up frazzling nerves because of a simple cultural
misunderstanding.”

Virtual project managers must be hypervigilant in
identifying conflict among team members, because
conflict cannot be resolved if it is not identified.
Most times, virtual project managers are in the
best position to notice conflict in email exchanges
between team members or detect negative conflict
during team discussions and meetings. As one team
member observed, “A lot of leaders ignore conflicts
between team members, hoping that they will just
go away. But, they seldom do; they usually just get
worse.” Conflicts among team members must be
resolved quickly and to the team’s satisfaction. Issues
and conflicts cannot be left to fester. Avoiding issues
with the hope that they will resolve themselves and
disappear may backfire on team leaders later in the
project.

It is not enough for virtual project managers to
merely be good at spotting conflict on the team.
They must also be quick to respond so it is less likely
to spiral out of control. Being quick to respond, how-
ever, does not mean jumping in whenever a debate
of viewpoints is occurring on a team. Virtual project
managers must learn to get involved within certain
boundary conditions, such as when conflict:

◾ Affects the performance of other team
members.

◾ Jeopardizes achievement of team goals.

◾ Interferes with team communication.

◾ Overflows to external stakeholders or partners.

◾ Involves a repetitive pattern.

Outside of these boundary conditions, team
leaders should allow debate among team members

to continue if the debate is moving toward a
positive outcome. Doing so will help build team
cooperation, collaboration, and cohesiveness.

Understanding Sources of Conflict

It is also important for virtual project managers to
become skilled in determining conflict type once a
conflict is identified. Conflict type will determine the
general course of action that team leaders will want
to follow.12 Listed below are the key sources of con-
flict that can occur on virtual project teams.

Task conflict. Task conflict results from differences in
viewpoints and opinions pertaining to what the
team is tasked to do. This type of conflict can be
beneficial, and team leaders should encourage
varying viewpoints. Task conflict can improve
decision quality and ensure that the team is
working on the most important set of tasks.
Virtual project managers must act as facilitators
by embracing debate, but also steer the
outcome toward achievement of the intended
business results.

Process conflict. Process conflict involves debates
regarding how the tasks are performed on the
team or how resources are delegated to the
tasks. In general, process conflict can be
beneficial in improving the effectiveness and
efficiency of the team’s work, but continued
debate can easily turn process conflict into
relationship conflict. The virtual project manager
must be vigilant in hearing all viewpoints
concerning a process, but then be decisive in
determining the course of action and set
expectations that the process will be followed.

Facts and data conflict. Fact or data conflict occurs
when team members have different perceptions
of the facts. Often team members use
assumptions to jump to conclusions and become
emotionally involved instead of asking for more
facts or data. Virtual project managers can help
resolve this conflict by asking for additional
information and keeping the discussion focused
on the data without the emotion.
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Priorities conflict. Priority conflict stems from team
members not being clear on project priorities. If
priorities are not clear, team members will
debate what tasks are most important to work
on, and frustration quickly will escalate due to
the interdependent nature of work outcomes on
a project. Virtual project managers must be
diligent in keeping team priorities clear and in
consistently communicating the priorities,
especially any changes in them, to the team.

Relationship conflict. Relationship conflict is an
awareness of interpersonal differences. This may
include personal differences or hostility and
annoyance among team members. Since
relationship conflict has a negative effect on
individual and team performance, virtual project
managers must be quick to identify the root
cause of the conflict and take measures to begin
resolving it. Also, as team members develop a
greater awareness of each other through virtual
social interaction, relationship conflicts can be
minimized and cooperation can more likely be
attained.

Values conflict. Conflicts concerning values are the
most difficult to resolve because values are
deeply personal. Team members grow up with
and hold onto different values based on their
backgrounds as well as where they live. This is
especially evident when the virtual team is
internationally distributed. Virtual project
managers cannot expect that a group of people
from different national cultures and
backgrounds will share the same values.
Managers should continually work to help team

members stay focused on what they can agree
on rather than letting them become polarized.

With all types of conflict, virtual project man-
agers must allow individuals the opportunity to ex-
press their differences and allow team members to
establish resolution as the first approach. It is not a
matter of who has the best ideas or solutions that
is important; What is important is finding the so-
lution that will provide the greatest benefit to the
team. Doing this requires the establishment of an
open team environment and an understanding of
the team guidelines for conflict resolution. It may
also require coaching on the part of project man-
agers. If the individuals in conflict are not successful
in finding a solution among themselves, team lead-
ers will need to intervene (see the box titled “Tips
for Resolving Team Conflict”).

Conflict management presents one more ar-
gument for taking the opportunity to establish
face-to-face contact between members of a virtual
team. Evidence shows that on geographically dis-
tributed teams, interpersonal bonds are lower, team
cohesiveness is lower, members are less satisfied
with cross-team interaction, and in general people
like each other less than compared to traditional
teams.13 These are all factors created by a lack of
trust among members of the team and lead to
a higher incidence of negative team conflict. In
order to trust one another, people must know one
another. The surest way to help the geographically
distributed team get to know one another is to
get them together physically and allow personal
relationships to form.

Tips for Resolving Team Conflict

◾ Listen. Only by listening can someone try to understand the other team member’s point of view.

◾ Separate people from problems. When disagreements occur, it is common for those involved to take
things personally. By maintaining focus on the problem—the source of conflict—the
disagreements will become less emotionally charged.
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◾ Be accepting. Accept the right of other people to have a different opinion. Acknowledging their
right does not mean you have to agree; it’s about demonstrating respect.

◾ Focus on the present. Don’t bring up past mistakes or results as a way to discredit others’ ideas.
Although it is always good to learn from the past, it should not be used as a basis of
argument.

◾ Be assertive but not aggressive. Be direct and succinct in communicating your opinions in order to
state your viewpoint. Don’t be aggressive in trying to force your viewpoint on others.

◾ Be open minded. Have an open mind, at least initially, to allow for the opportunity for others to
build on your ideas.

◾ Don’t compete. People like conflict because it speaks to our competitive nature. Competition,
however, creates a win/lose situation. Alternatively, compromise and collaboration with team
members create win/win situations.

◾ Walk away. If emotion hits a high point or an impasse is reached, take a break and come back later
with a fresh perspective.

Recognizing the Virtual Team

Providing recognition and rewards on a project
can be risky business, even more so for a geo-
graphically distributed team. The intent should
always be to increase the visibility of the good
work being accomplished by the team through
recognition.14 However, care has to be taken not
to create a reverse effect where team members
become demotivated, and trust is compromised.

Co-located teams have traditionally used a vari-
ety of approaches to celebrate and recognize project
team success ranging from pizza parties, to cash, to
movie tickets, to formal organizational awards. How-
ever, with virtual project teams, identifying effective
and appropriate means to recognize team and in-
dividual contributions and successes meaningfully
is more difficult. To complicate things further, some
recognition approaches that are appropriate in one
cultural setting may not be appropriate in another.

Project managers should ensure that team
accomplishments are consistently recognized via
communication to the sponsor and other key
stakeholders. Managers can extend the recognition
to the broader organization by tapping into the
organization’s communications or public relations

groups. Project managers should look to accomplish

increased public awareness of the team’s work and

to create a sense of team identity among team

members.

Although recognition for virtual teams is harder

to administer, many believe it is more important

than for co-located teams. It is important to ensure

that all involved sites are included in any recognition

activities. This is very helpful in overcoming some

team members’ feelings of isolation. Virtual team

members need opportunities to celebrate large and

small accomplishments to sustain a high level of

team performance.

Rewards are a bit trickier than recognition be-

cause they usually are individually based and many

times are deemed more valuable because they are

tangible. Additionally, rewards are more difficult to

provide since team leaders usually cannot offer team

members pay raises, bonuses, or vacations.

This requires virtual project managers to be

more cautious and creative in providing rewards.

See the box titled “Recognizing Virtual Team Mem-

bers” for some suggestions for recognizing virtual

project team members for a job well done.
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Recognizing Virtual Team Members

Rewarding or recognizing project team members for a job well done helps to build team morale. The
project manager’s sincere appreciation can go a long way toward increasing allegiance to the team. Gift
certificates, team lunches or dinners, a platter of doughnuts, and team events are all common methods for
recognizing the efforts of project team members.

But, what if the team is geographically dispersed? Rewarding and recognizing virtual project team
members is more difficult and requires more thought. To help stir the thought process, our panel of
experienced virtual project managers offer the following suggestions:

◾ Informal kudos. Kick off team meetings with informal recognitions or kudos for team members. It is
best if the recognitions come from fellow team members and are presented as a way to pat each
other on the back. Never wait to the end of a meeting, as time constraints can prevent getting to
this portion of a team meeting. Removing recognitions from the meeting agenda sends the wrong
message to the team.

◾ Team awards. Create team awards, such as a “Going the Extra Mile” award or an “Over and Above”
award. If the team is multicultural, be aware of sensitivities to individual recognitions.

◾ Pick up the phone. Take the time to call team members on the phone to recognize someone. In a
world of email, instant messages, and text messages, taking the time to call and have a
conversation with someone is a special way to express your appreciation to a virtual team member.

◾ Get your executives involved. An email or phone call of recognition from a company executive or
senior manager puts a golden touch on a recognition. Vice Chairman of NetApp, Tom Mendoza,
asks project managers to notify him when someone is deserving of a recognition. He calls 10 to
20 employees each week to personally thank them.

◾ Give the gift of time. Project life can be hectic and time consuming, and personal time can become a
rare commodity for team members. Rewarding virtual team members with the gift of time by
providing additional days off is an impactful and powerful way to recognize them.

◾ Gifts. Giving gifts can be a bit of a gamble on a virtual project, especially if the team is multicultural.
One way to give a gift that cuts through the sensitivities is to send a gift basket to the location
where the team member works, and do so in the team member’s name. This approach recognizes
the team member, but others at the location can share in the reward.

◾ Face-to-face meeting opportunities. Even though there are many advantages and conveniences
associated with being part of a virtual team, humans are social beings who value social exchanges.
Rewarding a team for a major project accomplishment by providing an opportunity for a
face-to-face meeting is a strong way to show appreciation and build team relationships at the same
time. This form of recognition will require prior planning and probably a budget.

◾ Decorate. Having an office decorated with balloons, streamers, or banners is a simple, but obvious,
method for recognizing either individual or team accomplishments. Of course, this method may be
challenging if the individual works out of his or her home office.

◾ Don’t forget to say thanks. Many times, simply remembering to say thank you for a job well done is a
sufficient form of recognition. The important thing is to express thanks in a timely manner; letting
too much time pass between an accomplishment and a recognition diminishes the impact.
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To provide recognition and rewards effectively,
virtual project managers must take stock in the
things that they have direct control over and employ
them consciously, cautiously, and consistently. They
must always look to recognize and reward team
accomplishments over individual accomplishments.
More on this in Chapter 9.

Leverage Your Leadership Style

All project managers develop their own leadership
style based on what they believe works best for
them to obtain successful results on projects they
manage. It is commonly accepted that most project
managers adapt their leadership style based on
their project environment. Team leaders who have
managed in the traditional team environment and
later transitioned to leading teams virtually have
had to adjust their leadership style. Accordingly,
doing this is necessary to accommodate the lack of
or limited face-to-face time for their team members
and the need to use electronic means for nearly
all team communication and collaboration. Addi-
tionally, their leadership style must accommodate
teams composed of representatives with other first
languages, cultures, and customs.

Due to the fact that more time needs to be de-
voted to team leadership in the virtual environment
as compared to the traditional project team environ-
ment, virtual project managers can benefit from a
leadership style that emphasizes the understanding
and application of behavioral, social, and emotional
skills. These skills aid leaders in sharpening aware-
ness, sensitivity, and understanding of their team
members. Various texts discuss a number of lead-
ership styles. Some are more commonly used than
others. No doubt, leadership styles will continue to
evolve to fit the future virtual team environment. The
next sections help to determine the type of leadership
style needed for different types of project teams.

Transactional Leadership

James MacGregor Burns was one of the first authors
to characterize the transactional leadership style.

According to the transactional leadership approach,
the focusof the teamleader ison taskaccomplishment
and achieving project objectives. The leader exhibits
behavior that is focused on establishing well-defined
roles and responsibilities, team member account-
ability, consistent follow-up on assignments, and
monitoring achievement of project milestones. Also,
prompt feedback from team members on problems
and other issues is a high priority.15

It is relatively easy for project managers to
use a transactional leadership style on traditional
projects. The triple constraints foster this style of
leadership. In such scenarios, the project schedule is
a goal-based motivator and can be used effectively
to monitor work completed versus planned and
prompt changes in work assignments when needed.
On a virtual project, transactional leadership is more
challenging for project managers due to the dis-
tributed nature of the team and the work. Visibility
into the work and accomplishment of tasks can
be quite limited, and experienced virtual project
managers realize that conversations need to occur
at the milestone and deliverables level with focus
on team collaboration at critical integration points
rather than at the more transactional, task level.

The primary areas of transactional leadership
focus on:

◾ Consistent, standard, and well-prepared
communication.

◾ Established and sustained roles, responsibilities,
and expectations with accountability for each
task.

◾ Regular use and communication with progress
and status reports.

◾ Quick attention to risk trending to issues and
problems.

◾ Individual follow-up on tasks and
accomplishments.

Transformational Leadership

Bernard M. Bass extended Burns’s earlier work,
focusing on the transformational leadership style.
Under this approach, as the word transformation
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implies, the leader uses various mechanisms to
create a motivating climate for team members. The
leader adopts a nurturing style, expressing care for
individuals and utilizing ongoing communication
and dialogue to identify with the project vision
as a means to motivate team members to desired
actions. This leadership style focuses significantly on
the people side of the project and also contributes
to managing and reducing resistance to change,
whether the change is to processes, technology,
development, or organizational restructuring.16

When team leaders identify with and follow the
transformational approach, there is considerable
focus on fostering team identity, trust building, en-
couragement of communication, and collaboration
and building the team’s working relationships.17 For
these reasons, transformational leadership is quite
effective for virtual team leadership.

A major point of contrast between transac-
tional and transformational leadership is one of
self-interest. Transactional leaders do not often
influence beyond self-interest. This is limiting in
many ways; for example, it limits individualized
consideration, collaborative team building, and
collective performance. Transformational leaders
motivate and inspire by using more than simple pay
incentives; they look to intellectually stimulate their
team members, they look to establish meaning and
purpose in each member’s individual work and the
collective work, and they aim to offer individualized
consideration to each member of the team.

The primary areas of transformational leadership
focus on these areas:

◾ Establishing team identity

◾ Establishing trust

◾ Building team ownership, relationships, and
rapport

◾ Fostering collaboration and integration of work

Situational Leadership

Paul Hershey authored the situational approach to
leadership. This approach to leadership is founded

on the notion that team leaders need to adopt a
leadership approach that fits the situation faced
at any given point during the project. Doing this
requires considerable flexibility and the ability to
adapt quickly during the life of the project. Team
leaders must be very sensitive to team members’
cultures and be prepared to properly address any
confusion and problems that they might present.18

As the name suggests, situational leadership
is dependent on a particular set of circumstances.
This style takes into account both task activity
and team members. The goal is to understand
work effort relative to the team members’ ability
(proven experience, confidence, and capability).
For some members of the team, their experience
is well established and aligned with their work
responsibility for the project. In this situation, vir-
tual project managers will not need to focus on
task-level activities. Rather, team leaders should
make sure these members are fully engaged,
handing off their work appropriately, support-
ing the work of others, and have opportunities
to further hone their skills and learn new ones.
Virtual project managers will find team members
with the opposite abilities as well. These members
may not be as experienced and may be in roles
that stretch their capabilities. Virtual project man-
agers will need to spend more time helping these
members understand their roles, expectations,
and, generally, how to contribute meaningfully
without slowing down the project or other team
members.

The situational leadership style encourages
virtual project managers to adopt an approach
that is the best for each team member’s experience
and capability, relative to the given task of that
team member. Doing this requires a high level of
flexibility and ability to diagnosis current situations
and act accordingly. As the project goes through its
life cycle, project managers may very well need to
adjust their leadership styles.

When reviewing the leadership styles, it be-
comes clear that no one style will fit perfectly
for all project situations. Given the complex and
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challenging environment the team faces, virtual
project managers need to adopt a leadership ap-
proach that, first of all fits their personality and
makeup and that second, blends the elements
of the leadership styles that enables the leaders
to be as effective as possible. For example, Bass,
through his work and research, indicated that lead-
ers exhibit simultaneously both transactional and

transformational leadership traits when leading
teams through the life of a project. Last, it is impor-
tant to also point out that many elements and traits
associated with the transformational leadership style
fit nicely with leading across multiple geographic
sites in the virtual team environment, given the lack
of ongoing human contact necessary for developing
and sustaining relationships.

An Interview with Elliott Masie

Kathy Milhauser, a former global practitioner turned researcher and academician, had the opportunity to
catch up with Elliott Masie and conduct an interview with him on the trends of virtual leadership. Masie
is a futurist and researcher covering topics on workforce learning, business collaboration, and emerging
technologies. Here’s what Kathy uncovered from her interview.19

Maise said: “Healthy organizations that have really good approaches to leadership are more likely to
be healthy in the virtual leadership world, because they are already addressing what the team needs.” He
continued: “You have to adapt in a virtual leadership mode, you have to become very conscious that you
are always attending to multiple buckets.” When Kathy asked for more details, Masie explained that the
best leaders make sure that the “team is clear and aligned;” they also focus on “developmental” aspects of
their team. Leaders need to “build and support the building of skills for people to do their tasks.” The third
element of great virtual team leadership, Masie said, is “to build and maintain the team culture, and that
includes trust and communication.” He concluded, “You have got to make sure that people are aligned
and crisp and moving toward their targets, and you also have to make sure that they are developing and
filling minuscule gaps. And then you have got to make sure that the culture is healthy, so that it’s actually
an environment in which people can thrive and succeed.”

Adding “E” to Leadership

Without deviating from traditional team leader-
ship where one aims to create and drive a project
vision, bind organizational components together
via a common purpose, and achieve a set of goals,
e-leadership is fundamentally different from tradi-
tional project team leadership because it takes place
in the virtual context and is mediated through the
use of technology to communicate and collaborate.

E-leadership (“e” meaning electronic) is related
to leadership in the information age, which is char-
acterized by fast development of technology and
a global economy where firms compete across
national borders seeking out geographies where

they can make a profit.20 E-leadership is a descriptive
term that includes a significant portion of the lead-
ership accomplished in the virtual environment—it
is virtual leadership. The term describes leader-
ship that encompasses electronic technology to
achieve a significant portion of the communica-
tion, collaboration, and performance of design and
development work pertaining to virtual teams.
E-leadership can be characterized as a means of
socially influencing attitudes, feelings, thoughts, and
behaviors through the use of advanced information
and communication technology.21

The evolution of virtual team leadership and
management toward an e-leadership environment is
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an important transition. No doubt, leaders of virtual
project teams must be proficient in basic project
team leadership skills and competencies. However,
the ability for team leaders to apply these basic
skills effectively through the use of communication
and collaboration technologies becomes one of the
key challenges and, if accomplished successfully,
one of the critical contributors toward achieving a
high degree of success in a virtual team’s project
performance.

Virtual team leaders, therefore, must ensure
that members of the team become proficient
in the selection, application, and use of avail-
able communication and collaboration tools and
technologies. (See Chapter 8.) This also includes
ensuring that all team members at distributed
locations have access to the chosen tools for the
project and receive adequate training on the use of
the tools.

Skills training typically available for leader-
ship and management does not broadly address
the skills and capabilities necessary for achieving
higher levels of performance in the e-leadership
environment for today and in the future. This, in
part, may be because the electronic environment
is evolving so quickly that skills and capability
development have been unable to catch up. In
fact, limiting the definition of the “e” to just elec-
tronic technology may not be broad enough for
the future. The “e” in the future may be better
represented by evolving as being more in tune
with the rapidly changing business and virtual
environments.22

Becoming an Effective Virtual
Team Leader

“I understand the importance of distinguishing the
two roles that a project manager has,” explains
Jeremy Bouchard. “More important, I underesti-
mated the importance of focusing on building
my team leadership skills as much as building my
project management skills.”

This realization didn’t occur to Bouchard until he
began managing virtual projects. “Looking back, I
didn’t put much thought into leading my co-located
teams. The team was formed, we all worked to-
gether, we communicated in meetings and hallways,
and we collaborated. I had people issues and
conflicts to deal with, but those were pretty easy
to resolve when everyone was face-to-face and
basically trusted one another.

“This was not the case when I took on my first
virtual project. I had nothing but people issues right
from the beginning, and I was trying brute-force so-
lutions using project management methods.” Fortu-
nately for Bouchard, his manager and mentor rec-
ognized the problem quickly and began coaching
him in team leadership principles. “Brent started by
giving me two John Maxwell books that hammered
home team leadership basics. We talked a lot about
how to apply those basics in a virtual team setting
where communication and leadership is done elec-
tronically. He also had me focus hard on establishing
team trust. I now realize that trust is the foundation
of all team leadership principles.”

However, there is still more learning and work
to be done. “I’m still working on adjusting my lead-
ership style to fit particular situations that arise. I’m
currently focusing my learning on recognizing when
a situation requires a different style.”

Assessing Virtual Team
Performance

The virtual project team performance assessment is
intended to be used by an organization to focus on
a specific project. The primary benefit in using this
assessment is tracking virtual project team perfor-
mance over time to assess the continual growth in
performance. This assessment can also be used at
the completion of virtual projects. The results from
the assessment are intended to serve as the basis for
future organizational actions for virtual project team
improvements.
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The assessment works best when a team remains
together for more than one project in order to min-
imize the disruptions created by losing personnel
and having to re-form and rebuild teams. To broaden
the breadth of understanding on the overall team

performance, managers of an organization may
choose to have a wider vested audience complete
the assessment, including the virtual project man-
ager, team members, project sponsor, the senior
management team, and other key stakeholders.

Virtual Project Team Performance Assessment

Date of Assessment: __________

Virtual Project Team Code Name: ________________________________

Virtual Project Manager Name: __________________________________

Project Start Date: _____________

Planned Completion Date: _____________

Team Size: ________

Assessment Completed by: _____________________________________

Confidential Assessment: ______ Yes, confidential

______ No, not confidential

Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

All team members were aligned to the project mission and
objectives.

There are proven examples of clarity in project roles and
responsibilities.

Project team norms and guidelines were in place,
understood, and used.

High levels of individual motivation and sense of purpose
were achieved.

Project planning was successfully achieved.

Effective project monitoring was in place and utilized
effectively by the project manager.

Project schedules and milestones were achieved by the
team.

Project budgeting and cost controls were successfully
managed by the team.

The project team identified and managed risk properly.

A high degree of trust among the project team was evident
and observable.

There are proven examples of awareness of team diversity
and cultural management.
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Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

There are proven examples of effective conflict
management.

Effective project leadership capabilities (participative,
empathy, supportive, mentoring, motivator, provide
feedback) were exhibited by the project manager.

The project manager dealt with resolving problems and
removing barriers to team progress.

The team proactively and positively managed project
changes.

The team communicated and collaborated effectively across
all geographic locations.

The team successfully managed and influenced the virtual
stakeholders.

Customer and client needs were effectively addressed.

Senior leaders and other stakeholders assessed the project
team as achieving the project goals.

Lessons learned and retrospective activities were
completed and the findings applied and shared with other
projects.
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6
EMPOWERING THE PROJECT NETWORK

“I had to learn to let go.” That is how Jeremy Bouchard
describes one of the major personal transformations
he had to experience to become a better man-
ager of virtual projects. What Bouchard is referring
to is the sharing of tasking, problem-solving, and
decision-making power between the project man-
ager and team members who are geographically
and organizationally distributed. However, this is
only half of what we call the duality of the virtual
project manager’s role. The other half is the need
to provide strong centralized leadership, particu-
larly during the forming and storming stages of team
development (as described in Chapter 4). This central-
ized/decentralized duality of the project manager’s
role is in effect on all projects, traditional and virtual,
but it is amplified considerably on virtual projects due
to the lack of face-to-face interaction and social pres-
ence caused by geographic distribution of the project
team. Also, the duality of the role brings to light many
of the challenges associated with managing a virtual
project that were discussed in Chapter 1.

As Jeremy Bouchard experienced directly, one of
the most challenging and confusing aspects of man-
aging a virtual project is knowing when to pull the
reins in to assert more centralized and direct con-
trol and when to let the reins loose to allow more
empowerment of the team. That challenge is the
subject of this chapter.

Centralize First

As explained in Chapter 1, one of the primary dif-
ferences between traditional projects and virtual

projects is that virtual projects are established on
a series of networks (organizational, technological,
and human), not on physical location and direct
interaction. The lack of physical interaction becomes
a constraining factor in the creation of human
networks on virtual projects. It falls on project
managers to facilitate the creation of most virtual
connections when a project is in the early stages of
initiating and planning. To establish core elements
of the project networks, project managers must pull
in and facilitate early communication, collaboration,
and personal interaction.

Networked Projects

The concept of the networked enterprise emerged
in the 1990s with the realization that hierarchical
bureaucracies were being replaced by horizontal
enterprises that were enabled by the use of digital
technology to connect organizational nodes.1 In
networked enterprises, components (people within
the organization) are both independent of and
dependent on other network components where
knowledge is created and retained. This dependency
becomes an interdependency when the components
of the business network begin sharing common
goals.

What has not been discussed in great detail is
that the emergence of the networked enterprise
has brought forth the creation of networked projects.
Because of the proliferation of the use of digital
technologies to share and create work products,
nearly all projects are now networked projects that
are based on a series of horizontal organizational

125



Trim Size: 7.5in x 9.125in Martinelli c06.tex V1 - 03/01/2017 7:19pm Page 126
�

� �

�

H
ig

h

Co-located Globally
Distributed

Team Distribution

P
ro

je
ct

 N
et
w

or
k 

S
tr

en
gt

h

Lo
w

Nationally
Distributed

Figure 6.1: Project Network Strength as a Function of Team
Distribution

connections. The strength of the project network is
based on the strength of the relationships among
project team members. For virtual projects, the
strength of team member relationships is influenced
by one key factor—the level of distribution of the
project team members. (See Figure 6.1.)

Communities and Ecosystems

A couple analogies are helpful to understand the
reasons behind the variation in network strength in
relation to team distribution. On traditional projects,
which are largely made up of co-located team mem-
bers, the sharing of physical space forms a community.
Everyone sees one another on a regular basis, some
people share commonality of work by participating
on the same project, and some people establish per-
sonal relationships that transcend the workplace. As
a result, an organizational and project community are
formed. When someone new joins the organization,
they become part of the community.

In contrast, members of a virtual project do not
have the benefit of sharing a common community.
However, members of the virtual project are highly
dependent on other members of the project team
for their own growth and success. Instead of being
part of an organizational community, a better anal-
ogy for shared dependency on a virtual project is
that of an ecosystem.

The concept of an ecosystem was first defined
in 1935 by Arthur Tansley, who characterized an
ecosystem as a whole system comprised of biolog-
ical organisms with a complex set of networked
relationships necessary for common survival.2 The
biological ecosystem concept was then leveraged
in the 1990s to define the concept of the business
ecosystem.3 In business ecosystems, firms are not
viewed as independent entities, but rather as part of
a wider network of companies that both collaborate
and compete to add and extract value from the
industries in which they participate. One of the
most obvious business ecosystems is that which was
created by Apple Computer. Networked to Apple
are a large number of companies and individuals in
the personal computing, telecommunications, and
entertainment industries that both collaborate with
and compete against Apple. The result has been
unprecedented growth in the industries.

Both biological and business ecosystems pro-
vide powerful metaphors for understanding a virtual
project built on a series of complex networks. As in
biological ecosystems, the virtual project network is
a community of agents with different characteristics,
specialties, and interests who are bound together by
mutual relationships as a collective whole. The fate
of each agent (team members) in the ecosystem is
related to the fate of the others (successfully or un-
successfully completing their part of the project).
Cooperation and collaboration between members
of the ecosystem is necessary for successful comple-
tion of the virtual project.

Ecosystem Keystones

Within an ecosystem (biological, business, or
project), there always exist entities that are referred
to as keystone members. In complex organizational
networks such as virtual projects, it is crucial that
these key players or hubs exist in order to establish
and enhance network stability. Network stability
refers to the number of direct connections between
the network elements. If these human hubs do not
exist in a project network, the network will remain
highly fragmented. On virtual projects, project
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managers become the primary hub, while other
functional players, such as subject matter experts,
team leads, and functional managers, emerge as
secondary hubs. A disproportionate number of
network connections flow through and surround
these keystone players.

It turns out that this structure of richly con-
nected hubs almost always emerges as networks
evolve their connections over time. In a biological
ecosystem, certain species emerge that serve as
hubs in food webs. In project ecosystems, project
managers and other keystone members act as
hubs that serve as information and communication
conduits between team members. (See the box
titled “Connecting New Delhi and Tel Aviv.”) The
point we are making is that in networked structures

such as virtual projects, strong hubs served by
keystone players must exist to establish a high level
of performance and to maintain system health.4

Virtual project managers must realize the critical
role they play as keystone hubs on virtual projects
and work diligently to help establish a large num-
ber of project network connections between team
members. Referring to Figure 6.1 again, the more a
project team is separated by distance and time, the
more effort project managers have to concentrate
on establishing communication and collaboration
connections. Even though a virtual project team
may be highly distributed, early communication
and integration of work must be centralized around
the project manager in order to strengthen the
connections within the project network.

Connecting New Delhi and Tel Aviv

For the sixth time, Abhishek tried to install the operating system software onto the new mobile communi-
cation device at his office in New Delhi, India. For the sixth time, the process failed.

The instructions for performing the installation process were uploaded to the project team’s team site
by Amir Matzkin, a fellow project team member located in Tel Aviv, Israel. To Abhishek, Amir seemed to be
the team’s expert on installing software onto the new device. After sending several unanswered emails to
Amir requesting assistance, Abhishek raised the issue in the next weekly project team meeting.

Presented as an issue that would soon affect the project critical path, Abhishek stressed the need to
have a direct discussion with Amir. A critical project network connection between two geographically and
organizationally separated team members needed to be established.

As the project manager of the virtual project, Jason Bentley was in the best position to help establish
a connection between the two team members. However, Bentley did not have a direct connection with
Amir either. What to do?

Bentley assessed the project network and discovered that Amir worked in Carl Hardgrove’s depart-
ment. Hardgrove was a member of the project’s core team and therefore, was a keystone member of
the project network. A request was made to Hardgrove to facilitate the network connection between
Abhishek and Amir and to ensure that a direct discussion between the two team members took place
within the next three days to resolve the issue at hand.

The connection was made, the conversation took place, an error in the installation process instruc-
tions was discovered and corrected, and the software was installed on the first attempt. What should have
been a two-hour task turned into a five-day delay due to a missing virtual connection.

EMPOWERING THE PROJECT NETWORK 127



Trim Size: 7.5in x 9.125in Martinelli c06.tex V1 - 03/01/2017 7:19pm Page 128
�

� �

�

Singular Perspective

Before a networked organization such as a virtual
project can establish the interdependent connec-
tions and relationships necessary to achieve its
collective goals, a change in mindset must occur.
People in an interconnected network first and
foremost view themselves as individuals with in-
dividual talents, skills, and needs. As we explained
in earlier chapters, the individualistic mindset must
shift to that of a collective viewpoint where team
members see themselves as a group of individuals
who share a common project mission and who must
collaborate as a team to achieve project goals.

This “One Team” perspective is of course a
centralized concept that must be driven by project
managers. On traditional projects, this singular
perspective is facilitated in large part by physical
presence and social interaction. People literally see
themselves as part of a team, and team identity
is relatively easy to establish. This is not the case
on virtual projects where social interaction and
physical presence are severely limited or completely
nonexistent. The “One Team” perspective must be
purposefully put forth by virtual project managers
and consistently reinforced from the primary hub of
the project network.

Communicating Common Goals

One of the most effective ways to begin establishing
the “One Team” perspective is by communicating
the project goals as a shared responsibility of all
team members. Centralization is therefore estab-
lished through a common set of goals. The project
charter (see Chapter 2) is an effective vehicle for
documenting the common goals of the project.
Consider the following goals statement from an
example project charter.5

The University is looking for new ways to
help alumni stay connected to the university
post-graduation. The website to be developed
will 1) create the means to establish a strong
alumni social network, 2) provide a portal
for the university to communicate activities,

information, and needs, and 3) establish a
repository of academic research information
for the alumni to access and contribute to.
The project will be completed prior to the Fall
2019 academic semester, and cost no more
than $60,000 to implement.

This simple goals statement is a very powerful
mechanism for pulling a network of distributed
project specialists together to achieve a common
goal. What is eloquent about this goal statement
is that it also contains an element of project
mission:

Creating a website that will be used as a
resource to help alumni stay connected to
the university and with one another post-
graduation.

Additionally, this goal statement contains el-
ements of the project and team charter. Beyond
the goal itself, there is an understanding of value,
success metrics, and benefit realization. A simple
goal statement, when articulated well, establishes
the “One Team” perspective in a compelling way.

Using Trust to Strengthen the Network

In order to begin distributing responsibility and
authority to various team members on a virtual
project—a necessity for effective virtual work—the
connections among team members must be estab-
lished and be strong. Project network connections
are established through communication. They are
strengthened and maintained through trust among
project members. Trust among team members
is the brass ring that binds the project network
together.

Virtual teams with high levels of trust are more
effective at distributing power of decision making
and problem solving and are more willing to readily
share information with one another.6

As Figure 6.2 illustrates, however, the type
of virtual project has a large effect on the num-
ber of virtual network connections that must be
established and maintained. The higher the de-
gree of virtualization, the greater the number of
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Figure 6.2: Project Type Affects the Number of Virtual Relationships

virtual connections on the project, and therefore
the more tenuous the overall level of trust on the
project.

Why is trust so important on a virtual project?
As both authors and practitioners have observed,
trust is the key ingredient necessary in preventing
the geographical, organizational, and cultural dis-
tances between team members from becoming
psychological distances.7 On traditional projects and
even on mostly co-located virtual projects, a high
degree of physical and social presence exists, thus
enabling trust to be established quickly by repeated
encounters and communication exchanges. As
the level of virtualization increases on a project, it
becomes harder to gain the trust and confidence
among team members when they never meet in
a physical setting. Communication becomes less
personal and more transactional.

To compensate for this, initial conversations and
attempts to collaborate have to be centralized and
intentionally driven by virtual project managers,
along with assistance from other keystone mem-
bers of the project ecosystem. In many instances,

virtual team members do not even know whom
to connect with when they desire to engage in
knowledge-sharing and task collaboration conver-
sations. The keystone members first establish the
virtual connections and, in the process, also estab-
lish a base level of trust among members of the new
connection. Once trust is established, maintaining
and strengthening it becomes the next challenge.

Research from Terri Kurtzberg suggests that ex-
perts believe that maintaining and growing trust
on a virtual team is almost exclusively determined
in terms of reliability.8 Specifically, virtual trust is
based on two key aspects of reliability: reliability in
communication and reliability in action. Reliability
in communication refers to trusting that a response
to a communication will be received from another
team member when needed. Lack of response or
recognition of receipt of a communication quickly
diminishes trust that future communication will be
responded to. Reliability in action simply means doing
what you say you are going to do. Following through
on commitments is the single most effective way to
strengthen and maintain trust on a virtual project.
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Establishing Commonality in Process

and Tools

Virtual projects greatly benefit from commonality in
methods, processes, and tools used to facilitate com-
munication and collaboration among project team
members and to integrate work outcomes across
the projects. Projects are dependent on methods,
processes, and tools for the success of work activ-
ities that produce the various project outcomes.
Commonality in primary methods and processes
drives consistency in work behavior and results.
Commonality in methods, processes, and tools is
best established through centralized discussions
and decisions.

Virtual teams must begin with a process of
convergence on which methods and processes
will be common across the team and which tech-
nological tools will be adopted to facilitate those
methods and processes. These decisions should
not be mandated by project managers—a critical
point that we cannot emphasize strongly enough.
Look to the process of choosing common methods,
processes, and tools as a way of building the team
and strengthening the project network. Having
open discussion and debate on the best methods,
processes, and tools to employ will create buy-in on
the part of team members. Mandating a standard
set of methods, processes, and tools, by contrast,
likely will serve to alienate some team members and
potentially damage work relationships.

The goal of centralizing the design of the major
methods and processes is to achieve consistency;
however, they should not be designed so as to
become overly constraining or negatively impact
the natural ways of conducting project work. The
classic example is trying to standardize the overall
project processes to support either a waterfall or an
agile methodology across the team. If the team is
multidisciplinary, likely both methods (and others)
can and should be used. Rather than trying to
win the debate over the use of agile, waterfall, or
another method, it makes more sense to standard-
ize the methods and processes for synchronizing

and integrating work outcomes, managing risk
and change, and tracking and reporting project
progress.

Centralizing the discussions enables making de-
cisions on how much structure is required and how
much commonality is needed. We recognize that
each virtual project is unique, so what may have
worked for one project may not work for another
one. Factors to be considered are how distributed
the team is (higher distribution usually requires
more commonality), how multidiscipline the team
is (the more disciplines involved, the less desire to
standardize), how complex the project is (more com-
plexity drives higher need for commonality), how
many external regulations are imposed, and how
many specific requirements are levied by project
stakeholders.

The selection of technological tools that will be
adopted and used by the project team to facilitate
their virtual work is another matter that is best
discussed in centralized conversations. As we de-
scribe in detail in Chapter 8, there is no ideal set of
technologies for all virtual projects. All organizations
are unique, as are their virtual projects and the
capabilities of their project team members; so too
are their communications, collaboration, and project
management needs. Project technologies, therefore,
must be selected based on how well they support
the needs of the team, how they complement the
culture of the organization and project, and how
well they integrate with the suite of tools currently
in use.

Creating Tacit Knowledge

The more a project team works together and col-
laborates on building the project plan, completing
project tasks and deliverables, presenting informa-
tion to stakeholders, and so on, the more they learn
about one another as people and professionals. In
particular, they learn who knows what, what needs
to be done, who possesses what skills, how to best
communicate with one another, and basic knowl-
edge of how to work together as a team.9
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This is known as tacit knowledge. Tacit knowl-
edge refers to the things people know how to
do without having to think about it. We can all
think of things in which we have developed tacit
knowledge—driving an automobile, playing our
favorite sport, cooking a particular meal, or setting
up a conference call using our company’s informa-
tion technology systems. After a while, we no longer
have to think about how to do these things, we just
do them by rote.

Creating tacit knowledge on a team is a similar
process, but is dependent on how often and to
what degree team members work together. Teams
naturally begin to learn whom to go to for specific
tasks without purposefully having to divide the
tasks.10 For example, in a closely contested game of
basketball (or any sport), a team implicitly knows
who the best shooters are in tense situations; there-
fore, players know whom to get the ball to score.

Project teams have the same characteristic, and
that is built on tacit knowledge. Over time, the
tacit knowledge they create guides them to know
whom to go to in particular circumstances and
situations.

This is another area where traditional project
teams have a distinct advantage over virtual teams.
Tacit knowledge is created much more rapidly and
broadly on traditional teams because of the higher
degree of social interaction. With social interaction
limited on virtual teams, developing knowledge
about such things as who knows what, what tasks
need to be completed, and who are the most
skilled communicators takes longer. The more work
and collaboration a team can perform together,
especially during the early stages of a project, the
quicker tacit knowledge will be created. (See the
box titled “Using Team Training to Create Tacit
Knowledge.”)

Using Team Training to Create Tacit Knowledge

Tanya Aquino is a colleague of Jeremy Bouchard at Sensor Dynamics. Unlike Bouchard, she was not a sub-
ject of corporate acquisition and has been with the Sensor Dynamics’ parent company for nearly 10 years.
For seven of those years Aquino has managed virtual projects and led virtual project teams that specialize
in new product development.

Before beginning his second virtual project with Sensor Dynamics, Bouchard reached out to Aquino
to see what techniques she has used to help accelerate the team-building process. “I told Jeremy that
I’m a big believer in two things: bringing the core project team together face-to-face early in the project
and attending some type of team-building training together as part of that initial face-to-face,” explained
Aquino. She added, “My favorite training is a one-day Strengths Finder workshop.”

Strengths Finders is the title of a book by Tom Rath that focuses on knowing and growing your
strengths, both professionally and personally.11 “I know a wonderful facilitator that is trained in the
Strengths Finder method who makes the workshop a great experience. He is a master at taking the
concepts, which are really geared toward individuals, and crafting them as a team exercise,” said Aquino.
“What we end up with at the end of the workshop is a really good understanding of what each team
member is good at, how we leverage his or her strengths, and also a better understanding of what they
are not particularly good at. But, the real benefit for me is that we walk out of the workshop having made
personal and professional connections and a strong sense of team. I believe that this investment in a
single day saves me weeks of time and effort trying to pull the team together as a cohesive unit.”

As Aquino explained to Bouchard, early team training is an effective method for establishing the
virtual project network, for identifying the keystone members who will help connect members to other
members of the distributed network, and for initiating social intimacy on the team.
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Nearly all authors on the subject of virtual orga-
nizations and virtual teams discuss the importance
of holding face-to-face meetings with as many team
members as feasible, particularly at the beginning
of a virtual project. More than anything, face-to-face
meetings serve to accelerate the creation of tacit
knowledge between virtually distributed team
members.

Power of the Initial Face-to-Face

Raphael Sangura is an educator and industry con-
sultant who works with companies that have moved
to a virtual model for developing and producing
products and services. He has consistently observed
something interesting within the companies that
he works with. “When I discuss the importance
of face-to-face contact between members of ge-
ographically distributed teams, I get unanimous
agreement from senior managers, middle man-
agers, project managers, and team members that
getting the virtual project team together is critical
to developing personal relationships, trust, and
distributed empowerment. However, when the
virtual project managers from these firms attempt
to get funding and time to bring the teams together
for face-to-face meetings, their requests are often
denied by the same middle managers or senior
managers.” When asked about this predicament,
Sanguara concluded: “Either middle or senior man-
agers don’t really buy in to the importance of the
face-to-face meetings, or they don’t fully understand
the return they will gain from their investment in
money and time.”

Businesses often debate, the benefits versus the
costs of bringing a geographically distributed team
together. However, the best virtual organizations no
longer debate this issue. For them, the act of bring-
ing their geographically distributed teams together
periodically is embedded in their project planning
and execution practices.

There should be no debate within your orga-
nization, either. The benefits of team face-to-face
meetings are well documented in case studies,

industry research, and team member testimonials.
The short list of benefits that are consistently cited
include these:

◾ Accelerated establishment of relationships

◾ Increased personal bonds and trust among team
members

◾ A clearer understanding of roles and
responsibilities

◾ An increased commitment and accountability
for meeting team deliverables and deadlines

◾ Broader cross-cultural awareness

◾ Establishment of direct lines of communication
among team members

◾ Transfer of power from the project manager to
empowered team members

When realized, these benefits move the group of in-
dividuals assigned to a virtual project to a higher
degree of team performance.

These benefits are realized in large part because
of an increase in social presence on a team. Social
presence is the degree to which personal connection
is established among team members. The higher
the level of social presence, the stronger the per-
sonal connection is between team members. Rela-
tionships, personal bonds, trust, commitment, and
team empowerment all depend on strong personal
connection. Face-to-face meetings have the highest
degree of social presence than any of the collabora-
tion methods and mediums used by geographically
distributed teams. (See Figure 6.3.)

As stated previously, trust is built on personal
relationships. Therefore, a team cannot establish
trust if its team members do not know one another.
By bringing members of a virtual team together
at the beginning of a project, relationships begin
to form between them and personal bonds begin
to strengthen. This is due to the fact that team
members begin to know one another as people
with personal lives, different personalities, fam-
ilies, and common interests outside of work. It
becomes easier to trust one another when this level
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of understanding about one another and personal
bonds are allowed to form.

With relationships and trust beginning to be
established, an increased commitment to the peo-
ple on the team and to the team goals begins to
form. As one virtual project team member told us,
“My deadlines now no longer affect a voice on the
phone or a person writing an email—they now
affect my friends and colleagues. I feel that my
tasks are much more important to complete be-
cause I don’t want to let down people I know.” The
implication of this is important for geographically
distributed teams. By creating bonds between peo-
ple through a face-to-face meeting, commitment
and productivity increase rapidly.

Since personal ties degrade over time,
best-practice virtual project managers have learned
that periodic face-to-face meetings are required to
maintain a high level of virtual team performance
and commitment to project goals. This is an im-
portant concept to understand. Investing in an
initial face-to-face meeting is good, but not nearly
sufficient. Face-to-face meetings are necessary
throughout projects, especially when conflicts arise,
new members come on board, and project goals
shift. All of these occurrences can begin to erode
the personal bonds that are established in the initial
face-to-face meeting.

The list of benefits of face-to-face meetings is
long and powerful, and the value of such meetings
is clear: If an enterprise wants to increase the per-
formance and output of its virtual project teams,
it must plan for and invest in periodic face-to-face
meetings. This means that senior managers must
provide the funding and time for face-to-face meet-
ings, and virtual project managers must include
face-to-face gatherings as part of their process and
be able to facilitate the meetings effectively.

Empowering by Decentralizing

The reason project managers of virtual teams must
take the team through the centralization activities
described in the previous sections is to enable the
team to accurately represent the interests of the
project when they are empowered to solve prob-
lems, make decisions, and drive execution of work
on behalf of the project manager at the local level.
They must be connected through the project net-
work to other team members regardless of physical
location; they must identify with the team; they
must know the goals of the project; they must have
a base level of trust in their fellow team members;
and they must have developed an understanding of
their strengths and skills. With these actions in place,
virtual project managers are in good positions to
begin decentralizing tasking and execution of work,
solving of problems, and decision making activities
to team members who are closest to where work is
being performed.

In today’s nonhierarchical, networked orga-
nization, centralized command and control of
work activities is rare and mostly ineffective. In
networked organizations, ownership of work per-
formance and completion of outcomes has to
be distributed across the network. It is simply a
case of form follows function—meaning that the
structure of the organization influences how the
work must be performed and managed. Projects,
as central elements of organizations that normally
mirror organizational structure, follow the same
form-follows-function rule.
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This means that for the networked project,
project managers must delegate and grant respon-
sibility and authority to the various team members.
For virtual projects, delegation of authority becomes
a risky proposition for project managers. It involves
transferring an element of project leadership to
another person, but to a person who is located in
another geographical location, is in a different time
zone, and who may have a different first language
and different cultural norms. In such situations, the
risk of distributed empowerment becomes higher.

To mitigate some of this risk, project managers
must keep four key things in mind when delegating
work virtually:

1. Communicate the end result desired. In order to
be successful, team members who have been
delegated work must have a clear understand-
ing of what it is they are to achieve. The overall
goal, scope of work, and deadlines must be
clear and discussed in detail.

2. Grant authority to work autonomously. With the
responsibilities communicated and granted,
recipients of delegated work must also be
given the authority to plan their work, solve
problems encountered, and make relevant
decisions. Project managers must explicitly
communicate the level of authority they are
granting to prevent recipients of delegated
responsibility from having to guess their level
of authority.

3. Work, measure, and evaluate at the deliverable
level. On a virtual team, project managers
will not be able to manage at the task level.
Team members must have the latitude to
accomplish tasks and must be trusted that the
tasks will be accomplished. Project managers
must “up-level” management oversight to the
deliverables (and likely the major milestones)
level of work.

4. Ensure resources accompany granted responsi-
bility. It does no good to grant team members
authority to take control of work if adequate
resources are not available to perform the

work. Resources include enough people, time,
budget, and materials to do the job. Project
managers are responsible for ensuring ade-
quate resources are available, even if they do
not personally control the resources.

This last point seems to be the most obvious fac-
tor in effective delegation of virtual work. However,
it is raised most often by project team members that
have been delegated additional responsibilities, as
a primary reason for failing to complete the work
that has been delegated. Project managers must not
falsely assume that resources are going to be avail-
able to perform the work. They must continually ask
those to whom they are delegating responsibility
and authority if they have adequate resources to
perform the work. If at any time the answer is no,
project managers have the responsibility to ensure
the situation is corrected, even though people
within the organization who can remedy the situa-
tion directly may be halfway across the globe. If that
is the case, project managers will find themselves
negotiating for resources across physical, time, and
possibly cultural boundaries.

Of course, delegation of work is likely a gradual
process due to the underlying factor that affects
project manager willingness to delegate—trust.
Trust and delegated authority are closely linked,
as Figure 6.4 illustrates. The more that trust in-
creases on the part of project managers, the more
likely they will be to allow team members to work
independently.

Team Empowerment

In the world of networked organizations and dis-
tributed teams, the word empowerment is used fre-
quently. Because of this, we seldom, if ever, stop to
consider what it means. Power, in the context of the
project environment, is the ability to effect change
and influence others and having the authority to
get things done.12 Empowerment, then, is the act of
one person sharing power with another person. It
is granting another person the authority to effect
change, make decisions, solve problems, set goals,
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and task others on behalf of someone else—in our
case, the virtual project manager.

Empowerment is the fundamental factor that
makes decentralization possible on a virtual project.
As team members are granted greater power, they
will begin to act more on their own and rely less on
the project manager’s direction. They will take on
greater responsibility for their work, become more
comfortable with making decisions and solving
problems at the local level, begin to act proactively
instead of reactively to changing project conditions,
and ultimately become more motivated to succeed.
In their book titled The Power of Product Platforms,
Marc Meyer and Alvin Lehnard recognize that “there
is no organizational sin more demoralizing to teams
than lack of empowerment.”13 This is especially true
on virtual projects, which consist of distributed team
members who must work independently much of
the time.

Sharing of Power Takes Time

Empowerment does not, and should not, occur all at
once. The release of power from project managers
to virtually distributed team members must occur
gradually and over time. Remember the primary
theme of this chapter: Virtual projects have to be
centralized first to establish commonality, then
decentralization can occur over time as the team
matures and trust builds. Figure 6.5 conceptually
illustrates the progression of empowerment as
a team moves through the various stages of the
Tuckman team development model.

Why the gradual release of power? The release
of power is dependent on the amount of trust and
confidence that project managers have that their
interests—the goals of the project team—will be
adequately represented by others with whom they
share their power. As we know, trust builds over
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Figure 6.5: Increasing Empowerment as Team Development Progresses
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time. Therefore, the sharing of power will occur over
time. Even though the granting of empowerment
over time can be frustrating to some team mem-
bers, consider what often happens to people who
have had little to no power and then suddenly find
themselves in positions of influence. Many times
they overcompensate, overuse their power, and get
into trouble, particularly when it comes to making
decisions. Other times, they simply run from their
newfound power, fearing to exert their author-
ity and influence because of the fear of making
mistakes. The gradual granting of empowerment
helps to ensure people are comfortable assuming
authority and that they use their new power to
further the interests of the project. However, project
managers cannot put off granting empowerment
for too long. When a project enters the execution
stage, the importance of distributed empowerment
increases dramatically. This puts pressure on project
managers to establish trust as quickly as possible
during the planning stage of the virtual project.
(See Chapter 2.)

Empowerment–Risk Relationship

For virtual project managers, team empowerment is
a double-edged sword. On one side, empowerment
is absolutely necessary for success in a situation con-
sisting of distributed resources. On the other side,
empowerment of distributed resources means tak-
ing on greater risk. (See Figure 6.6.)

The more virtual project managers share their
power, the more they are betting that the team can
and will perform effectively when using that power
on their own. The greater the empowerment, the
less control project managers maintain.

This paradigm shift to decentralized power
causes problems for some project managers as they
first encounter the world of virtual projects. The nat-
ural tendency is to try to control risk as it emerges
and increases on a project. The greater the risk, the
greater the direct control project managers want
to exert. Unfortunately, people who strive to assert
a high level of control do not fare well as virtual
project managers. Team empowerment is required
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Figure 6.6: Empowerment–Risk Relationship

as well as the distribution of the responsibility to
manage risk on the project.

Team member empowerment is even more
critical when the project is distributed internation-
ally. Often there is no other choice but to empower
those closest to the work in order to accurately eval-
uate a situation and decide on the proper course
of action. Slow and ineffective problem solving and
decision making (which are common in decentral-
ized models) are primary causes for schedule delays
and budget overruns on virtual projects.

Because trust takes longer to develop on global
projects, team empowerment is even more risky.
The rate at which power is shared may therefore be
slower than in domestic virtual projects. As Victor
Burdic, a seasoned virtual project manager, points
out, “Empowerment is something that builds over
time through gaining confidence in the team.” He
also describes the consequence of empowerment
risk: “One big screw-up on the part of someone
wipes out 10 ‘accolades’ the team has received
because of the loss of trust and confidence of the
project manager.”

The most powerful tools for virtual project
managers to use to lower the risk associated with
distributed project teams are clearly defined success
criteria, clearly defined deliverables and due dates,
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and decision boundaries based on the success
criteria for each deliverable. Greater empowerment,
with wider problem-solving and decision bound-
aries, can be granted as time progresses and trust
increases regarding the team’s ability to function in
a decentralized manner.

Shared Decision Making

As we learned in Chapter 1, a common ailment
affecting virtual teams is slow decision making.
Traditional projects benefit from co-located team
members who can assemble and engage in a rich
discussion concerning a particular decision. Virtual
teams do not have this luxury, and the separation
of team members by time and distance can inhibit
timely decision making. To combat this challenge,
modifications to project management decision
processes have to be made.

On traditional projects, project managers are the
primary people providing project leadership. On vir-
tual projects, however, leadership typically is shared
among team members based on location and task
at hand. This includes decision making. A more com-
plex centralized/decentralized decision framework

has to be established for virtual projects. Decisions
that directly affect the success of the project—such
as those that can change the project schedule, for
example—need to remain centralized with project
managers. Other decisions need to be decentralized
and moved to where the decision outcome will be
implemented. These decision types, such as the hir-
ing of a particular project team member, become
the responsibility of the project lead in the appro-
priate location who can effect more informed and
timelier decisions. Decentralized decision making in-
creases the probability that the right team members
and stakeholders are involved in decisions and that
the required data and information are available.

To make the shared decision process work on
a virtual project, project managers must empower
the virtual team members to whom they have del-
egated decision responsibility and authority. With
authority granted, project managers must also com-
municate who has been delegated decision rights
for the project to complete the empowerment pro-
cess. (See the box titled “Planned Decision-Making
Methodology for Maxwell’s Virtual Project.”) This is
best documented and communicated via the team
charter. (See Chapter 2.)

Planned Decision-Making Methodology for Maxwell’s Virtual Project

Robert Maxwell has recently been assigned as the project manager for the design and development of
a new electronic monitoring system, which will be a new product for the APEX Monitoring Corporation.
APEX is a global firm that designs and develops large monitoring systems for use in industrial security sys-
tems. Robert’s new project will be managed as a highly distributed virtual project due to the fact that the
development team will be participating from five company sites across the globe.

Over the past few days, Robert has led a few initial meetings with the new project team to initiate
his project formation activities. These sessions have been conducted as video conferences. Given Robert’s
prior experience with APEX, he expects that the opportunity for any face-to-face meetings with his team
will be very limited and most likely any direct meetings with team members will be accomplished during
visits that he plans to make periodically to each site.

Team members on this new project will be participating from these locations:

◾ Los Angeles, California—Where Robert Maxwell works and will provide project leadership, as well
as the location of the project’s infrastructure support for administration, finance, and other support
services
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◾ Venice, Italy—Firmware, user interface, and application software. Team leader—Flavia Paola

◾ Cape Town, South Africa—Circuitry, power supply, and enclosure. Team leader—Joshua Vissan

◾ Sao Paula, Brazil—Manufacturing. Team leader—Fernando Senna

◾ Republic of Singapore—Quality, service, and customer support. Team leader—Jang Bahorum

Robert is now at the point in the project where he wants to discuss, clarify, and document with the
team his decision making strategy for the project and how he plans to involve and empower the team
to participate in project decisions. As a very experienced project manager, he has learned that for virtual
teams, an appropriate level of team empowerment has worked best for his management style and en-
ables him to achieve his best results. He has also learned that it is essential to designate who will make
decisions for the team and to specify what decisions and what aspects of the decision making process
must be discussed, understood by the team, and documented during the formative stage of the project
in the project team charter.

Robert’s decision philosophy for this project is based on a consultative decision approach. He sees de-
cisions on the project falling into three broad categories:

1. Project manager decisions. Robert will be the overall project decision maker and will be respon-
sible for delegating decision authority to others on the project. Decisions that directly affect the
success of the project, as well as overall cost, schedule, and project deliverables, remain the sole
responsibility of Robert.

2. Empowerment for decision making participation by the entire team membership. Robert has cho-
sen to empower all members of the team to jointly participate and help decide on these team
activities:

◾ Establishing project expectations

◾ Building team member awareness and getting to know one another

◾ Developing project plans

◾ Developing a collaboration methodology and deciding how the team will work together in
the virtual environment

◾ Establishing project team norms

3. Empowerment of designated project team leaders. Robert plans to specifically empower certain
project team leaders to make functional expertise decisions in accordance with the project char-
ter. These team members are:

◾ Flavia Paola: Project leader, Firmware, user interface, and application software

◾ Joshua Vissan: Project leader, Circuitry, power supply, and mechanical enclosure

◾ Fernando Senna: Project leader, Manufacturing

◾ Jang Bacharum: Project leader, Quality

These designated project leaders will be the sole decision makers for their area of expertise and will
be responsible for making local decisions.
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Also discussed was how decisions and problems faced were to be systematically addressed. The
project manager and designated project team leaders will approach all decisions and problems faced
during the life of the project by systematically:

◾ Identifying the problem or decision needed

◾ Through discussions with the project manager, identifying the specific members of the team who
need to be consulted on the problem or decision needed

◾ Jointly characterizing the issue and documenting the problem statement and decision needed in
plain language

◾ Identifying viable solutions and immediate and downstream implications of each

◾ Selecting the best choice of the potential solutions available and discussing with the team
members to be consulted

◾ Sharing problem solution and decision with the project manager

The purpose of today’s teleconference with the broader project team members is to share this plan for
decision making. Once reviewed and documented, this plan will become a part of the team charter.

Decision Alignment

Delegation of team decisions, however, increases the
risk that the decision outcomes can become mis-
aligned from the goals of the project. As a safeguard,
team leaders must establish boundary conditions
that serve as guardrails to prevent goal misalign-
ment. The more concisely and clearly the boundary
conditions for a decision are stated, the greater the
likelihood that the decision will be effective in ac-
complishing the direction that is needed and ensur-
ing that the direction is consistent with the business
goals driving the need for the project.

A wonderful example of a best practice for
establishing team decision boundaries based
on business goals is the use of a tool known as
the project strike zone, which was introduced in
Chapter 4. The project strike zone (shown again in
Figure 6.7) is an important decision support tool
that helps to keep project decisions in alignment
with the business goals of the project.

The elements of the project strike zone include
the business success factors for the project, target
and control (threshold) limits, and a high-level sta-
tus indicator. The success criteria thresholds are the
decision boundaries within which the virtual team

must remain. As long as a decision will not cause the
project to move outside of any of the success crite-
ria threshold limits, the delegated decision makers
are empowered to make that decision. If, however,
a decision will cause the project to move outside of
any success criterion (e.g., product cost), the deci-
sion must be elevated to the project manager first
and then possibly to the sponsoring executive.

In practice, not all decisions can be delegated
to the local level. Whenever a decision outcome
will affect more than one project subteam, affect
others outside of the project team, or affect the
project goals, the decision must be made by project
managers. In these cases, project managers must
ensure that they have the appropriate information
to achieve a high-quality decision outcome.

Prescriptive Decision Methodology

With decisions distributed across the virtual project,
the opportunity for inefficiencies due to variation in
decision methods is great. To combat this, a common
decision method should be prescribed by project
managers and established across the virtual team.
We have repeatedly witnessed the natural desire to
include distributed team members in both consensus
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Project Strike Zone

Value Proposition
• Increase market share in product segment

• Order growth within 6 months of launch
• Market share increase after 1 year 

Time-to-Benefits Target:
• Project initiation approval
• Business case approval

• Integrated plan approval

• Validation release

• Release to customers

Resources
• Team staffing commitments complete
• Staffing gaps

Technology
• Technology identification complete
• Core technology development complete

Financials
• Program budget
• Product cost

• Profitability index

Project Objectives StatusStrike Zone

Target Threshold

10% 5% 7% (est.)
5% 0% 4% (est.)

1/3/2019 1/15/2019 1/4/2019
6/1/2019 6/30/2019 6/1/2019

8/6/2019 8/20/2019 8/17/2019

4/15/2020 4/30/2020 6/29/2020 

7/15/2020 8/1/2020 TBD

6/30/2019 7/15/2019 7/1/2019
All project teams

staffed at minimum
level

No critical path
resource gaps

Staffed

4/30/2019
Priority 1 & 2 techs
delivered @ Alpha

5/15/2019 4/28/2019
Priority 1 techs

delivered @ Alpha
on track

100% of plan
$8500

2.0

105% of plan
$8900

1.8

101% (est.)
$9100 (est.)

1.9 (est.)

Red

Green

Green

Green

Yellow

Actual

Figure 6.7: Project Strike Zone Sets Decision Boundaries

and majority rules decision methods with little suc-
cess. Although the intention is correct, these decision
methods are highly ineffective for virtual teams and
result in significantly slow time-to-decisions.14

Consensus decision making strives to ensure all
team members agree with what decision to make.
Most of the time striving for consensus leads to ex-
haustive debate and can lead to circular discussions
as team members toil in vain to convince others that
their opinion is the right opinion. They fail to con-
sider opening their own minds to other opinions
and viewpoints. This method eventually can lead
to false consensus where team members relinquish
their opinion to the majority. This may be a result of
having become exhausted with the circular discus-
sions or a factor called conformity. Conformity arises

in group decisions because people like to be liked.
As a result, they conform to the opinions of others
in order to prevent people from disliking them. It is
in part for this reason we do not see “don’t like” op-
tions on social media sites. We find that when either
discussion exhaustion or conformity occur, disen-
gagement once a decision is made is likely to occur.

Using a majority-rules decision method is also
not recommended for virtual projects. Virtual
projects often are structured in such a way that
a larger number of team members are located in
one or a small number of locations, with other
team members distributed in smaller numbers.
A majority-rules decision method can be a problem
when it leads to coalition building among members
who are co-located in greater numbers. Again, there
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is a high probability for team member disengage-
ment in the decision process, particularly those who
are distributed in smaller numbers.

The conclusion to be drawn here is that virtual
project managers should avoid both consensus
and majority-rules methods for decision making
processes in order to accelerate time-to-decision
performance and to decrease the likelihood of post-
decision disengagement. Rather, the consultative
decision method has proven to be highly effective
for virtual projects. In consultative decisions, a single
decision maker has sole responsibility for making a
decision, but only after consulting with and drawing
opinions from the other decision participants.15

Listed below are the elements required for effective
consultative decision making on virtual projects:

1. Ensure there is a single decision maker.

2. Make sure all decision participants have been
heard.

3. Appoint a devil’s advocate to circumvent group
think.

4. Give opportunity for new perspectives to be
raised.

5. Ask if anyonecannot livewith thedecisionmade.

6. Strive for disagree and commit from those who
don’t agree with the decision. (See the box ti-
tled “If I Disagree, Why Do I Have to Commit?”)

If I Disagree, Why Do I Have to Commit?

Debate and divergent viewpoints are good for any project team chartered with solving problems or cre-
ating opportunities for a company or a client. But, ultimately, a decision has to be made on a direction
to pursue. Equally important, all members of the project team must work to execute the decision. This is
where things can fall apart.

High on the list of reasons why decisions are not implemented is because the person or persons re-
sponsible for execution didn’t agree with the decision and instead decided not to take action in support of
the decision.

This is where a concept called disagree and commit can help a team. “One of the first meetings I at-
tended at my new company,” explains Jay Libby, project manager for a game console manufacturer, “con-
sisted of a heated debate about how to resolve the high number of failures that were occurring when our
new product was coming off the assembly line. Voices were raised, fists were pounded on the table, and
disagreements were stated. Eventually it came down to two solutions, and a decision had to be made. At
that point, the project manager acknowledged that both solutions would work and that she was going to
choose solution 2 because it required fewer dependencies. Obviously, the advocates for solution 1 were
not in full agreement, but then I heard the technical lead for solution 1 say, ‘I disagree, but I commit.’ The
focus of the discussion immediately pivoted to how solution 2 could be executed, with the solution 1 ad-
vocates fully engaged in implementation planning.”

This is a wonderful example of disagree and commit in action. It allows for open debate with all pos-
sibilities on the table; it allows for dissenting opinion; it provides validation that all options are heard and
considered; and it provides a commitment on the part of all team members to move forward in execution
of the chosen option.

What is critically important in the use of the disagree-and-commit principle is that all options and their
advocates must be given a voice and true consideration. If not, the commit will never occur. Also impor-
tant is a team culture that accepts the voicing of differences of opinion. This is a behavior that Jim Collins
discusses in his book, Great by Choice. What he found on great teams is that voicing disagreement during
meetings is not an option but an obligation.16

When all opinions are voiced, when all agreements and disagreements are discussed, and a decision is
made, the team must commit to execute the decision. This principle is powerful, but if project managers
are going to use it, it must be implicitly documented as part of the team norms. (See Chapter 4.)
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Decision Matrix

To ensure consistency with the distributed decision
making process necessary on virtual projects, some
project managers use a tool called the decision
matrix. A decision matrix is a table used to eval-
uate possible alternatives to a course of action.17

It is used primarily to help decision makers assess
and prioritize all of their options before making a
final decision and setting a course of action for the
project team. The decision matrix is particularly
powerful when a decision maker has a number of
good options to choose from. It can be used for
almost all decisions where there isn’t a clear and ob-
vious preferred option. For virtual projects, it serves
an additional purpose. It provides consistency in
decision making methodology.

A decision matrix can be created on a sheet of
paper, but it is recommended that you create a form
or spreadsheet that can be reused as new decisions
are encountered. Table 6.1 shows a simple decision
matrix created as a spreadsheet.

To use the decision matrix, list all decision op-
tions in rows and all the relevant factors affecting
the decision in columns. For example, to decide
what computers to purchase for a project, factors to
consider might be cost, memory size, performance,
and warranty terms. Some decision makers add a
weighting to each of the factors to prioritize the
importance of each factor in the decision process.
We recommend this approach because it creates
greater numerical separation in the final scores,
making the highest-priority option more obvious.

Once the matrix is set up, work down each of
the columns of the matrix, scoring each decision
option based on the factors. A scoring range from

0 (poor) to 5 (very good) is recommended. Next,
if weightings are used, multiply the original rating
for each column by the weighted rankings to get a
score. Then sum all of the factors under each option.
The decision option that scores the highest is the
option that should be given first consideration.

The decision matrix offers four important bene-
fits to the decision maker:

1. Understanding why and how one option is
chosen over another.

2. Aligning decisions with priorities.

3. Evaluating decision alternatives on their own
merit.

4. Using logic rather than emotion for decisions.

As mentioned earlier, project managers should
own and maintain a centralized decision log that
documents the decisions made, when they were
made, and who made them. The decision log pro-
vides virtual project managers a means of keeping
track of the various distributed decisions that have
been made by the empowered decision makers. The
decision log, therefore, becomes a key artifact in
the centralized governance of a virtual project.

Staying Connected through Effective

Communication

Communication is defined as the ability to transmit
ideas, receive information, and interact with the
environment.18 Effective communication is crucial to
the success of any project, as success is dependent
on the effective transfer of information among
project team members as well as with project stake-
holders. This information exchange is needed to
complete project tasks, solve problems, create work

Table 6.1: Example Decision Matrix

Cost (30%) Memory (20%) Performance (40%) Warranty (10%) Score
Options

Rating Wt Rating Wt Rating Wt Rating Wt
Laptop 1: Core i5 7 210 6 120 6 240 8 80 650

Laptop 2: Athlon X4 8 240 6 120 4 160 10 100 620

Pro Laptop: Core i7 5 150 10 200 9 360 6 60 770

Desktop: Athlon FX 4 120 5 100 8 320 6 60 600
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outcomes, make good decisions, and perform all
activities that are core to project work. For virtual
projects, effective communication is even more
than this. Since a virtual project is a networked
organization, communication is the heartbeat of
the project. It is first necessary to establish the
connections among distributed team members, and
then it keeps the connections healthy throughout
the project life cycle.

Previously, we stated that trust is the founda-
tional element that binds the project network and
enables the distribution of power from the project
core to key team members located where work is
performed. Extending that assertion further, it is
effective communication, along with consistency
of behavior that maintains trusting relationships
among team members and between the team and
its stakeholders. As a virtual project becomes in-
creasingly decentralized, it is communication among
team members that serves the role of keeping the
project network intact.

In Chapter 1, one of the primary differences
between traditional and virtual projects pre-
sented was that communication is more difficult
on virtual projects than on traditional projects.
A simple diagram (see Figure 6.8) illustrates this
challenge.

Traditional teams have the advantage of phys-
ical presence where communication can occur
face-to-face. Only a portion of information ex-
changed between two people is accomplished
through verbal exchange. The remaining infor-
mation is transmitted via other means, especially
through the sense of sight. It is common knowledge
that when the transfer of information between

Traditional Team
Communication

Virtual Team
Communication

Figure 6.8: Traditional versus Virtual Communication

people occurs, body language adds significantly to
the effectiveness of the communication.

One of the foremost researchers on the topic,
Dr. Albert Mehrabian, claims that only 7% of all
daily communication is accomplish by words alone,
meaning a full 93% of communication is accom-
plished through something else.19 Specifically,
Mehrabian’s studies concluded that 7% of any
message is conveyed through words, 38% through
certain vocal elements such as pitch and tone of
voice, and 55% through nonverbal elements. (See
Figure 6.9.) These nonverbal elements include facial
expressions, gestures, and posture.

The exact breakdown of verbal versus nonverbal
communication is irrelevant. The important point
is to know that most communication is nonverbal.
This is a powerful advantage for traditional project
teams and a significant barrier to overcome on vir-
tual projects. Because virtual team members cannot
use nonverbal communication, they lose the ability
to receive important clues that tell them messages
were not fully received, were received as intended,
or were not received as intended. The receiver of
the messages also loses the ability to pick up on any
emotions behind the sender’s words.

Another factor that doesn’t play in favor of the
virtual project team is communication effectiveness
related to the physical distance between people.
Studies have shown that even traditional, co-located
teams will communicate less if team members work
more than 25 feet from one another.20 Increase that
distance to 100 feet, and the probability that two

Words
7%

Voice
Inflections

38%

Nonverbal
55%

Figure 6.9: How Information Is Transferred between People
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people will communicate face-to-face more than
twice a week falls below 50%. The distance sepa-
rating team members on virtual teams degrades
communication even further if the team has to
rely exclusively on written or verbal communi-
cation, and further yet, if team members do not
share a common first language. (See below “Global
Communication Challenges.”)

Global Communication Challenges

Communication is a common challenge for
leaders of virtual project teams. Although
English is spoken around the globe, for most
people it is a second, third, or even fourth
language. Understanding this challenge
starts with recognizing that communica-
tion consists of more than just language.
Communication is a challenge because of
frequent misunderstandings when ques-
tions, responses, and requests are not well
communicated or fully understood between
and among project participants. When
people do not understand one another,
problems flourish.

A member from our research sample, Kris
Knopf, stated: “The value of communication
cannot be under estimated. From my experi-
ence working across four countries, this is a
constant work in process. What I have learned
is that a daily phone call and email do not
constitute good communication.”

With co-located teams, it is common for
project team members to participate in both
formal and informal team meetings. Formal
meetings are those held at a day and time
broadcasted to team members in advance,
with a set agenda and predetermined dura-
tion. Informal team meetings are those that
take place arbitrarily, have no set agenda, no
meeting length, and no formal invitations
issued to all members ahead of the meeting
time. They quite literally can be conversa-
tions that take place in the hallway or over
lunch.

We find that informal meetings are just
as important (or potentially more impor-
tant) than formal meetings for members of
a virtual team. These meetings are where

much of the cross-functional communication
occurs that helps to stitch together the work
that spans organizational and geographical
boundaries. Unfortunately, in virtual teams,
these informal meetings and communica-
tions are limited to members located within
the same geographical area and physical
location. As a result, informal meetings be-
tween team members rarely happen, and
much of the lower-level cross-functional and
cross-organization communication either
fails to take place or must take place via
electronic means, such as instant messaging.

Becky Christopher, a manager of an
international software company’s program
management office, explained the chal-
lenge of communicating with a globally
distributed team: “As a global leader and
team member, I am unable to wander down
the hall to resolve challenges, momentarily
brainstorm, or ask for ideas from someone
who has a similar project. It can often take
over 24 hours to resolve a simple question
through email. When I send a question to
a person in another country, perhaps 12 or
24 hours later I get a clarifying question,
which is addressed by email a day later, just
to find out that not all of the information is
in the email that addresses my request. So I
then ask the question differently—via email,
of course. I finally get the data needed to
address the question one or two days later.”
This example highlights the integrated na-
ture of this challenge with the obstacle of
time zones and emphasizes the transac-
tion time associated with what can be a
simple exchange. It can take several days
to get accurate data to and from globally
distributed teams as compared to several
hours, or even minutes, with co-located
teams.

The challenge for virtual project man-
agers then becomes one of finding a
way to compensate for the lack of infor-
mal meetings. This may mean that more
formal meetings need to be set up and fa-
cilitated to promote the cross-functional
and cross-organizational communication re-
quired. A delicate balance then needs to be
maintained between holding more formal
meetings and not subjecting the team to
death by meetings.

144 PROJECTS WITHOUT BOUNDARIES



Trim Size: 7.5in x 9.125in Martinelli c06.tex V1 - 03/01/2017 7:19pm Page 145
�

� �

�

Finally, project team size can negatively affect
communication effectiveness. Not surprisingly, the
larger the team, the greater the communication
barriers among team members. The three most
significant factors contributing to this decay in
project information transfer are the fact that (1) the
number of communication channels that have to
be established and maintained increases; (2) the
number of specialties (with specialized terminology
and jargon) increases; and (3) physical distance
between team members usually increases when the
project is virtual.

When we add these factors to the fact that
virtual project teams must communicate with one
another via technology, we can clearly understand

why communication is a significant challenge on
virtual projects. What does all this mean? Stated
simply, it means that knowledge workers working
in virtual project environments have significant
“overhead” associated with purposeful communi-
cation that others working in traditional project
environments do not have. In addition to the fo-
cused effort required by virtual project teams to
complete tasks and outcomes, significantly more
time and effort must be focused on how team
members communicate with one another. (See
the box titled “The Five Cs of Good Communica-
tion.”) Virtual communication must be purposeful,
concise, and intentionally conducted on a regular
basis.

The Five Cs of Good Communication

With communication characterized as the heartbeat that keeps the project network alive and functioning,
it is important that communication be conducted in an effective manner across the project. These five tips
by the team at MindTools provide guidance for clear communication.21

1. Clear. When preparing to communicate with someone associated with the project, be clear about
what your message will convey (communication goal) and how you will convey it (messaging). Be
clear about what you want the recipient to understand and keep your ideas to a minimum.

2. Concise. The best communications are often brief and to the point. In other words, they are con-
cise. Strive to get your message across in a minimum number of sentences. Also strive to avoid
weak words, such as “for instance,” “kind of,” “appropriately,” or “basically.”

3. Correct. It is unfortunate, but true, that errors in communication can easily discredit the value of
a message. Take the time necessary to ensure you have not made spelling errors and have struc-
tured your written communications correctly. Be especially cognizant that names and titles are
correct.

4. Coherent. When all points presented in a communication directly relate and are relevant to the
main topic, the communication is coherent. Avoid off-topic or tangential sidebars. Coherent com-
munication also involves using a consistent tone of messaging. Do not, for example, switch be-
tween formal verbiage and informal verbiage within the same communication. Pick one and stay
with it.

5. Courteous. Always be respectful and professional in your communications. Strive for complete
honesty and avoid talking about third parties (if they are not involved in the communication),
making insults, or displaying passive-aggressive tactics. Remember two things about your com-
munications: (1) they directly reflect on you as a person and a professional, and (2) they can resur-
face later to either help or hurt you.
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To help ease the communication overhead, use
as much synchronous communication as possible
on projects. Encourage team members to use phone
conversations (even if they are intercontinental) be-
tween one another instead of long email exchanges
that can span many hours or potentially days. We
underscore the importance of using synchronous
communication for the sake of context if for no
other reason. Synchronous communication allows
for a continuous stream of questions and answers
that provide the necessary reasoning behind a core
message. This is especially important when com-
municating decisions or working to solve project
problems.

Another important way to lower communication
overhead and increase communication effectiveness
on virtual projects is to establish more focused
team meetings than just weekly status meetings.
For example, break the typical long status update
meeting into three separate meetings where per-
formance to schedule and work accomplished is
discussed in one meeting, project change man-
agement and risk management are the topic of
a second meeting, and technical information ex-
change is the focus of the third meeting. Take
advantage of video conferencing technologies
whenever possible to bring in nonverbal communi-
cation. Desktop video conferencing and other tools
are readily available for use on virtual projects to
combine both verbal and nonverbal communication
among team members and other project stakehold-
ers. With the potential for more team meetings as a
method to increase cross-team communication ef-
fectiveness, it is important to know how to conduct
an effective project meeting.

Effective Team Meetings

Anyone who has had the task of conducting meet-
ings on a virtual project will attest to the fact that
they can be significantly more difficult and un-
productive than meetings on a traditional project.
As a result, it is common practice to attempt to
replace the virtual meeting with email exchanges.

Predictably, the team learns that the time required
to have sufficient back-and-forth exchange on
project topics via email can be significant. Chapter 8
discusses how to be concise in writing effective
emails, a good practice to adhere to. However, much
of the content eliminated in emails for brevity’s
sake is context about why the transmitted in-
formation is important or how it pertains to the
particular project situation. This results in several
additional email exchanges between sender and
receivers.

Instead of attempting to replace synchronous
team meetings with asynchronous email exchanges,
virtual project managers must focus on running
effective team meetings. Effective team meetings
are those that ensure adequate benefit is received
in exchange for the time a meeting consumes. Team
meetings should provide a forum for virtual team
members to interact with one another, to discuss
problems that have been encountered, to bring
forth issues and potential risks that need attention,
and to share ideas with one another.

Virtual team meetings have a different energy
than those where people meet face-to-face around
a conference room table. They have a different pace
that is due in large part to the fact that work is be-
ing accomplished as team members discuss their
work.22 In many cases, work products (documents,
diagrams, presentation, and so on) are created and
modified during virtual meetings.

In contrast to traditional project team meetings
that can be arranged quickly and often informally,
team meetings on virtual projects must be more
purposeful, proactively planned, and organized. As
mentioned earlier, virtual team meetings must be
narrower in scope and attendees. Unlike team meet-
ings on a traditional project, where a large number
of topics can be covered effectively, virtual team
meetings should be limited to two or three primary
topics. People get weary in virtual meetings if too
much time passes and too much information is dis-
cussed. Limiting the scope will allow adequate time
for additional discussion to ensure understanding
and required actions.
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Table 6.2: Virtual Meeting Preparation Checklist

Status Checklist Items

✓ Primary purpose of the meeting defined

and communicated

✓ Expected outcomes identified

✓ Facilitator(s) identified

✓ Detailed agenda completed

✓ Start and stop times defined

✓ Presenters identified and notified

✓ All decisions to be made clearly

communicated

✓ Materials sent to participants at least

24 hours prior to meeting

✓ Access to meeting technology available to

all participants

✓ All participants sufficiently competent in

the technology

✓ Technology is reserved, set up, and tested

✓ Participants have all access codes required

✓ All security measures identified and taken

Even with the narrower scope of virtual meet-
ings, adequate preparation and planning is needed.
See Table 6.2 for a sample virtual meeting prepara-
tion checklist. The first thing to plan is the meeting
time. As Adit Liss, a seasoned project manager
for Ikamai Technologies, explains, “This can be
a challenge if multiple time zones are involved,
especially if team members live in different parts
of the world. On my previous project, I had team

members in two locations in India, on both the West
and East Coasts of the United States, in Germany,
and in Israel. Finding a reasonably acceptable time
for our weekly team meeting was tough. We finally
settled on 7:00 AM on the U.S. West Coast, which
was 7:30 PM in India, 10:00 AM on the East Coast of
the U.S., 4:00 PM in Germany, and 5:00 PM in Israel.
I feel fortunate that I am only juggling three time
zones on my current project.”

The next things to consider are the medium and
technology that will be used—video conferencing,
audio conferencing, document sharing, and so forth.
With time, medium, and technology planned, ba-
sic good practices for meeting effectiveness should
be followed. These include clear meeting objectives
and outcomes, a specific and detailed agenda, com-
municated expectations to those required to present
information, and all materials sent to meeting partic-
ipants prior to the meeting.

For virtual meetings, it is useful to provide
visual aids. Visual aids help to provide focus for
the discussion and can also help the meeting
participants feel more like teammates. This is
particularly true if the visual aids are products of
team collaboration, such as project diagrams or
research findings. The use of visual aids allows for
two simultaneous communication threads: one
visual in nature, the other conversational.23 See
the box titled “Virtual Team Meeting Protocols” for
additional guidance for facilitating a virtual team
meeting.

Virtual Team Meeting Protocols

1. If work of the team is being performed in multiple time zones, rotate synchronous meetings
based on time zone.

2. If the virtual meeting is an audio conference, those not speaking should mute their phones.

3. If the meeting is a video conference, participants should be aware that others can see them at all
times. Side conversations and multitasking are visible.

4. Participants are responsible for giving a meeting their full attention and therefore should avoid
multitasking. They should turn off cell phones, resist checking email and instant messaging, and
stay with the meeting.
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5. If not obvious, participants should identify themselves before making comments at all times. This
is especially important in audio-only meetings.

6. A method should be used to ensure that all participants have an opportunity to participate, such
as soliciting input from silent members.

7. Names should be used frequently to help participants remember who is in attendance and to
assist participants to stay personally connected to the meeting.

8. The meeting facilitator should ensure that all participants understand the terminology being
used. They should listen for the use of terms that may cause miscommunications, and ask for
clarifications when there may be a misunderstanding.

9. All action items should be assigned an owner with clear and reasonable due dates identified.

10. Ensure that all participants can hear the conversations and can also be heard by others.

11. Participants should stay close to the microphone or camera and speak clearly.

12. The person speaking should never be interrupted, as multiple simultaneous speakers do not
transmit effectively over audio and video technologies.

13. Since only about 7% of virtual communication is transmitted via words, be explicit about
thoughts and feelings. Virtual meetings require explicit statements to compensate for lost
communication channels.

14. Participants should avoid sarcasm, which can be misinterpreted, especially in multicultural
meetings.

15. Meeting minutes should be produced and distributed within two business days following a
meeting.

Once a virtual meeting is adjourned, the job of
project managers as meeting facilitators is not com-
plete. Project managers also need to attend to the
conversations that continue after the formal meet-
ing. One of the underlying goals of all virtual team
meetings is to enable more communication and col-
laboration among team members to strengthen the
project network. Project managers must be willing
to participate in and facilitate follow-on conversa-
tions to ensure that this communication and collab-
oration is taking place.

Centralized/Decentralized
Project Construct

“I remember sitting in Brent Norville’s office last year
when he drew a centralize/decentralize diagram

on his whiteboard and explained that the diagram
describes a primary construct for virtual projects,”
explains Jeremy Bouchard. “When I took on my
first virtual project, I was lost in the diffusion of
information and distribution of people and didn’t
understand that it was my job as the project man-
ager to orchestrate the centralization of much of the
information and then broker the distribution back
out to the various distributed team members.”

This was an important learning for Bouchard as
he continued his transformation from traditional
project manager to virtual project manager. On
traditional projects, the centralized/decentralized
aspects covered in this chapter occur organically
and mostly by nature as a result of physical and
social presence between project manager and team.
On virtual projects, however, centralization and
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decentralization activities have to be purposefully
designed, planned, and implemented by virtual
project managers.

Assessing Virtual Team
Collaboration

The level and effectiveness of project teamwork has
a major impact not only on team performance, but
also on project outcomes and the ability to achieve
business goals. The Virtual Team Collaboration
Assessment evaluates team success criteria that
research has shown to be necessary in reaching
high levels of performance.

This assessment is intended to be used by
project teams and organizational managers when
evaluating team effectiveness. Collaboration cannot
be mandated, but it certainly can be taught, be an
organizational expectation, and be intentionally
designed into project work. Therefore, the results
from this assessment can be used to coach and
train virtual project managers and team mem-
bers on good communication and collaboration
practices. The assessment is meant to evaluate the
project team as a whole, although reviewers of
the assessment may want to use the notes section
on each item to document any individual specific
comments.

Virtual Team Collaboration Assessment

Date of Assessment: __________

Virtual Project Team Code Name: ___________________________

Virtual Project Manager Name: _____________________________

Project Start Date: _____________

Planned Completion Date: _____________

Team Size: ________

Assessment Completed by: ________________________________

Confidential Assessment: ______ Yes, confidential

______ No, not confidential

Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

The virtual project leader possessed excellent collaboration
skills.

All team members successfully participated and were
actively engaged at all project locations.

All project core team members were actively engaged in
drafting the team charter.

All project core team members were actively engaged in
drafting the project mission.

All project core team members were actively engaged in
drafting the project scope.

All project team members reviewed and understood the
project business case.
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Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

All project team members were actively engaged in
drafting the stakeholder list, analysis, and communication
plan.

All project team members reviewed and understood the
whole solution diagram.

Cross-team interdependencies were mapped and owners
assigned across all project locations.

There was a concise vision or goals statement for the
project, and it was communicated to the team.

Project risks were identified and discussed, and mitigation
plans established.

Honest feedback was solicited from all team members and
actively provided by all.

Project team meetings and discussions were objective, with
ample time provided for questions and answers.

All assumptions were identified and dealt with immediately.

Any information that deviated from plans was raised
proactively and resolved quickly.

Team norms were documented and reviewed on a periodic
basis.

There was a high degree of confidence in the team’s ability
to succeed at all project locations.

Each team member understood his or her role and the
importance of that role in accomplishing the project’s
business goals.

Team members listened to one another.

Team members would seek to learn from each other and
take every opportunity to coach and teach others on the
team.

An initial face-to-face meeting was held during the early
stages of the project.

Distributed teams had sufficient resources to conduct their
work.

Decision rights were granted to specific distributed team
members.

Decision logs were in use.

A culture of “disagree and commit” was in place on the
project.
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Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

If appropriate, team members serving as cultural liaisons
were assigned to the team.

A project communication plan was in place.

Common collaboration tools were in place, all team
members had access, and team members were trained on
the use of the tools.

Team meetings were scheduled ahead of time and could be
supported in all project time zones.

Team meetings had specified agendas.

Proper virtual meeting etiquette was practiced in team
meetings.
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7
LEADING A MULTICULTURAL

VIRTUAL TEAM

As he sits on the bullet train, Jeremy Bouchard
watches the skyline of Tokyo grow smaller by the
minute. It is a familiar image now, as this is his
fourth trip to Japan since taking on project manager
duties for the Sitka project, a project that is entirely
virtual and includes an automotive partner company
located in Japan. As he sits on the train taking in
the sights and sounds, he realized he can even un-
derstand some of the things being said around him.
The Japanese language is becoming less foreign
to him.

Being able to understand some of the Japanese
language is one of many ways life has changed for
Bouchard since becoming a virtual project manager.
It is also the result of one of the biggest changes:
He now spends much more time on business travel,
connecting with members of his geographically
distributed team. He realizes travel is necessary to
establish social presence so he is more than a voice
on a conference call or a name on an email message.
His name now represents a person, a person who is
the leader of his project team.

Another significant benefit that has come from
his travels is that Bouchard has become much more
culturally aware now that there is an international
component to the project. He can attribute much
of that cultural awareness to one of his core team
members, Takashi Kido. Kido is a Japanese expatriate
who is the subcontract manager of the Japanese
supplier and serves as the liaison between the two
companies. As Bouchard explains, he has learned

a lot from Kido. “Takashi has stressed that trust is
everything when doing business with the Japanese,
and trust cannot happen until personal relationships
are established. Much of my time in Japan is spent
forging stronger relationships with our Japanese
team members. Takashi has also explained that
the organizational and management hierarchy is
engrained in Japanese businesses and must be
respected and used appropriately. But, the hardest
cultural subtlety for me to remember is that in the
Japanese business culture, ‘yes’ means ‘I understand
you.’ It does not necessarily mean ‘I agree with you.’
I have had a couple instances where I assumed I had
agreement on project responsibilities, only to find
out later that I had assumed incorrectly.”

One of the biggest breakthroughs for Bouchard
has been coming to the understanding that as
the leader of a multicultural project team, it is his
responsibility to converge his company’s culture
with the national cultures represented on the team.
In doing so, he is creating the project culture that
is based on his company culture, but is influenced
and shaped by other national cultures. Much of
that influence and shaping is establishing cultural
awareness and respect across the project team. His
travels to Japan have been as much about teaching
his Japanese team members about his company and
country culture as about learning Japanese culture.

Much like Bouchard’s company, Sensor
Dynamics, many businesses can no longer effec-
tively compete within their industries and markets
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without direct involvement by individuals located
around the globe. Traditional geographic bound-
aries can no longer remain barriers to work progress
and therefore must be managed with innovative
solutions for increasingly greater and smoother
permeability of what were boundaries in the past.

One of the key challenges to increased global-
ization is consistent success in leading multicultural
project teams and interacting and integrating with
fellow employees, partners, and customers from
other nations and cultures in virtual team environ-
ments. Although doing this is no doubt challenging,
the potential for working together and melding
into teams to accomplish shared missions and goals
offers tremendous benefits to all who participate.

The value and benefit of cultural diversity is
well understood by leading multinational companies
within all industries, as they have learned to use
cultural diversity as a competitive advantage. Among
the greatest benefits stated are that cultural diversity:

◾ Uncovers new perspectives for looking at both
opportunities and problems.

◾ Taps knowledge and experience that is different
from the members of the home country.

◾ Generates innovation in ideas, suggestions, and
methods for performing work.

Of course, these benefits can be realized to their
full extent only if members of virtual project teams
become more aware of and comfortable working
in culturally diverse organizations. The intent of
this chapter is to help virtual project managers be
prepared to operate more effectively in a variety of
multicultural environments.

Putting Culture in Context

When individuals from various countries participate
on a project, the influence of culture is immediate.
National culture influences project team members’
ability to deal with ambiguous situations and abil-
ity to work and think independently and collectively,
how they view personal accountability and personal

contribution, and how comfortable they are directly
interfacing with people at higher levels of the orga-
nization. But what is meant by culture?

Culture is the total of all actions, mindsets,
mentalities, and beliefs common to a group of
individuals or a society. It is everything that people
have, think, and do within that group or soci-
ety. Culture can be exhibited in many ways, such
as through spoken language, facial expressions,
gestures, clothing, and rituals.1 As displayed in
Figure 7.1, many of these exhibited traits, such as
language, facial expressions, and dress, are observ-
able. However, many aspects of culture, such as
values and attitudes, are not observable and reside
under the surface. Therefore, multinational team
members must be much more cognizant, observant,
and aware in order to perceive and understand the
less observable cultural attributes.

Both national and company cultures directly
exert tremendous influence on us as individuals.
Generally, employees master what it takes to be
successful in their existing company cultures over
time. The challenge facing us in today’s environ-
ment of growing globalization is the necessity to
expand to become more multiculturally competent
to understand, manage, and lead within organi-
zations that are composed of more employees
and team members from multiple nations. This is

Observable

Unobservable

Behaviors
Facial Expressions

Dress
Language
Traditions
Practices

Eating Habits

Biases
Assumptions
Attitudes
Beliefs
Morals
Ethics

Motives

Figure 7.1: Observable and Unobservable Cultural Attributes
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especially true when leading multinational virtual
projects, where the collection of cultures becomes
most evident and where cultural challenges first
emerge. It is crucial that virtual project managers to
become culturally aware and sensitive to members
of their teams who represent multiple cultures and
languages. Indeed, project managers in a virtual en-
vironment must pay attention to cultural differences
and recognize their effect on team members’ values,
attitudes, and behaviors.

Cultural Intelligence

Achieving a level of cultural awareness in today’s
project teams means that project managers and
team members understand the differences be-
tween themselves and team members from other
countries and backgrounds. Cultural awareness is a
subset of something much broader, called cultural
intelligence. An individual who possesses cultural
intelligence is skilled in and capable of understand-
ing a culture, continuing to learn and be cognizant
of ongoing cultural interactions, and has the ability
to form thoughts and actions in ways that are more
sensitive and sympathetic to those who represent
other cultures.2 Researchers who specialize in study-
ing cultural intelligence indicate that it is something
that we all need, and its benefits are reflected in
work performance. Specifically, their studies show
that a culturally diverse work group that possesses
cultural intelligence will outperform homogenous
teams.3 Today it is a business necessity for virtual
project managers to deal effectively with culturally
diverse project teams. Project managers who do not
improve their cultural intelligence skills put their
virtual projects at risk.4 This added capability in-
cludes the ability to recognize the influence of their
culture on how they behave as leaders of project
teams as well as the influence their conduct has on
the team’s broader behavior. Cultural difference on a
project team should be embraced, not ignored, and
leveraged as a source of inspiration and discovery
rather than of irritation and frustration.5 The team’s
diversity can be its strength.

Challenges of Multicultural
Virtual Project Teams

One of the effects of increased globalization is that
people may become more entrenched in their own
ways of thinking, which can lead to increased diver-
gence between cultures.6 This behavior, of course,
presents great challenges for virtual project man-
agers. Cultural divisions will fracture the cohesiveness
of the project network. As keystone members of the
project network (see Chapter 6), virtual project man-
agers must be the driving force of the convergence of
cultural elements into an integrated project culture.
Once again, we see the role of project managers as
integrators emerge as a key responsibility. This re-
sponsibility adds yet another level of complexity to
the virtual project, as illustrated in Figure 7.2.7

This complexity is magnified by the fact that cul-
ture is multilayered. Culture is like an underground
river flowing through our lives—interactions and rela-
tionships providing clues; queues and messages that
form our attitudes, perceptions, judgment; and ideas
regarding ourselves, our team members, and others.
What we see on the surface of our cultural percep-
tions may mask differences below the surface.8 Virtual
project managers need to be culturally knowledge-
able and sensitive in managing their project team by
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Figure 7.2: Complexity Grows as Cultural Diversity Increases
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using flexibility, good communication, and mutual
respect, and they must demonstrate the ability to
compromise when needed.9

It is important to recognize that leaders of vir-
tual project teams have in the past made mistakes,
and will continue to do so as they dialogue and
interact with teammates from other cultural back-
grounds. This is true because, as individual team
members, they are continuing to learn and practice
cultural knowledge and awareness. No matter how
hard team members try, they will never have com-
plete knowledge of all of the cultures represented
on virtual project teams.

Becoming aware of and sensitive to the cultural
nuances that affect a multinational virtual project
is necessary and foundational to effectively leading
a culturally diverse project team. But, what virtual
project managers ultimately have to do is create a
project culture that converges both company and
country cultures into a unique culture that defines
how project team members will interact with one
another and how the team will conduct its work. This
isnotaneasy task, and it is yet anotherexampleofhow
managing a virtual project can be more complicated
than managing a traditional project.

To create a project culture that takes into ac-
count cultural nuances, virtual project managers
should become knowledgeable of the cultural
factors that may affect their teams. That is, increase
their cultural intelligence. The next section details
the most prevalent cultural factors that will likely
need to be taken into account when creating a
multicultural project culture.

Cultural Factors

Several researchers have done a masterful job of
identifying cultural factors that contribute to the
cultural complexity associated with multicultural
project teams. Their work is beneficial in helping
project managers increase their understanding
of how to recognize those cultural factors and
use them to successfully manage multicultural
teams. Foremost among these researchers is Geert

Power
Distance

Index

Uncertainty
Avoidance

Index

High
vs.

Low Context

Indulgence
vs.

Restraint

Hofstede’s
Cultural

Dimensions

Long term
vs.

Short term

Individualism
vs.

Collectivism

Figure 7.3: Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Model

Hofstede, whose cultural dimensions model (see
Figure 7.3) includes the cultural factors of power
distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism
versus collectivism, long-term versus short-term
orientation, indulgence versus restraint, and high-
versus low-context cultures.10

Power Distance Index

The power distance index refers to how power
is distributed within an organization and the ex-
tent to which the less powerful and influential
individuals within an organization accept that
power is distributed unequally. For example, in
low-power-distance cultures, people relate to
one another more as equals regardless of formal
position within an organization. Subordinates
may expect to be consulted by management
and expect the organization to be more partic-
ipative in general. Title and status tend to be
less critical in lower-power-distance countries. In
high-power-distance cultures, in contrast, people
accept power relationships that are more hierar-
chical and autocratic. Subordinates expect to be
told what to do, and decisions made by individuals
in higher positions are rarely questioned and cri-
tiqued. Power distance tends to be higher in Eastern
Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin countries and lower in
English-speaking and Western countries.11
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Relative to virtual project teams, the power
distance cultural factor could impact team mem-
bers’ perspectives on and understanding of the
virtual project manager’s management style and
the communication dynamics within the company
and on the project team. It therefore is important
that, during discussions with the team regarding
roles and responsibilities, project managers clearly
specify exactly what will be the role of the team
leader and what team members should expect from
the leader. Project managers also should keep in
mind that team members from low-power-distance
cultures may want more involvement and consul-
tation regarding potential changes and decisions
on the project. In contrast, team members from
high-power-distance cultures will wait to be tasked.
Virtual project managers can use this knowledge
to drive an appropriate level of collaboration and
participation within the team. Knowledgeable vir-
tual project managers are also more perceptive in
sensing power distance discomfort and frustration
within the team and respond accordingly. (See the
box titled “Differing Power Distance Orientations.”)

Differing Power Distance Orientations

High Power Distance
(Hierarchical
Orientation)

Low Power Distance
(Participative
Orientation)

Use senior
management to make
announcements and
communicate changes.

Include team members
in discussions and
explain reasoning for
directions and decisions.

Use formal
management power to
exercise authority.

Enable team members to
ask questions and to
challenge as appropriate.

Inform team members
what to do instead of
leaving them to figure
it out on their own.

Provide a forum for team
member discussions on
project-related topics.12

Uncertainty Avoidance Index

The uncertainty avoidance index reflects a culture’s
tolerance for ambiguity, and it is a good indi-
cator of whether individuals feel comfortable
in unstructured situations. Team members from
high-uncertainty-avoidance cultures are less
likely to be comfortable in roles that are poorly
defined or have ambiguous goals. In general,
people from such cultures judge what is differ-
ent as dangerous and risky. Team members from
high-uncertainty-avoidance cultures may also
seek more detail on project plans and expected
outcomes and may prefer more predictable rou-
tines. High-uncertainty-avoidance cultures can
be found in Greece, Yugoslavia, Japan, Belgium,
France, South Korea, Italy, and many Latin American
countries.

By contrast, team members from low-uncertainty-
avoidance cultures are more comfortable in ambigu-
ous situations and are more willing to take higher
levels of risk to achieve an outcome. In general,
team members from such cultures view new things
with curiosity and seek opinions that may be in
conflict with their own. Low-uncertainty-cultures
can be found in North America, Great Britain,
Hong Kong, Singapore, Sweden, Norway, Malaysia,
and India.13

Virtual project managers have to be careful to
match team assignments to individuals possessing
the appropriate level of uncertainty avoidance.
Additionally, project managers should ensure that
team members from high-uncertainty-avoidance
cultures have access to project requirements, plans,
and schedules and have clear expectations on
their roles and responsibilities.14 Change must be
tolerated, but carefully managed to allow necessary
change to happen and to assure team members that
the change is not occurring in an ad hoc manner.
(See the box titled “Dealing with Certainty and
Uncertainty.”)
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Dealing with Certainty and Uncertainty

Need for Certainty Tolerance for Uncertainty

Provide team members
with specific tasks,
expected outcomes,
and goals.

Reward team members’
creative behavior and
willingness to take risks.

Recognize team
members’ need for
project information.

Focus on the process of
team learning.

Focus on compliance
with project processes
and procedures.

Relate issues and inquiries
to the project mission and
goals.

Use formal
communication
channels.

Enable team members to
challenge and question
the way things are done.15

Individualism versus Collectivism

Individualism versus collectivism addresses the
degree to which people prefer to act as individu-
als rather than as members of a collective group.
It also generally represents the degree to which
individuals in a society want to become integrated
into groups and other relationships. Individualism
is more prevalent in North America, Great Britain,
Australia, Italy, France, and Germany. People from
high-individualism cultures are comfortable working
independently, generally maintain looser ties to
groups, and value individual recognition as much as
team or group recognition.

People from high-collectivism cultures tend to
be integrated into groups and value a strong iden-
tity with the group. They put the needs of the group
before their own and stress the need for belong-
ing and the maintenance of group harmony. Col-
lectivism is strong in Central and South American
countries and most Asian countries.16

Relative to virtual projects, team members from
collective cultures tend to expect more interaction
and involvement in relationships than team mem-
bers from cultures strong in individualism. Virtual
project managers should keep in mind that team
members from collective cultures generally are

not comfortable being singled out for recognition.
Whenever possible, project managers should at-
tempt to get to know the team members personally
and try to build relationships beyond the work
environment. Obviously doing this will require some
travel on the part of virtual project managers. Highly
individualistic members of a project team need to
remain aware that they are members of a broader
team and cannot perform all work independently.
Virtual project managers need to be cognizant of
the fact that team members’ expectations about
team unity, differences in personal bonding, and
potentially the ways rewards and recognition are
provided may be critical to the team’s cohesive-
ness and should be subtly assessed as to what
approaches work best in these situations. (See
the box titled “Interacting with Individualistic and
Collectivistic Team Members.”)17

Interacting with Individualistic and Collectivistic
Team Members

Individualistic
Orientation

Collectivistic
Orientation

Encourage team
members to ask
questions and seek
information.

Focus on how change is
good for the team as a
whole.

Appeal to their
observed self-interest
when assigning tasks.

Appeal to their desire to
work in groups when
assigning tasks.

Provide individual
awards when
warranted.

Allow the small groups to
spend time working out
issues.

Provide team or small-
group awards when
warranted.18

Long-Term versus Short-Term

Orientation

Long-versus short-term orientation describes a
society’s time horizon and the level of importance
that is placed on past, present, and future events.
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It also reflects whether members of a culture prefer
immediate fulfillment of their material, social, and
emotional needs or if delays in this fulfillment are
acceptable. In cultures with long-term orienta-
tions, values include perseverance, thrift, ordering
relationships by status, and reflecting a sense of
humility. Cultures with short-term orientations tend
to be adaptable to changing circumstances and
also emphasize quick results, personal stability, and
sacrosanct traditions. In business, cultures that are
short-term oriented value bottom-line results, and
managers are consistently evaluated on their ability
to deliver the results. East Asian countries scored
the highest in long-term cultural orientation, while
the United States, Australia, Latin America, Africa,
and Muslim countries tend to have short-term
orientations.19

On a multicultural project team, individuals from
cultures with short-term orientations will most likely
need less encouragement in holding to schedules
as they tend to receive satisfaction from quick
accomplishment and results on their tasks and as-
signments. In contrast, project managers can expect
team members from cultures with long-term orien-
tations to be more flexible and adaptable to project
changes and adjustments. Project managers should
ensure that team members from these cultures are
encouraged to participate in project discussions
relating to longer-term objectives and expectations.

High-Context versus Low-Context

Cultures

Two key authors, Geert Hofstede and Edward Hall,
independently developed paradigms for identifying
cultural aspects which included high-context versus
low-context cultures. The anthropologist Edward
T. Hall in his book Beyond Culture, wrote about
high-context and low-context cultures in regard to
communication. Context, as used here, refers to how
individuals in various cultures prefer to share informa-
tion with others. It can relate to elements surrounding
the communication process, such as tone of voice,
facial expressions, and body language.20

Individuals from high-context cultures normally
have extensive information networks and need a
minimum amount of background perspective and
data to go about their work. Generally, agreements
are reinforced through their personal relationships.21

Individuals from high-context societies generally
prefer more specific information than individuals
from lower-context cultures, and they tend to fo-
cus on building harmony and relationships with
others. They generally speak in an indirect manner,
avoiding speaking negatively of others as much
as possible. Higher-context individuals tend to
thrive in professions such as marketing and human
resources.

Individuals from lower-context cultures tend
to be more task oriented. Such individuals might
prefer working in professions such as engineering
and finance. Typical examples of low-context soci-
eties are the United States, Canada, Israel, and the
majority of northern European countries. Chinese,
Japanese, African, and Arabic societies are examples
of high-context cultures.22

Team members from high-context cultures
might not understand communications such as
emails and other forms of messaging well without
more information provided on the topic or context.
Members from lower-context cultures focus more
on objective and factual information and require
less background information. Virtual project man-
agers should keep in mind that team members from
low-context cultures may prefer more asynchronous
communications whereas high-context personnel
will seek out information-rich communication and
collaboration channels such as video conferencing.

Interactions among low-context and high-
context individuals may be somewhat challenging
in virtual project teams. Therefore, the project man-
agers need to remain cognizant of these potentially
conflicting situations. As an example, high-context
individuals may need more data and information
pertaining to the project and specifically to their
own assignment and responsibilities. Team mem-
bers from low-context cultures may perceive being
asked to provide data or information as insulting,
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as evidence that other team members do not trust
them, or that others “just don’t get it.” This fact
leaves significant opportunity for verbal and written
communications to be misinterpreted.23

Hans-Juergen Junkersdorf, senior business de-
velopment manager for Motorola, had this to say
about leading a multinational project team consist-
ing of individuals from both low- and high-context
cultures: “When leading a cross-cultural virtual
team, you must know and understand the basics
and the differences of the various cultures you will
be working with on your team. The key is being
able to adjust your leadership to fit the needs of
both the high and the low context team members.”
He added, “Team members from both extremes
can exhibit hidden agendas which could impact
your project. Hence, the project manager needs
to listen carefully and make an effort to read the
‘white spaces’ between their comments and actions
and combine that with the facts to gauge how
best to adjust your leadership approach and how
to manage the flow of project information and
communication.”

This is very good advice from someone who
has spent a number of years leading virtual project
teams made up of members from multiple cultures.

Indulgence versus Restraint

Always looking to improve his model, in 2010 Hof-
stede added a sixth dimension described as indul-
gence versus restraint. Indulgence reflects a society
that values relatively free and open gratification of
basic and human impulses and desires. It pertains to
enjoying life and having fun. Restraint, in contrast,
relates to a society that values limitations and con-
trol of gratification of needs and attempts to regu-
late it through strict social norms. For example, such
things as freedom of speech and the desire for sig-
nificant leisure time are considered very important
to individuals from societies that are high on the

indulgence dimension. According to Hofstede, indul-
gence societies include North and South America,
Western Europe, and parts of Sub-Saharan Africa.

Examples representing norms that are high on
the restraint scale include stricter sexual norms, a
perception of limited ability to affect the actions
of a higher power, and lower emphasis on leisure
time. Restraint is more prevalent in Eastern Europe
and Asia and in the Muslim world. Mediterranean
Europe tends to be middle of the road on this
dimension.24

For project teams working in a multinational
environment, this dimension may have influence
on how willing team members are to express their
opinions and provide feedback, especially if some
team members are from a culture higher on the re-
straint scale. It also may have a bearing on turnover
of team members and employees if they place
considerable value on personal happiness, freedom,
and leisure time. They may become uncomfortable
in their current role and choose to explore new
opportunities.

The cultural dimensions discussed above have
predominantly been associated with the research
work of Geert Hofstede. There are other cultural
dimensions that have been identified that have
a significant bearing on multinational virtual
project teams that include convergent/divergent
tendencies, assertiveness and language proficiency.

Convergent/Divergent Tendencies

Another cultural factor that may come into play
on a multinational virtual project is known as
convergent/divergent tendencies. Individuals from
convergent societies have a preference for working
on well-defined tasks and problems. They like to
gain knowledge through learning while doing. They
lean more toward being pragmatists who are more
concerned with what works than with what appears
to be true.
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In contrast, people from divergent societies
tend to prefer to work on vague and less defined
challenges where many alternatives exist for a
solution. Individuals from these cultures use more
creative and holistic approaches to perform their
work and concentrate on observation as a means
of learning. Based on the ability to conceptualize,
many researchers and authors associate Americans
as convergent thinkers, whereas they see Europeans
as more divergent thinkers focusing on larger con-
cepts, such as from what philosophical position is
the proposition derived.

It is highly unlikely that either convergent
or divergent thinking alone can be used to lead
virtual projects or solve problems related to
them. For example, during the initiation phase
of a virtual project, the team needs divergent
thinking to analyze and create viable possibilities
and solutions. During the planning and execu-
tion phases, the team needs convergent thinkers
to pragmatically select the best project options
and rally team members toward execution and
implementation.25

Assertiveness

Assertiveness is a rather tricky cultural factor to
manage on virtual projects. Assertive behavior
is generally associated with goal-oriented indi-
viduals. Studies have revealed that males tend
to be more assertive than females. However, a
more persuasive cultural consideration may relate
to our earlier discussion regarding individualist
versus group orientation. Research indicates that
participants from individualist cultures are more
assertive than those from group oriented societies.
One explanation given for this observation is that
certain levels of assertiveness may not be toler-
ated in some collective societies. Variations have
been observed in the degree of assertiveness in
specific cultures, but it may not be appropriate

to assume that East Asians, for example, are less
assertive than North Americans. It is possible and
likely that people from East Asian and other similar
cultures may exhibit assertiveness in certain situ-
ations, but not in others. Studies have also found
that individual attitudes versus social norms may
be a key contributing element that distinguishes
assertive cultural behavior from nonassertive
behavior.26

When leading virtual project teams, team mem-
ber assertiveness may be perceived as an asset or
liability. Different cultures vary in their perceptions
of some cultural factors, and assertiveness is one of
the most divisive. Virtual project managers must re-
main cognizant that an individualistic approach of
being brutally honest with a team member versus
the collectivistic approach of face-saving may res-
onate well with individuals from some cultures, but
be offensive to others. Therefore, project managers
must be able to manage assertive team members
who may reduce involvement and participation of
team members from cultures who react negatively
to assertive behavior.27

Paola Genovese, Marketing Director and experi-
enced virtual program manager with Cinetix, views
her assertiveness as a major asset. “Assertiveness is
a key capability of a virtual project manager. Project
managers are usually managing resources which are
not under his or her direct control, meaning that
the project manager is not the direct manager of
team members. For this reason assertiveness, and in
particular the capability to use assertive communi-
cation, is critical to managing the team. Leveraging
good assertive communication, the virtual project
manager can improve his or her leadership of the
team. This is accomplished through providing bal-
ance and effectiveness and consistently working in
the same direction as a team, no matter how dis-
tributed the team is, in order to successfully achieve
the project goals.”
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Language Proficiency

It has been stated that English (or, broken English)
is the language of business. However, the English
language is one of the most challenging languages
to translate into native languages and vice versa.
Many English words have multiple meanings, and a
common expression in English may have a different
meaning in other languages. Most members of
multinational virtual projects are assigned to the
projects because of their innate technical skills,
rather than their language skills. In such cases,
much can get lost in the communication process
through improper translation. As illustrated in
the Telephone Game in Chapter 1, disconnects
in communication transfer regularly occur even
among people who are co-located, from the same
country, and speaking the same language. These
language disconnects are magnified with virtual
teams from multiple countries speaking multiple
languages. These disconnects can create a loss
of information and misinterpretation of critical
project information during meetings and other
forms of communication. And, of course, more is
lost due to the lack of visual cues available during
face-to-face communication, which is normally lim-
ited or not available to virtual teams, as discussed
in Chapter 6.

It should be recognized, and team members
should be sensitive to the fact, that people working
in their non-native language can be at distinct
disadvantages. It may take longer for them to
communicate to adequately ensure that they are
getting their messages across and that they fully
understand what is being said to them and around
them in the project team environment.28 Ideas that
come from non-native speaking team members
often are interpreted as more simplistic. Without
adequate sensitivity, these team members are
often afforded less respect and credit for their
contributions.

There is no doubt that language proficiency
is a valued and important skill for virtual project
managers and members of internationally dis-
tributed teams. The need for language proficiency
will continue to grow over time as more project
work is distributed across the globe. Even today,
many teams may conduct the majority of team
meetings in English, but in practical terms, many
other languages are used in communications spe-
cific to particular regions represented on the project.
As this situation continues to increase, more and
more project teams are realizing the need to audio
record all meetings so that participants can listen
to the parts of the meeting again as necessary.
Companies are also recognizing the need to invest
in language training for virtual team members,
especially in the predominant language of virtual
projects.

Evaluating Western versus Non-Western

Culture

We wrap up our discussion on cultural factors by
categorizing cultural factors in a manner often
described as Western versus non-Western countries.
Table 7.1 displays various cultural factors associated
with this type of categorization. The side-by-side
comparison is meant to provide a snapshot compar-
ison of Non-Western cultures to those in the West.
It is important to remember that these comparisons
are generalized and may be good for a quick, initial
assessment, but a more thorough analysis should
be conducted to get a clear sense of similarities
and differences in the cultural values represented
by virtual project team members and stakeholders.
This table provides a broader perspective based
upon global regions on groupings of cultural
observations that virtual project team members
may come in contact with during their project
assignments.
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Table 7.1: Western versus Non-Western Cultural Factor Categorization

Western Cultural Values Non-Western Cultural Values
Low power distance High power distance

Low uncertainty avoidance High uncertainty avoidance

Individualism Collectivism

Short-term orientation Long-term orientation

Indulgent tendency Restraint tendency

Low context High context

Personal achievement Collective achievement

Equality Hierarchy

Self-interest Saving face

Respect for results Respect for status

Personal rights Social responsibility

Assertive and direct Humility and passive

Self-assuredness Self-abnegation

Vitality of youth cherished Wisdom of years cherished

Materialistic Spiritualistic

Seek change Accept what is

Freedom of speech Freedom of silence

Wealth viewed as result of enterprise Wealth viewed as result of future

Outer-world dependent Inner-world dependent

Creating a Cultural Strategy

Gaining an awareness of the cultural factors that are
present on a multinational project is good practice
that creates cultural intelligence for virtual project
managers. But, that knowledge is of little value
unless it is put to use toward leading the project
team more effectively. The best project managers
go beyond gaining an awareness of the cultural
dichotomies on a team. They use the information
and knowledge gained to reconcile those cul-
tural dichotomies through modifications to how
they lead team members and how they manage
team communication, collaboration, andv decision
making. To do this, project managers must develop
a cultural strategy that reflects the cultural nuances
and dichotomies on their team and which assists
them in determining how best to modify their lead-
ership and management approach in a multicultural
project environment.

Cultural Self-Awareness

The first critical step in developing a cultural strat-
egy is to become grounded in the cultural factors
that will likely be present on a project based on the
countries that are represented. This is where the cul-
tural factors information detailed in Table 7.1 comes
into play.

Normally, firms that perform project work in-
ternationally do so on a regular basis and have
well-established sites and partners in various coun-
tries and regions. The national cultures represented
on the company’s projects are therefore mostly
known prior to beginning the projects. Savvy vir-
tual project managers will prepare in advance of a
project assignment by studying the unique cultural
factors that they will encounter on the team based
on the countries in which their company operates.
The project managers will then further refine this
knowledge and understanding once their specific
project team members are assigned. If possible, they
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may also take advantage of cultural awareness train-
ing and publications to learn more about specific
cultures.

Since people are a product of their own cul-
ture, including project managers of multinational
projects, we need to increase our self-awareness

of cross-cultural values and behaviors in order to
better understand one another. Project managers
must be the champion for cross-cultural leadership
and model good culturally sensitive behavior while
leading project teams. (See the box titled “Seven
Cultural Behaviors to Model.”)

Seven Cultural Behaviors to Model

Stephanie Quappe, founder of Inter-Cultural Change Management Organization, and Cantafore Giovanna,
consultant, suggest six useful behaviors for multinational project managers to personally demonstrate in
order to increase cultural sensitivity on their project teams.29

1. Admit that we don’t know everything. Much of our current knowledge regarding other cultures
may be incorrect or biased based on stereotypes.

2. Suspend judgments. Do not make generalized or stereotypical assumptions about team member’s
cultures.

3. Show empathy. By listening and caring about others, we learn how other people would like to be
treated.

4. Systematically check our assumptions. Ask for feedback and constantly make sure you clearly
understand a situation.

5. Become comfortable with ambiguity. Accept the fact that internationally distributed teams will be
more complex and that many things will not be completely clear.

6. Celebrate team diversity. Recognize and espouse the value of differing viewpoints, opinions, and
ways of doing things on the project.

Once project managers are assigned to a virtual
project, they will gain specific information on who
will be involved on the project and where they re-
side. This information allows project managers to
move to the next step in building a cultural strategy:
assessing the specific cross-cultural factors that are
present on the project.

Assessing the Project Team Culture

Performing a cultural assessment based on national
traits may seem too general and a bit stereotypical
to some, but the intent is to make the major cul-
tural dichotomies present on a multinational team

visible and clear. Within any national culture, individ-
uals vary. Therefore, we recommend performing the
assessment on a national basis.

The cultural assessment is a useful tool for
virtual project managers to evaluate the varying cul-
tural dimensions present on their teams.30 Cultural
assessments are valuable in evaluating how a new
multinational project stands with respect to cultural
factors. But they can become quite complex and
require an inordinate amount of time to generate.
We advocate a simple approach that may be less
precise than other approaches, but provides all the
information necessary to develop a cultural strategy
for the project. Figure 7.4 is an example of a simple
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Power Distance
Uncertainty Avoidance
Individualism
Long-Term Orientation
English Proficiency
Assertiveness

Power Distance
Uncertainty Avoidance
Individualism
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Assertiveness

Power Distance
Uncertainty Avoidance
Individualism
Long-Term Orientation
English Proficiency
Assertiveness

Cultural Dimension Low High
Sensitivity
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X
X

X
X

X
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X
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X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X

Japanese Team

American Team

Chinese Team

Figure 7.4: Cultural Assessment Example

cultural assessment tool that can be implemented
easily.

The structure of the cultural assessment tool
must be customized for the organization in which
it is used and possibly for specific projects. The
two primary structural components that need
customization are the specific national cultures
that will be evaluated and the cultural dimensions
chosen as most important to evaluate. The teams
represented should be straightforward based on the
geographic locations of a multinational company.
However, at times team composition may have to
be modified. A good example of this comes from
our friend Jeremy Bouchard, who has to include a
Japanese automotive partner that is specific to the
project he is managing and therefore must include
the Japanese culture in his assessment.

Defining the appropriate cultural dimensions
requires careful thought. This is where project
managers’ cultural self-awareness comes into focus.
The overall intent of the cultural assessment is
to identify any cultural extremes that may affect
project management and collaboration among
project members. Therefore, it is important to select
cultural dimensions that will make the cultural
extremes among the participating countries visible.
For example, in the assessment example shown
in Figure 7.4, one North American and two Asian
countries are represented. Project managers with
some cultural awareness knowledge will understand
that there is likely to be some variation in cultural
factors. We recommend using no more than six
or seven dimensions when structuring a cultural
assessment.
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Once they construct the tool, virtual project
managers can use it to assess the sensitivity to each
of the cultural factors that affect their teams. To
emphasize a point made previously, the sensitivi-
ties will vary from person to person on the team,
so it is best to evaluate the team from a national
perspective, not an individual perspective. For the
example shown, the project manager has made an
assessment that the team members from Japan will
be relatively low on the individualism cultural factor.
The manager must then determine just how low on
the sensitivity scale the Japanese team members are
relative to the rest of the team. There is no quan-
titative approach to this. Qualitative assessment
skills must be used to make these determinations.
A relatively accurate assessment of a team’s cultural
sensitivity can best be gained by personal and direct
interaction with specific team members, just as
Jeremy Bouchard did by traveling to meet his new
Japanese team members.

The key to using the cultural assessment effec-
tively is to identify the cultural factor extremes (ei-
ther very low sensitivity or very high sensitivity). Af-
ter identifying the extremes, project managers can
develop a cultural strategy and use it to make ad-
justments to the way they manage the project and
lead the team. These strategies can also be used to
train and develop project team members and help
navigate team members from forming to high per-
forming.

Cultural Strategy

With the information contained in the cultural as-
sessment, project managers can determine if there
are any cultural circumstances unique to the project
that have to be addressed. As an example, Figure 7.4
shows that there are significant cultural differences
in the areas of power distance, assertiveness, lan-
guage proficiency, and individualism that need to
be addressed. Project managers must develop a
cultural strategy that addresses how the differences
in the cultural factors will be dealt with effectively.
Every multinational project team is unique, so every

cultural strategy will be unique. However, for the
example shown, four cultural strategies could be
developed.

Strategy 1: Power Distance

Since it was determined that both the Chinese and
Japanese team members are from high-power-
distance cultures, they may be sensitive to inter-
acting with senior leaders within the company. The
project manager should therefore be careful not to
have these team members directly interface with or
present to the senior organization leaders, at least
not initially. The project manager should also ensure
that clear roles and responsibilities are documented
as well as all decision makers on the project.

Strategy 2: Assertiveness

The cultural assessment also showed a wide di-
chotomy with respect to assertiveness. This may
be a source of contention even in team meetings;
some participants may feel that a meeting contains
lively debate while others might feel attacked or
unnecessarily challenged. The project manager
must monitor and facilitate the tone of cross-team
communications, both verbal and written, until the
variation in assertiveness begins to diminish and the
team achieves a “performing” level of development.
This behavior is also a team norm that should be
addressed, documented, and discussed as part of
the team charter. The project culture may require
open and direct debate; therefore, expectations and
understanding have to be established across the
cultures represented on the project team.

Strategy 3: Language Proficiency

Proficiency in the primary language of the project
(English, in this case) was identified as a cultural
factor with high sensitivity. The team members from
Shanghai especially had a low proficiency for com-
municating in spoken English. Due to this cultural
factor, the project manager cannot rely heavily on
verbal communication, but rather must establish
a practice of repeating, in written form, any verbal
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instructions, critical discussions, and decisions.
This will help to ensure that the team members in
Shanghai understand and are fully engaged in the
dialogue and work of the project team.

Strategy 4: Individualism versus

Collectivism

Cultural preference for individualism ranges from
high, to low, to moderate among the three nations
represented on the example project. This distribu-
tion of preference is likely one of the most difficult
factors to alleviate because it affects two major
elements of any project: the tasking of work and
rewards and recognition. Team members high on
individualism can be tasked and rewarded individu-
ally. However, team members low on individualism
and therefore high on collectivism should be given
tasks that can be performed in small work groups.
Rewards for these team members must be given
as team awards. The virtual project manager must
work hard to avoid demotivation and conflict.

With the cultural strategies established, project
managers must use the strategies to modify how
they will lead the people on the team and how they
will manage project processes. Managers will, in
effect, be using the cultural strategies to create an
element of the project culture.

Converging Company
and Country Culture

As an enterprise expands its business globally, it
establishes operational components in a number
of geographical regions and countries. The peo-
ple acquired through mergers and acquisitions
in each country come to the company with their
own unique values, preferred behaviors, and lan-
guages that embody the culture of their society.
Additionally, company acquisitions and strategic
partnerships will bring new company cultures as
well as national cultures into the enterprise. Man-
aging across cultures with virtual projects requires
integrating many different functional disciplines

and support group personnel who all possess ob-
vious and non-obvious differences in backgrounds
and languages. Doing this requires the ability to
integrate national, company, and project culture in
a way that promotes collaboration and collective
thinking. According to Margaret Lee, author of Lead-
ing Virtual Project Teams, “Successful integration of
national cultures into one strong organizational cul-
ture can be an advantage in the competitive global
marketplace. Ample evidence supports the fact that
integrating organizational and national cultures is
necessary for organizational effectiveness in the 21st
century.”31 How are the many cultural differences
reconciled to the point where a company remains
operationally effective and maintains its original
culture?

Authors and researchers continue to debate
whether company or country culture has a stronger
influence on team members. The truth of the matter
is that it most likely depends on a host of many
varied yet interrelated factors. Companies should
comprehensively assess their organizational culture
against the various local cultures, countries, and
regions where they do business. It is not unusual
for potential conflicts between organizational and
national cultures to surface. Companies should be
cognizant of these situations and plan to take the
appropriate actions to ensure that employees from
other countries remain motivated and committed to
the organizational mission and objectives.32

Some people talk about the need to blend the
cultures into a new culture that encompasses ele-
ments of each country’s culture. In practice, doing
so is a nearly impossible task, and as Mary Dunkin,
a global project manager for Intel Corporation, ex-
plains, in cases where a company’s culture is one of
its competitive strengths, creating a blended culture
can be counterproductive.33

In the early 2000s, Intel decided to enter
the communication industry to augment
its computing business, and did so through
a significant number of company acquisi-
tions. Over an 18-month period, we acquired
over 20 companies. Over half of them were
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outside of our home country. In nearly ev-
ery acquisition, the approach was to allow
the company to remain autonomous in its
operation and culture. Looking back, this
was a poor approach and found to be the
root cause of Intel failing to retain the value
that they originally saw in these companies.
By allowing the companies to operate au-
tonomously operationally and culturally, we
were not able to leverage Intel’s vast assets
and strong company culture that are both
competitive advantages.

Dunkin then went on to explain, “we then
tried a blended approach, particularly in regard
to cross-country culture. A lot of time, effort, and
money was expended on cultural sensitivity training
and coaching. The goal of this program was to in-
crease cultural sensitivity on the part of the Intel team.
Also, to help blend the Intel and U.S. cultures into
the acquired companies, we assigned a small senior
leadership team to work in-country and alongside
the acquired leadership team. Despite this blended
approach, the situation became worse. The strong
company culture of Intel began to fragment and di-
lute to the point where it became less of a competitive
advantage.” Dunkin concluded from her extensive
experience: “Cultural sensitivity is necessary, but only
to a certain point. The point where it becomes coun-
terproductive is when it begins to negatively affect
a company’s base culture. Company culture has to
remain dominant over country cultures.”

Recent research supports Dunkin’s opinion.
It suggests that a strong company culture serves
a utilitarian purpose as it tends to enable setting
expectations, increasing the likelihood that when
members of a team and other employees are faced
with uncertainty, they will act in a consistent man-
ner. A strong corporate culture sets the rules of
engagement. Researchers have further demon-
strated that within a group or team setting, when
coordination is rewarded and when the group’s or
the team’s culture is strong, its members become
increasingly like-minded.34

The benefit of cultivating a robust and solid
company culture is that it enables the establishment

of common values and aligns employee behav-
iors. Multinational corporations use many means
and avenues to build company culture, such as
employee handouts, corporate ethics guidelines,
written value definitions, new employee on board-
ing activities, and worldwide company meetings
with all employees to instill and align employee
values and behaviors. Additionally, in some multina-
tional corporations, targeted hiring and employee
self-selection leads to employees at company sites
in other countries to become more in harmony with
the respective corporate culture. Those employees
who fit well stay with the company, and those who
do not either do not get hired or leave after a period
of time. Companies that nurture this approach may
be able to maintain a consistent culture across their
international locations.35

Converging Cultures

Rather than trying to blend cultures in a multina-
tional organization and on a multinational project,
it may be better to think in terms of converging the
various cultures. Three primary steps are involved in
the convergence of cultures:

1. Establish a dominant cultural model where one
ideology and set of behaviors is declared the
official way of doing business.

2. Establish an integration of team identity model
that drives a common set of motives, ideas,
values, and goals that members of the orga-
nization can all relate to.

3. Maintain cultural awareness to recognize and
respect the differences each culture brings to
the organization and project team.

Dominant Culture

The establishment of a dominant cultural model
is the most critical step of the three. Doing this
involves formal recognition that company culture
is the dominant one. All other cultures are sub-
ordinate. Since a company’s culture is strongly
influenced by the national culture where the
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company is headquartered or maintains its largest
base of operations, the cultural norms of that na-
tion will be dominant as well. Therefore, the way
a multinational organization and its project teams
operate is significantly influenced and driven by
ideals and behaviors of the company. This is why
there can never really be a merger of equals. Rather,
one company has to remain dominant in order to
establish a base set of operating principles. Those
base operating principles guide the way the project
teams conduct their work and interact with one
another.

Integration of Team Identity

In order for multinational project teams to function
effectively, however, their members must share a
common set of goals, values, motives, and operat-
ing norms that they can all relate to and follow. We
refer to this as integration of team identity. Within
the company culture, the project team must estab-
lish its own project culture. The project culture is
still dominated by the way the company does busi-
ness, but it is modified by the cultural values and
behaviors represented by nations participating on
the project team.

As described earlier in this chapter and in
Chapter 2, the team charter is a critical project artifact
for any team, but especially so for a multinational,
multicultural virtual team. Within the team charter,
the team norms define how the team will interact
and incorporate the cultural nuances of the team.

Continuous Cultural Awareness

The final step in the convergence of multiple cul-
tures is continuous cultural awareness. Virtual
project managers must be the champion for cul-
tural awareness because at the project level,
cultural awareness goes beyond just being aware
of cultural differences between team members.
Cultural awareness at the project level has every-
thing to do with trust and relationships. As we
discussed in Chapter 6, the project network on
which a virtual team is built is held together by

relationships, and trust is the foundation of those
relationships. The cultural dichotomies discussed
earlier and the variations in behavior that result
from those dichotomies provide the opportunity
for mistrust to arise when team members are cul-
turally ignorant. For example, some team members
may feel that addressing a problem or a source of
conflict affecting the team is confrontational, but
it is necessary to avoid distrust and fragmented
relationships. Being culturally aware of the presence
of these cultural issues allows project managers to
work directly with affected individuals.

Different cultures rely on different mechanisms
for deciding if other members on the team are
trustworthy.36 People from some cultures assume
everyone has good intentions until they prove
otherwise. Others see trust as non-existent until
earned. Some people gauge trust on other people’s
performance, while people from other cultures
look for endorsement from a trusted third party to
establish trustworthiness.

All these cultural differences are present in
multinational enterprises and organizations. The
convergence of the differences will occur where
the “feet hit the street,” as the saying goes—at
the project level. Cultural differences, of course,
add more complexity to already complex virtual
project environments. Much is left to virtual project
managers to work and resolve while managing
the project and leading the team. However, some
significant organizational factors must be in place
to assist an organization’s virtual project managers.
These organizational factors are discussed in the
next two chapters.

Assessing Cross-Cultural
Awareness

The Cross-Cultural Awareness Assessment measures
the cultural awareness capabilities of a project
team. The evaluators, organizational management,
the project sponsor, and the virtual project team
leader are responsible for evaluating and assessing
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the cultural competence on a project. Essentially,
they are looking for a proper and balanced set of
anticipated cultural skills that will raise the proba-
bility of success for team formation and interaction
over the life of the project.

It is recommended that the members noted
above complete the assessment. Once completed,
meet to discuss results and findings as well as detail
next steps (if warranted) to increase cross-cultural
awareness.

Cross-Cultural Awareness Assessment

Date of Assessment: __________

Virtual Project Team Code Name: ________________________________

Virtual Project Manager Name: __________________________________

Project Start Date: _____________

Planned Completion Date: _____________

Team Size: ________ Number of Countries Represented: _________

Assessment Completed by: ____________________________________

Confidential Assessment: ______ Yes, confidential

______ No, not confidential

Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

Project team members have participated in formal cultural
awareness training.

The project consists of a high percentage of team members
with prior experience working on cross-cultural project
teams.

Project team members have country- and culture-specific
knowledge and experience specific to the countries
represented on the project.

Project team members have proficient (written and verbal)
language skills in the primary language of the project.

Project team members have effective communication
(especially listening) skills.

A cultural assessment has been performed for the project.

Cultural factors with wide variation within the team have
been identified.

Cultural-based strategies have been developed for the
project.

Project team members have confidence working with team
members from other cultures.
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Assessment Item Yes or No Notes for All No Responses

Project team members have practical knowledge and ability
to work successfully with power distance differences.

Project team members have practical knowledge and ability
to work successfully with uncertainty avoidance differences.

Project team members are knowledgeable about and do
not exhibit gender bias.

Project team members have practical knowledge and ability
to work successfully regarding the cultural dimension of
restraint.

Project team members have practical knowledge and ability
to communicate in both low and high context settings.

The project team comprises both divergent and convergent
thinkers.

A healthy level of assertiveness has been displayed in
cross-team communication.

The project manager plans to visit all distributed work sites
at least once per quarter.

Findings, Key Thoughts, and Recommendations
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8
USING TECHNOLOGY TO COMMUNICATE

AND COLLABORATE

Gone are the days when a project’s success is
measured only by the accomplishment of the triple
constraints. We now know that this is an overly sim-
plistic and narrow view of success, largely because
it ignores the human element.1 We now correctly
view projects as a set of technical challenges that
must be overcome by a group of people who must
work collaboratively and collectively toward the
achievement of a common goal. Doing this requires
that the set of people be able to share their ideas;
coordinate their activities; discuss their insights,
perspectives, and opinions; and collectively solve
problems. It is this high level of human interaction
that, frankly, makes project work so challenging. For
virtual project teams, this challenge is compounded
by the fact that team members are separated by
time and distance, making human interaction even
more problematic. As pointed out in Chapter 1,
one of the primary differences between traditional
projects and virtual projects is that the virtual
project team must communicate and collaborate
almost exclusively through the use of technology.

Although technology is used for communication
and collaboration on traditional projects as well, the
co-located nature of traditional projects allows for
a high degree of direct human interaction between
team members. For virtual teams, all interaction has
to be facilitated through the use of tools. This is not
necessarily bad, however, because technology is the
single most important enabler that allows people
around the world to cross physical, organizational,

and cultural boundaries and to work as a team,
albeit sometimes a widely distributed team.

It is as true today as throughout history, projects
and the people who make up those projects are
expected to produce results. Today, however, time,
distance, and communication barriers are in play
to prevent virtual project teams from working
effectively. If used correctly, technology is the
means to overcome these barriers.2 Additionally,
with the introduction of social media tools on
projects, it is now possible for team members who
are separated by hundreds or thousands of miles
to establish a base level of personal relationships.
As the effective use of technology increases, so too
can the overall performance of the virtual team and
the results produced. The key word in this truism
is effective.

Even though technology has the potential to
enable communication and collaboration, it is also
often the source of great frustration, conflict, and
hindrance to effective collaboration on a virtual
project if not planned and used purposefully. Project
managers must assume the responsibility for en-
suring that technology is indeed used effectively
and serves as a communication and collaboration
enabler on their projects. Doing this requires the
establishment of project-level technology usage
requirements and tools selection based on the
usage requirements. Getting usage requirements
right begins with an understanding of the role of
technology on virtual projects.
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Role of Technology

The primary role of technology in distributed
teamwork is one of helping the project team over-
come the challenges created by time and distance
separation.3 Successful use of technology on a
virtual project hinges on four points:

1. Understanding how the team will communi-
cate and collaborate.

2. Understanding how technology can be lever-
aged to improve that communication and
collaboration.

3. Matching technology selection to communica-
tion and collaboration methods and practices.

4. Using the technology efficiently to improve the
team’s performance.

Many times large investments in project tech-
nologies have failed to pay for themselves because
the technology was selected based on false financial
estimates of productivity gains or because of pres-
sures to implement technology solutions used by
industry leaders rather than selecting solutions that
integrate into the team culture and needs. In nearly
all successful examples of technologically enhanced
team communication and collaboration, the tech-
nology was selected based on how well it enhanced
established communication and collaboration meth-
ods and processes.4

Project managers should select electronic tech-
nologies that best meet the needs and usage of their
virtual teams and that integrate with the current suite
of tools used within the organization. Best practice is
to use technology tools that complement the culture
and that are selected based on need. Technology
should always increase team productivity and should
be evaluated based on that measure.

There is no ideal set of technologies for all
teams. There are basic technologies, however,
that most all teams will benefit from—such
as the telephone, email, and calendaring and
scheduling systems—but since all organizations are
unique, so too are their virtual communication and
collaboration needs. Project managers therefore

must develop a clear strategy for matching
technology options to the communication and
collaboration needs of their virtual project teams.

Think Usage First

It is quite common for project managers to adopt
the technology tools most widely used within their
organizations without much forethought about how
technology should be used to facilitate interactions
among their virtual team members. Also common is
for a firm’s information technology (IT) department to
select, rollout, and mandate the use of certain tech-
nology tools without first consulting project teams
about their business processes and methods. What
makes this worse is that project managers know that
enterprise-level tools can be ineffective on project
teams. This knowledge is consistent with findings
from virtual team studies, which show that the vast
majority of virtual teams rely on email, telephone
calls, and occasional video conference meetings to
do their work.5 It is important to note that technology
will not solve communication problems, but it can
help to improve them. Always remember that the
primary focus is not on the tools themselves, but on
using the tools to facilitate a culture of knowledge
sharing, information sharing, relationship building,
decision making, and working collaboratively.6

Using Technology
to Communicate

Communication is the most critical factor in deter-
mining success on any project, virtual or traditional.
This is because project success hinges on the shar-
ing of information among team members. The great-
est barrier to effective communication on a virtual
project is, of course, the physical distance between
team members. This physical distance, coupled with
the resulting time zone differences, creates an ob-
stacle to the most effective method for information
sharing: person-to-person conversation and interac-
tion. Project communication on virtual projects must
therefore move to technology platforms.
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Four primary usage factors must be considered
when selecting communication tools for virtual
projects:

1. Communication type

2. Time

3. Location and forum

4. Inclusiveness

Communication Type

There are three primary ways in which members of a
virtual project team interact: through conversations,
through transactions, and through collaborations.

Conversational interaction is a free exchange of
information among team members for the primary
purpose of knowledge exchange, discovery, or rela-
tionship building. Conversational interaction is free
of constraints and does not use a central repository
of information.

Transactional interactions occur when a team
member exchanges something tangible (e.g., a
requirements document, project plan, or design
specification) with one or more members of the
team. The transaction usually is constrained by a
need and expectation (stated or implied) of the
receiver of the deliverable.

Collaborative interaction occurs when two or
more members of a team work together to com-
plete a task, solve a problem, brainstorm new
ideas, or develop a common deliverable. Collab-
orative interaction requires a common electronic
workspace and a repository to store completed and
in-process work.

Time

Once virtual project team members understand the
types of communication interaction they will be en-
gaged in, the next step is for them to understand
which method of communication best meets their
needs from a time perspective—synchronous, asyn-
chronous, or a combination of both.

Synchronous communication is direct com-
munication among team members, where the

communications are time specific.7 This means
members are present and communicating at the
same time, but may be separated by geography and
time zones. Synchronous communication methods
are best for interactive activities, such as brainstorm-
ing, problem solving, decision making, and team
status reporting.

Asynchronous communication occurs when team
members involved in the communication are not
present at the same time. Therefore, time delays occur
between communication exchanges between team
members. Asynchronous communication methods
work well for information and data exchange that
does not have to be completed in real time.

Location and Forum

The next primary technology usage factor that
needs to be considered is the location of the virtual
project team members. This is influenced by the
type of virtual project, as described in Chapter 3.

Mostly Co-located Virtual Projects

Communication on a mostly co-located virtual
project is dominated by direct communication
between the co-located members, but also relies
heavily on communication with all distributed team
members. When choosing the technology tools for
this project type, project managers must be very
aware of what information can be fully exchanged
between team members without the use of tech-
nology and what information has to be exchanged
via technology to ensure the inclusion of the dis-
tributed team members. For mostly co-located
teams, communication forums can span from
face-to-face to 100% virtual exchanges. Project team
members who are co-located can exchange project
information through face-to-face meetings or at
least through telecommunication means. In this
type of project, it is not uncommon for co-located
team members to assemble in a single conference
room, with distributed members joining them
through synchronous audio or video conferencing
technologies.
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Nationally Distributed Virtual Projects

Communication on a nationally distributed project is
accomplished exclusively through technology. Since
team members are separated by a few time zones
at most, a blend of synchronous and asynchronous
communication is possible. Team members on a
nationally distributed virtual team adhere to a single
dominant national culture and language (although
many project managers claim that working with
team members from different regions of a country
is sometimes like working with completely different
cultures). Because of the national commonality,
additional technology requirements for cultural
and language nuances are not required. Most com-
munication can be performed by audio or video
conferencing as well as simple electronic exchange
through email or collaboration sites.

Internationally Distributed Virtual Projects

Team members on a global project can be separated
by great time and distance, causing synchronous
communication to be impractical. Since nearly all
communication is performed virtually, technologies
that support centralized and asynchronous com-
munication and information sharing are required.
Additionally, since the dominant language used to
communicate (both verbally and in written form)
is likely to be a second, third, or fourth language to
many or most team members, additional technology
usage requirements, such as language transla-
tion tools, may be needed to support language
differences.

Inclusiveness

Inclusiveness simply refers to how far the sharing
of information will permeate across the team and
within the organization. Figure 8.1 illustrates the
four primary communication populations for a
typical project, virtual or traditional.

Need to Know

On some projects, information may need to be
protected, and communications pertaining to that

Project
Members
with Need
to Know

All Project
Team Members

Project Stakeholders 

General Organization
Population

Figure 8.1: Primary Project Communication Populations

information have to be restricted to project team
members with a need-to-know classification. This is
common on some government projects and highly
sensitive strategic projects. In such cases, technol-
ogy that can enable the need-to-know information
restriction requirements for a particular project is
required.

All Project Team Members

Other projects limit the sharing of information to all
project team members and exclude the communi-
cation and sharing of project information outside
of the project team. This is an extension of the
need-to-know usage and also requires technology
that can enable restricted access to project team
members only.

Project Stakeholders

Communication and information sharing outside
of the project team may be limited to a specific set
of individuals who have a stake in the performance
and outcome of the project. Communication out-
side of the project team will be limited to these
identified individuals.
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General Organizational Population

For most projects, communication and sharing of
project information is unrestricted within the con-
fines of the organization within which the project
operates. In such cases, project team members can
utilize generally available means of electronic com-
munication used within the company.

Using Technology
to Collaborate

In a business model where the work of a project
team can be digitized, disaggregated, distributed
across the globe, modified, and reintegrated into
a holistic solution, a high level of collaboration
between distributed team members is required.
Collaboration generally refers to individuals working
together to create ideas, to solve problems, and to
deliver outcomes.8 On projects, delivering outcomes
usually refers to completing tasks and generating
deliverables. Project teams perform their work in a
combination of individual efforts and collaborative
interactions with other members of the team. In-
teractive collaboration is when two or more people
on the project work together through idea sharing
and thinking to complete a task, solve a problem,
brainstorm new ideas, or develop a deliverable.
It is teamwork taken to a higher level. With the
changes and advancements in technology, such as
high-speed internet, web-based programs, file shar-
ing, email, and video-conferencing, collaboration
has become a more productive way of completing
project tasks. Interactive collaboration on virtual
teams, however, is more difficult than on traditional
teams due to the inherent differences in time, dis-
tance, and culture. Virtual collaboration, therefore,
must be facilitated through technology.

As with the selection of communication tools,
how the team collaborates must be considered
before the particular technologies to be used on
a virtual project are selected. Three primary us-
age factors must be considered when selecting
collaboration tools for virtual projects:

1. Team tasks

2. Project workflow

3. Workspace

Team Tasks

Understanding collaborative interaction on a virtual
team begins with looking at the relationship be-
tween the types of tasks undertaken by the virtual
project team and the technologies they use to help
them complete those tasks. We generalize team
tasks into two primary categories: low-complexity
tasks and high-complexity ones.

Low-complexity tasks are those that involve
minimal interdependence on other project tasks
and require limited collaboration between team
members. Most conversational and transactional
interactions fall into this category. For these types
of tasks, asynchronous technologies, such as
email, blogs, data repositories, and websites, are
completely sufficient.

High-complexity tasks are those that involve a
high degree of collaboration and information sharing
among team members in order to complete a task.
Team members are very interdependent when work-
ing on high-complexity tasks, and the technologies
they use must support both synchronous and asyn-
chronous collaboration of interdependent workflow.
For these tasks, technologies such as videoconferenc-
ing, electronic whiteboards, common workspaces,
and shared data repositories are most beneficial.

Project Workflow

Workflow is the sequence of steps or the process
through which a piece of project work passes from
initiation to completion. Simply, it is how project
tasks get completed through the interaction of team
members. Generally, project workflow is made up
of two types of activities: sequential and parallel
(sometimes referred to as concurrent).

Sequential tasks imply a finish-to-start depen-
dency among team members. One team member
cannot begin his or her task until another task is
completed. Parallel tasks are those that can be
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performed at the same time, either independently
or interdependently. Parallel tasks may have an addi-
tional requirement that task outcomes be integrated
with one another once they are completed.

Both types of tasks require that all team mem-
bers are on a common electronic workspace that
provides adequate visibility to the progression of
work in process or completed on the project.

Workspace

When it comes to collaborative technology, the third
usage factor is workspace. There is a big difference
in technology selection if workspace is shared ver-
sus private, desktop versus laptop, and open space
versus closed office. Some technologies for collabo-
ration work well in some settings, but not in others,
and none of the technologies available today work
well in all settings. One size does not fit all. Like the
selection of other technologies, workspace collabo-
ration tools should take into consideration the orga-
nizational culture, the user, and project needs.

Technology Options for the
Virtual Project

In the last few decades of the 20th century, the
invention and introduction of communication and
collaboration technologies was a driving force
behind the rapid expansion of virtual projects as a
means to execute an organization’s work. Since that
time the number of new technological tools has
exploded; there are so many, in fact, that choosing
the tools needed has become complicated. This
overabundance of choices often results in technol-
ogy overload, which causes project managers to
defer selection to the firm’s IT department.

There is large risk in this approach, however. IT
departments are, of course, made up of technologists
who see the world through the technological lens.
Left unchecked, their choice of tools can be primarily
influenced by the newness of a technology or the
number of features available, leaving the use of the
technology, the usability, and the robustness and
reliability as secondary considerations.

In this chapter, we are recommending an alter-
native approach, one that considers technology us-
age as the primary factor. After first considering how
a virtual project team communicates and collabo-
rates via technology, the next step in the selection
process is understanding the types of technologies
available to a virtual team. (See Figure 8.2.)

The sections that follow provide categories of
technologies that support communication, col-
laboration, and relationship-building interactions.
Since specific tools tend to come and go over
time and enterprise tools from dominant commer-
cial suppliers try to be all things to all users, it is
highly recommended that technology categories be
evaluated before specific tools are considered.

Messaging Tools

Messaging systems are the most ubiquitous of
virtual team interaction tools. They enable direct
communication among virtual project team mem-
bers both asynchronously and synchronously.
Further, depending on the tools selected, messaging
tools scale from direct one-to-one communications
to many-to-many large forum communications.
What follows is a discussion of the most widely used
messaging systems at the present time.

Email

Email is now the primary means of communication
on a virtual project, replacing the telephone as

Technology
Usage

Technology
Types

Technology
Options

Technology
Selection

Figure 8.2: Virtual Project Technology Selection Process
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the tool of choice. It is also the simplest of tools to
use and involves one person (the email originator)
composing an electronic message that is sent
directly to one or more recipients. When time and
distance prevent physical one-to-one conversations
and direct information sharing among virtual team
members, email keeps virtual projects moving
forward. The advent and proliferation of wireless
technologies enable email to be accessed from
nearly anywhere on the planet.

Email is used to provide status communica-
tion, make inquiries, share and review documents,
and coordinate logistically.9 It is an asynchronous
tool that provides a recipient the option of when
or if to reply. For this reason, email is not nec-
essarily a good choice for communication when
a rapid response is required. Also, email is not

a good choice for communicating controver-
sial messages or for resolving conflicts among
team members unless other, richer forms of
communication technologies, such as direct
phone or video conferencing, are unavailable.
Without the added richness of voice, eye con-
tact, and body language, emails are easy to
misinterpret.10

Under normal circumstances, it is not
uncommon for virtual project team members
to receive dozens of emails daily, creating a re-
sponse backlog and delay. To help manage this
scenario, virtual project managers and other team
members must become proficient at crafting ef-
fective business emails. For some tips, see the box
titled “Effective Email Practices for Virtual Project
Teams.”

Effective Email Practices for Virtual Project Teams

As our professional communities become more global, we find we often work with people who are in
far-flung places, at least far from where we are. This means we will be communicating with teammates
who don’t share the same first language as us or the same cultural norms as us. We therefore need to
develop more effective global communication skills so that we consistently deliver business results—even
when the rest of our team or organization is scattered across the globe. Collaboration using email is
one way virtual business is conducted, but it comes with a number of limitations, which you may have
encountered:

◾ Many times it is unclear what action you are expected to take after reading an email.

◾ Emails received many times contain misspellings, missing words, or grammatical errors that
obscured the sender’s meaning.

◾ Sometimes, it is difficult to know if an email message you send will be interpreted as intended by
someone whose language and culture are very different from your own.

◾ Many times, it takes several emails in order to clarify an issue with your peers in other countries for
whom English is a second language.

Email is convenient. We can store it, delete it, and react to it instantly. Yet it is the immediacy of email
that leads to the problems just listed if an email is sent without thinking deeply about what has been writ-
ten and without checking for errors, expectations, outcomes, and completeness.

Above all, it must be recognized that words alone constitute only about 10 percent of overall commu-
nication; the rest is made up of facial expressions, body language, tone, and other physical manifestations.
Therefore, email starts with a handicap as it only contains words—users are, in effect, sending only 10% of
the communication.
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What to Do
Jose Campos, founder of Rapid Innovation, has provided these suggestions for improving the quality and
consistency of business email in a distributed environment:

◾ Write and send with care. Email is a very casual mode of communication, and we often choose to use
it to discuss critical issues. When we do, it is vital to read and write with the importance and focus
that the issue deserves. Focus your attention to ensure that you give the message your full
concentration.

◾ Take full advantage of the subject line. The subject line should give a clear idea of content and action
needed. When sending a reply, change the subject line if it needs changing; do not just drag out an
old email from weeks ago and reuse it to cover a new topic without changing what the subject line
says. And, whatever you do, do not send the message in the subject line, as the limited characters
available do not provide adequate context for the reader.

◾ Cover one item of business in each email message. Emails have replaced the printed memo as
announcements, reminders, and calls to action. Use separate messages with individual subject
headings to make it easier for readers, allowing them to understand, review, and react to each
subject logically.

◾ Clarify what actions are required of each recipient. Ambiguity of actions required can cost the virtual
team precious time. Remember that an action item is made up of three parts: (1) do what, (2) by
whom, and (3) by when. For example, “John, please develop a database of all midwestern customers
by the end of this week. I will need the database by Friday, Nov. 16, at 2 PM EST.” Anything less than
that and it is not an action item.

◾ Be wary of emotionally charged content. If you have something emotional to share, it is best to do it
in person or on the phone. Understanding is gained through voice, body language, and facial
expressions. Too many people use email as a shield to avoid unpleasant confrontations, and they
end up alienating the recipient. If you would not say something to someone in person, do not say it
in an email.

◾ Do not use email to deliver the really bad news. Never use email to chastise or criticize, and never
(never!) to deliver any seriously bad news. A message that may seem reasonable to you can hit
another person hard, and you will not know it since you cannot see the reader’s non-verbal cues.
Any message that will have a major effect on an employee’s work or life should be delivered
face-to-face or at least over the phone.

◾ Be professional. Minimize the use of underlines, boldface, all caps, and exclamation points. These all
have the same unpleasant effect as shouting at someone face-to-face.

◾ Acknowledge receipt and respond promptly. In many cases, the sender is waiting for a reply from you,
even if it is just an acknowledgment that you received the message. Consider that things may be
“on hold” until you reply, which can impact productivity and decision making. When you receive a
request or an action item, take immediate action. For example, if someone is asking for a meeting
date, let him or her know immediately of your availability or alternatives.

◾ Be judicious in your use of group addresses. There may be no need to copy all members of the team
on every email. Doing so decreases teammates’ productivity and often leads people to assume that
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someone else will handle the issue. The hope is that someone else among those people will do it,
so “I don’t have to.”

◾ Read and edit before you send. As a form of written communication, email represents you
professionally, so send your best. And for particularly important messages or any message
composed in anger, treat your message as if it were a traditional letter: write, print, read, revise, and
then send. And remember, never send an email without first checking the spelling. Typos and other
blemishes make the message difficult to read and lower its professional quality.

◾ Do not send or read email at inappropriate times. Email has become an addiction, but the
constant pursuit of an email fix may be costly. One of the newer forms of poor office etiquette is
paying more attention to email than to a conversation or business meeting. It has been proven
that if people are attending to multiple things at the same time, they are not going to retain as
much information and will make more errors than if they were focusing on one thing. This can
lead to lost productivity and wasted dollars because people are not focused on their work. It is
best practice to dedicate periods of time during the day to read and respond to email as a
single task.

Let’s face it. Email is a convenient, fast, and valuable tool for the distributed team and virtual business
environment. Like any tool, it can facilitate or hinder communication. Used effectively and in concert with
face-to-face meetings, email is an exceptional way to share information, foster creative thinking, and facili-
tate critical personal meetings.

No virtual team should rely exclusively on email
(or any other form of one-way communication) to
share information and maintain business relation-
ships. Recent advances in email enable vocal and
visual enhancements to the traditional text-based
option. Audio and video email allow senders to in-
corporate a voice message or short video message
to traditional email messages. These capabilities are
currently add-on features, but look for them to be
integrated into enterprise-level messaging systems
in the near future.

Instant Messaging

A technology that originated on private personal
computing platforms, instant messaging (IM) has
moved into the business environment in a big way.
It’s primary value to the virtual project team is its
use as an “electronic water cooler” where team
members can engage in quick, synchronous conver-
sations relating to both personal and work topics.
The proliferation of IM in the business environment

has led to a decrease in the use of chat rooms due
to the increased privacy and synchronous commu-
nication ability that IM provides over chat rooms.
However, because IM occurs in real time, team
members must be online at the same time to realize
its true value.

With the advancement of wireless and mobile
technologies, IM participants now have the ability to
be away from their normal workstations and place of
work to participate. This further frees virtual project
team members from the constraint of geographical
presence.11

IM is best used for quick information exchanges,
queries, clarifications, advance notifications of other
communications (such as an important email),
project logistics (meeting reminder or time change
notification), and social interaction. Participants
should refrain from using IM for task-based com-
munication or project-related decisions due to the
lack of recording and reporting capabilities. Listed
in the following box, “Dos and Don’ts for Instant
Messaging in the Workplace.”
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Dos and Don’ts for Instant Messaging in the Workplace

As with all communication tools used in the workplace, IM can be used appropriately or inappropriately.
We have witnessed its use in both ways and offer a few guides.

Instant Messaging Dos

◾ Do use IM for informal conversations on both work-related and personal topics that are appropriate.
IM is a great way to create a water cooler feel for chatting online. It can be used for one-on-one or
group discussions and provides an excellent informal mode of communication and collaboration for
virtual project teams.

◾ Do use IM to help build personal connections to other virtual team members. IM provides users the
opportunity to check on the physical and emotional states of other team members that other
group-focused team interchanges don’t necessarily allow for.

◾ Do use IM as a means for improving team efficiency and project productivity. Key information
exchanges can be taken off-line between other synchronous team meetings to speed up
communication and workflow. Likewise, IM can be useful for addressing project-related issues and
problems that need immediate attention.

◾ Do use IM for situations where virtual team members may have language challenges. Verbal
communication may be frustrating and confusing to some, and written communication via IM
provides an excellent alternative. IM can also be used to solicit input from team members who are
quiet during larger verbal team exchanges.

◾ Do use IM to establish a direct link between the project team leader and remote team members.
Doing so establishes a direct line to the team leader that is critical for effective communication.

Instant Messaging Don’ts

◾ Don’t use IM for communications that may include sensitive or confidential information. IM is
subject to potential hacking, viruses, phishing scams, and other computer-based problems that may
jeopardize sensitive information.

◾ Don’t use IM beyond appropriate casual and informal project team discussions due to the potential
for legal issues and risks. Remember that all IM activity creates a historical record of
communications that can be accessed.

◾ Don’t use IM for complex issues or problems that have a high potential for creating
misunderstanding. Difficult issues are best addressed via means where full context can be
effectively communicated.

◾ Don’t use IM for communications where the potential is high for significant conflict or where past
interactions have damaged trust. It is better to seek other communication options, such as
face-to-face meetings, if possible.

◾ Don’t use IM where you sense or know someone is experiencing serious emotional difficulties. IM as
a communication vehicle does not work well in situations where one needs to provide special
attention to another person’s emotional well-being.
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List Server Applications

A list server is simply an automated email distribu-
tion list that is used to broadcast communications
to a group of people, such as a virtual project team.
The automation feature is primarily the ability for
people to subscribe and unsubscribe to a particular
list server.

List server tools can be used in several differ-
ent ways on virtual projects. The two most common
uses are broadcast email communications and dis-
cussion groups. Broadcasting common email mes-
sages to project team members on a distribution
list is wonderful for communicating such things as
schedule changes, requirements changes, status re-
ports, meeting notes, decision outcomes, and so on.
Some teams create project newsletters that are dis-
tributed via list server applications.

Discussion groups can be used to facilitate
interaction among members of the virtual team.
Normally, discussions are focused on a single topic,
such as gathering functional requirements or gener-
ating ideas to solve a particular technical problem.
Additionally, discussion topics can be informal in
nature and used to build and foster cross-team
relationships. Discussions on favorite hobbies, sports
teams, or holiday experiences are great ways to
learn more about virtual team members beyond
what capabilities they bring to the project team.

List servers also provide threading features that
enable historical tracking of discussions. Threading
allows team members to familiarize themselves on
a topic by sorting on date, sender, and keywords.
However, broadcast emails via list servers also have
limitations. Since they are a form of asynchronous
communication, the likely result is a lack of immedi-
ate response that can cause time delays. Also, broad-
cast emails, like all email, likely lack needed context,
which cause some confusion and possible misunder-
standing for some distributed team members.

Weblogs

Weblogs (more commonly referred to as blogs)
are web-based versions of broadcast email and

list servers. The differences are the medium used
and the fact that blogs are individually maintained
journaling sites.12

Weblogs are a technology that originated in the
public domain. Blogs have been fully integrated into
the corporate world. Similar to list servers, blogs fa-
cilitate communication among team members and
track team communication and decision making,
and can be used as communication vehicles among
the project team and stakeholders, clients, and other
business partners. Blogs can serve as the means for
both internal and external project communication.

Blogs introduced special features, such as “like”
capabilities and “comment” fields, that facilitate
rapid and direct communication between an author
and his or her recipients.

Electronic Bulletin Boards

On virtual project teams, the primary use of electronic
bulletin boards is to share project knowledge and
information. Electronic bulletin boards are wonderful
tools for closing the distance gap among virtual
team members and for aligning disconnected team
members to the project. Electronic bulletin boards are
used in the same manner as physical bulletin boards
found on the walls of public places: to post important
and interesting information and communications.

Important baseline project information, such as
project goals and metrics, the project charter, the
business case, requirements documentation, and
master schedule, can all be posted to an electronic
bulletin board for quick access by all team members.
Additionally, current information on project status,
decisions, and changes are also important content
for team members to be able to access in a central
location without having to search a document
repository. Electronic bulletin boards can be vital
tools for orienting new team members to a project.

Electronic bulletin boards can also be used to
facilitate extended group discussions among virtual
team members. They provide all the same threaded
discussions as list servers, but have the added
benefit of access through a company’s intranet or
through the public internet.
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Conferencing Technologies

Conferencing tools were introduced into the busi-
ness environment in the early 1980s and are now
commonly used in every industry. They enable
richer real-time interaction among virtual team
members by providing both verbal and visual
communication. Expressions of understanding,
confusion, satisfaction, concern, and so on can be
easily seen and immediately addressed, inform-
ing the team more quickly and effectively than a
trail of emails, voicemails, and IMs. For this reason,
conferencing tools facilitate quicker contextual
understanding among team members and therefore
a deeper level of communication and collabo-
ration interactions among virtual project team
members.

Telephone Conferencing

Although the telephone and Voice over IP (VoIP)
are used less than in previous decades, they are
still invaluable tools for one-to-one or larger team
discussions. The telephone is the preferred tool for
highly interactive, immediate, and fast-moving com-
munication. Voice and verbal cues provide a much
richer communication than text-based options and
are performed synchronously.13

However, a major drawback of phone con-
versations is the lack of documentation of the
communication that took place. For virtual
project teams, which can be distributed across
the globe, communication documentation is a
must. Therefore, all important virtual project team
telephone conversations must be followed up
with text-based documentation that chronicles
the major points discussed, actions to be taken,
and decisions that were made. The text-based re-
port should then be distributed to team members
and stakeholders who have a vested interest in
the conversation. If possible, the phone confer-
ence should be recorded and made available to
those with a need to know and other interested
parties, if the conversation is not proprietary or
confidential.

Video Conferencing

Although similar in use to audio conferencing sys-
tems, video conferencing tools provide a richer com-
munication experience by including visual images of
those communicating with one another. They pro-
vide some of the dimensions of face-to-face commu-
nications, such as the ability to see body language
or visualize a common document while meeting.
A side benefit to the use of video conferencing tools
is that since conference participants can be seen by
others, behind-the-scenes multitasking is greatly re-
duced or eliminated. This makes it easier for project
managers to hold participants to meeting etiquette
and ground rules, as discussed in Chapter 6.

Video conferencing tools are now effective
in computer-based, mobile platform-based, and
room-based formats. Today’s computer-based
video conferencing systems are viable options for
virtual project teams that are highly distributed
in many geographical locations. For effective
computer-based video conferencing, all that is
needed is a personal computer with a camera, VoIP,
and video conferencing software capabilities. The
internet connection and bandwidth can be limiting
factors in some locations, causing temporary loss of
audio and visual communication. Such interruptions
are mildly to severely distracting and disruptive to
conference participants, so we recommend always
having an audio-only backup.

Advances in internet connectivity and band-
width that supports mobile platforms, such as
phones and tablets, mobile-based video conferenc-
ing extends the limits of geographic distribution of
virtual project team members. Mobile-based video
conferencing makes it possible for project team
members to communicate and collaborate any-
where on the planet where an internet connection
is available. Mobile-based video conferencing can
greatly reduce project cycle time by eliminating lost,
slow, or non-existent communication among team
members who reside and work in different locations.

Many organizations now have room-based video
conferencing systems located at their major sites.
This is a great option for virtual project teams that
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are distributed but have co-located members at
several sites. Room-based video conferencing tools
allow for a good combination of both face-to-face
and remote video conferencing communication and
collaboration. Most room-based video conferencing
systems also support connection to desktop video
conferencing systems, so remote project team
members who are not part of a co-located site can
participate as well.

Although more costly to purchase and install
than desktop or mobile video conferencing tools,
room-based video conferencing provides the richest
virtual communication and collaboration experi-
ence. The integrated solution of video monitors,
cameras, audio, and video conferencing software is
the simplest and highest-quality solution as long as
the broadband internet connection is sufficient in all
locations.

Webcasting

Webcasting tools are similar in function to video
conferencing systems, but they have built-in limi-
tations to simultaneous interaction among project
team members. As a result, webcasting tools are
more commonly used for knowledge exchange
or information transfer sessions, such as senior
management communications or group training
sessions. Integrated document sharing and elec-
tronic whiteboard capabilities enable both audio
and visual communication. Additional information
can be provided via visual sharing that will serve
to increase contextual understanding and overall
communication effectiveness.

Most webcasts require a single facilitator who
is in charge of driving the interaction between the
main presenter and the webcast participants. Chat
rooms or IM capabilities commonly are incorporated
in webcasting systems, which become the primary
means of input or feedback from participants to the
facilitator or presenter. Additional features, such as
polling, also enables group decision making that is
effective in reducing time to decision.

Most webcasting tools have the ability to
record a webcast session for later viewing and for

meeting documentation, enabling asynchronous
participation for team members who cannot attend
a meeting in real time. The recording of sessions
also provides a system of documenting meetings
and can be used to certify critical project informa-
tion exchanges and decision outcomes—such as
a team decision to include a new product feature
using the polling function of the webcasting tool.

The built-in two-way communication limitations
mentioned earlier and the mix of audio/video inter-
action by the presenter and text-based interaction
by participants make contextual misunderstandings
more prevalent when webcasting tools are used in-
stead of video conferencing tools. This unbalanced
communication exchange requires a higher level of
expertise on the part of the webcast facilitator to en-
sure overall understanding is maintained.

Collaboration Technologies

The power of a team, whether co-located or virtual,
is that the collective wisdom of the whole is greater
than the wisdom of any one member. Because of
this, a team must have tools to support synergistic
discovery, learning, and collaboration to tap the col-
lective potential of all members. For virtual project
teams, technology must go beyond just facilitation
of real-time and asynchronous collaboration; it must
also enable a participative project culture. The most
effective tools for accomplishing this are chat rooms,
team spaces, electronic whiteboards, groupware,
and project management software.

Chat Rooms

Chat rooms are one of the oldest electronic
technologies for supporting virtual project team
collaboration, and they still have a place in business
today. Chat rooms support both synchronous and
asynchronous collaboration and can scale from
peer-to-peer collaboration to large teams that need
a common electronic forum to discuss project topics
and solve project problems.

Since chat room participation can be restricted
based on user credentials, chat rooms are excellent
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tools for specific conversations or for working with
sensitive information. Bill Johnson, an IT project
manager for an automotive parts manufacturer,
uses chat rooms on a regular basis. According to
Johnson:

“I find chat rooms very useful for both team
problem solving and brainstorming. Because
most of our virtual team is co-located in a
single site with a half dozen people working
in other geographies, the remote mem-
bers are more willing to bring up ideas in a
chat room than on a conference call. I think
this has a lot more to do with them being
more confident with written communica-
tion than verbal. And frankly, their ideas are
consistently some of the most creative on
the team.”

Some project teams use chat rooms for
internal (cross-project) collaboration and exter-
nal collaboration with clients and business partners.
The simplicity of the technology allows for collabo-
ration outside of a team’s organizational boundaries.
This makes chat rooms an excellent way to bring
outside feedback, opinions, and input into discus-
sions that normally would be closed to outside
participants.

In addition, use of chat rooms is increasing as
a method to provide instant feedback to customer
inquiries. Customers often prefer to use live chat
capabilities to avoid automated phone answering
systems and lengthy email exchanges.

Team Spaces

A home base for team collaboration for traditional
co-located project teams consists of the physical
office of the organization within which the project
team works. Collaboration occurs in conference
rooms, project war rooms, cafeterias, and hallways
of the office. For virtual project teams, there is no
common physical office. Therefore, like all other
things communication and collaboration related,
the distributed project team must use technological
tools to create a virtual home base. Such tools are
commonly called team spaces.

The term team space is often applied to software
solutions and web services that provide a toolkit for
virtual teams to store and share files, discuss project
matters, and collaboratively create project artifacts
and deliverables.14 These collaborative platforms
become the center of team activities, and using
them should bring greater efficiency, not extra,
unnecessary work.15 These spaces can also serve
to keep team member profiles that enable individ-
uals to learn about each other, their project roles,
personal hobbies, and other shared information.

No two projects or project teams are alike; there-
fore, it should be expected that no two team spaces
are identical either. However, standard guidelines for
design and content should be established within an
organization to facilitate navigation and use by vari-
ous project stakeholders.

Team spaces have to be actively managed ei-
ther by project managers or delegates working in
their support. One of the more common team space
management functions is access control. Various lev-
els of access to particular team space pages, folders,
and documents can and should be controlled based
on the use and need to know of the various project
stakeholders who will be accessing the team space.
This is particularly true for stakeholders who are ex-
ternal to the organization.

Electronic Whiteboards

Electronic whiteboards serve the same purpose for
virtual project teams as physical whiteboards in con-
ference rooms do for co-located teams: They add
the visual element to team collaboration activities.
Whiteboards allow project team members to move
beyond working individually on their desktop work
stations to being able to visualize a work product
and modify it in real time, collectively.

Whiteboards display images of documents,
video files, drawings, and so on, which can be
manipulated in a teleconferencing or video con-
ferencing setting, saved, and later distributed. An
example may be a team review of project expen-
ditures using a complicated spreadsheet, with the
expenditure items manipulated in real time by the
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presenter or other team members. Another com-
mon use is the creation of a project requirements
document during a requirements-gathering work
session among project team members and various
project stakeholders.

The most effective electronic whiteboard tools
support nearly any computer program or software
application; interface with external devices, such
as digital cameras, video cameras, or digital display
projectors; and support interactive manipulation of
whiteboard content from multiple computers.

Electronic whiteboards can boost the collabo-
ration on a virtual project team in many ways. They
can convert any standard meeting or presentation
into a collaborative event. Electronic whiteboards
allow team members participating in the meeting to
be more engaged with the discussion. Files can be
quickly accessed, edited, shared, and saved via the
whiteboard, allowing team members to emphasize
in real time any changes that need to be made or
ideas that need to be considered. Electronic white-
boards enable the team to make persistent changes
to any document or other project artifact. They also
enhance communication for remote team members
by enabling screen sharing so everyone in a meeting
is focused on the same information.

Because electronic whiteboards can support
nearly any stationary or mobile platform, they en-
able quick connectivity and a greater range of team
interconnectivity and data sharing. This works great
for today’s mobile workforce. With the proliferation of
touch technology, all information shared on an elec-
tronic whiteboard is now literally at your fingertips
and can be manipulated through a human gesture.

Groupware

Groupware, which first emerged in the business
environment about three decades ago, has expe-
rienced dramatic growth and widespread use in
the past decade. The proliferation of virtual orga-
nizations and projects within those organizations
that require a central location for team member
collaboration has contributed to much of that
growth.

Groupware, also referred to as collaborative soft-
ware, creates an integrated, collaborative environ-
ment that enables virtual project team members,
both co-located and geographically distributed, to
collaborate with one another in local or remote loca-
tions via the internet or over an internal intranet. It
is an evolving concept that supports multiple users
working on related tasks, providing a mechanism
that helps users coordinate and keep track of on-
going project assignments both synchronously and
asynchronously.

By connecting project team members no matter
where or when they are working, groupware serves
to create a virtual office hub (see Figure 8.3) where
all project information can be stored, shared, and
worked on in a central location. This central virtual
office hub makes finding information more effective
than conventional means, such as emailing files and
storing documents on team members’ work stations.

Virtual project teams will find many uses for
groupware applications including document
creation and management, document and file
exchange, document storage, project team cal-
endaring and scheduling, task and deliverable
management, threaded discussion, as well as
chat and video conferencing. Like all integrated
tools, groupware relies on ease of use (lower
complexity= easier to use), willingness to use,

Figure 8.3: Using Groupware to Create a Virtual Office Hub
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availability of the groupware for all team mem-
bers, and an infrastructure that will support it in all
locations where team members reside and work.
Collaboration software works only if everyone on
the team is able and willing to put it to use and
realize its full benefit.

Project Management Software

It goes almost without saying that project man-
agement software is necessary for the successful
execution of a virtual project. The good news for
virtual project managers is that a suite of project
management tools that is customized for virtual
projects is not necessary. Rather, the most foun-
dational and time-tested tools effectively translate
from use on traditional projects to virtual projects.
As we have stated throughout this book, how-
ever, how the tools are used will change in many
instances.

Project management software is an essential
tool to manage the workflow and tasking in the
virtual environment. Primarily managed by project
managers, the software is essentially used in the
same way as on traditional projects. It is imperative,
however, that everyone on the team is on the same
software platform. Michael Washington, a mobile
devices project manager, explains:

“I recently led a virtual project that included
a team overseas that we acquired several
months earlier. Being the first project where
the work of the two teams was highly in-
tegrated into a single platform, we soon
came to the realization that we were unable
to create an integrated project plan due to
the fact that we used different project man-
agement tools—Basecamp and Microsoft
Project. Because of institutional familiarity
and initial investments made in the tools by
each party, neither party wanted to convert
to a new tool. The result was less than opti-
mal and probably caused way more work on
my part as the project manager than really
necessary. For over half of the project, we
managed tasking and deliverables through
the use of a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet and
workflow through the use of Visio. It took

months to reach a decision at the executive
level on which common project manage-
ment software solution would become the
corporate standard.”

Language Translation Software

The need for language translation software has
increased significantly to assist communication
between team members from various countries who
speak different languages. The cause is certainly
globalization.

Multinational virtual teams are normally
cross-cultural teams with multiple languages
represented, which magnify communication chal-
lenges. It helps when the virtual team can agree on
a shared language to be used for the life of the vir-
tual project. Then language translation software can
be used as needed and appropriate for translation
back into the team’s shared language for work to
be performed by other team members. There are
many language translation software applications to
choose from that will meet the specific needs of a
virtual project team.16

The following observations regarding the need
for language translation in globally distributed
virtual teams were made by Janet Astwood, an
internationally-based IT Project Manager with ex-
perience in systems development in government,
finance, and the publishing industries.

“One of the advantages of hiring cross cul-
tural/distributed teams is to acquire the best
expertise in the field regardless of location,
culture or language. On our IT projects our
business language is English. Staff, not in
the management role, has a mid to interme-
diate level in the English language, which
we have found is more than sufficient to
work effectively and collaborate in groups.
Meetings are avoided as most staff mem-
bers are not comfortable contributing their
ideas verbally in English; instead commu-
nications between the teams is using real
time messaging and shared documents. Re-
quirements are prepared as images, videos
and diagrams, with less reliance on writ-
ten instructions wherever possible. This has
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proven to be a successful model to involve
all team members to participate and col-
laborate. Translation software enables staff
to translate to/from their native language
to communicate more complex ideas and
concepts as needed.

I have 3 direct reports from China. I ob-
served that they translated screens, email,
documents from English/French to Man-
darin. In stand-ups and meetings they would
listen but rarely participate. They were com-
petent and capable programmers and often
their written English far exceeded speaking
ability. If you find talent, available when you
need them, then changing your commu-
nication strategy with more emphasis on
real time messaging and images and less on
in person verbal communications enables
you and your team to bridge the language
barrier.

We currently have several people on our
team from Eastern Europe. Similar to China,
we have observed that written English in
Eastern Europe is good and they are re-
luctant to engage in meetings or verbal
discussions. The staff, with mid-level English
skills, communicates online in real time with-
out translating. They do rely on the support
of translation software for unknown words
or phrases, however, in a work setting, the
communication and the language used is
generally brief, to the point and very repeti-
tive. Technology continues to enable project
teams to communicate faster with more clar-
ity every day. Using screen capture tools and
diagrams and translation software, our IT
projects benefit from talent across cultures,
languages and time zones.”

File Sharing and Storage Technologies

Most virtual project teams now have access to and
use some type of team space or groupware tools
to move project files from one team member to an-
other and to store the files. In some cases, however,
the transfer and storage of files cannot be accom-
plished using these integrated tools. One such case
is when some virtual project team members are lo-
cated in areas where the internet infrastructure will

not support the use of highly integrated tools that
require a high level of data bandwidth. Another case
is when a virtual project is made up of team mem-
bers from different companies and the separation of
systems is common practice to ensure autonomy of
company information. In these and other cases, the
project teams need to rely on other means to dis-
tribute and store project information.

Email

Electronic file transfer via email is far and away the
most common method used by both traditional and
virtual project teams, even within teams that have
access to and use team spaces and groupware ap-
plications. This is because of the simplicity and fa-
miliarity of using email. Tool use is always driven by
ease of use, unless it is by management mandate.

Beyond the ease of file transfer, email also pro-
vides an opportunity to provide additional detail
and context concerning the files that are moving
from team member to team member. For example,
for the sharing of a project requirements document,
email provides the opportunity to describe that
the team should be reviewing the non-functional
requirement only and why (e.g., because the func-
tional requirements are still being gathered). Email
also provides opportunities to transfer files between
two parties who have a specific need to know and
to create a written record of the file transfer.

File Transfer Protocol

Even though file transfer protocols (FTPs) devel-
oped during the early days of the public internet,
they are still used for transferring files between
virtual project team members. FTP allows the user
to transfer files between computers on a network
or between a computer and an online archive.
FTP also has the ability to navigate or search
through a data archive and upload files of interest to
the user.

Numerous blogs and articles by technology
experts question the continued use of FTP when
other modern technologies exist, such as HTTP.
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Two reasons are commonly cited: The first is simply
historical preference. The other reason has little to
do with which technology is superior, but rather
with how the technology is used. Unfortunately,
technologists tend to become blinded by new

technologies and are unable to see past features
and functionalities. As the example in the box titled
“Using FTP for IT First Responders” points out, which
technology a team chooses should primarily be
driven by usage needs.

Using FTP for IT First Responders

Justin Borges leads a virtual project team that consists of one co-located team in the northern part of his
country, another co-located team that works in the southern part of the country, and six to 10 team mem-
bers who are highly mobile and work anytime, anywhere. Borges’s team works mergers and acquisitions
for their company and are considered one of the “first responders” that go into a new company once it has
been acquired. Their role is to get the new company up and running on the corporate IT systems quickly.

As Borges explains:

We never know what technology environment we are going to have to work with. Some compa-
nies we acquire use the most modern technology, some companies use technology that is similar
to our own, and many companies are very immature when it comes to technology. The majority
of companies we work with are small, technologically immature, and located in geographically
remote areas. Because we never know the technological landscape before going in, we exclusively
rely on FTP to share files between our mobile workers who are on-site and the team members
working at our major offices. FTP is simple, reliable, and requires relatively low bandwidth to
transfer the files required to begin building a new corporate site for the acquired team.

Online Databases

The use of online databases has accelerated with
changes to the internet driven primarily by cloud
computing and Web 2.0. The increased use includes
more adoption by virtual project teams. Online
databases are designed to provide an organized
mechanism for storing, managing, retrieving, and
sharing project information from nearly any location
and at any time of day. As illustrated in Figure 8.4,
an online database can serve as the single source of
information for the project team.

This single source of information is used to co-
ordinate the daily workflow of the team regardless if
team members are working from offices, from home,
or from mobile locations. The team is able to make
real-time updates to project information contained
in an online database so everyone is working from
the same up-to-date information.

The Wiki, now nearly two decades old, is one of
the oldest online database solutions that is still in
use today. Its original intent was to be “the simplest
online database that could possibly work.”17

Wikis don’t have to be built by IT professionals
with database expertise. Rather, the flexibility of the
tool enables users to build a Wiki structure and with
content that is most valuable to them. Many virtual
project teams use Wikis as their project notebook
or team intranet site where team members can add,
modify, or delete pages or content within the pages
using simple commands. If a project team needs to
create its own knowledge management database and
lacks the expertise or IT support to maintain a fully
structured database, a Wiki site is a good option.18

Dedicated online databases are more prevalent in
larger firms; smaller companiesutilize onlinedatabase
services more often. This is due to a number of
factors. Dedicated online databases require complex
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servers that must be operated and maintained by
professional IT personnel. The cost of developing and
operating a database for online applications can also
be fairly expensive. Because online databases contain
important business information, they are attractive to
hackers. Therefore, the security risk is high, as is the
cost of maintaining security.

Using online database services solves most of
these problems for smaller companies that do not
have the IT staff and budget to create, operate, and
maintain their own secure database. However, the
trade-off between cost and release of company and
project information to the cloud has to be fully ex-
plored and debated. Security is always a risk, as is
the possibility of data scraping by the hosting firm.
Data scraping is a technique in which a computer
program extracts data from human-readable out-
put coming from another program. This is especially
true for “free” online database services. (Remember
the saying that if a service is free, the product is you
and/or your information).

Social Networking Tools

For most people, social networking has become as
much of a part of daily life as passing colleagues in
the hallway or having a conversation over a cup of
coffee. Social networking platforms have reached

Figure 8.4: Online Database as the Single Source of Project
Information

such a high level of maturity in the public domain
that they are being adopted in the business world
as a means to enhance co-worker communication,
collaboration, and relationship building. For virtual
organizations and virtual projects, social network-
ing tools have become a valuable means for keeping
distributed people connected to one another.

Linda Church, project manager for a pharmaceu-
tical company, uses social networking tools on every
project she manages. “Our project teams are com-
pletely virtual with team members located around
the globe,” she says. “With our social networking plat-
form, we instantly all know what’s going on with the
project, what’s finished and what’s in the queue, and
how team members are doing on any particular day.”

Social networking tools provide capabilities such
as team member profiles, micro blogging, group
discussions, private messaging, file sharing, and a
searchable knowledge base created by team mem-
ber interactions. The searchable knowledge base
is accomplished by the use of tags. For example, if
the team uses the tag “#budget,” each time there is
a conversation among the project team members
about the project budget, anyone with access to the
tool could search on that tag and the entire history
of budget related conversations becomes available.

One of the most valuable aspects of social net-
working tools for virtual project teams is the ability to
create communities where team members can share
ideas as well as experiences relating to their personal
lives. Communicating in this way builds relationships,
trust, and morale among team members.19

The personal timeline is a very popular feature
on public social networking tools. Some business
social networking tools offer a similar feature that
can be used to visually show a project timeline.
The project timeline can be anchored by key
project milestones, and team members can post
work accomplished toward the milestones and
artifacts relating to the work outcome, such as a
screen shot of a graphical user interface design, for
instance. This creates real transparency for project
stakeholders and team members alike.
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When it comes to problem solving, virtual project
team members do not have the advantage of being
able to walk the halls and get feedback on problems
or challenges. This method is a form of physical crowd
sourcing. Fortunately, social networkingplatformscan
be used to simulate physical crowd sourcing virtually.
Take, for example, a virtual project team member
tasked with creating an outbound marketing plan,
but she is new to the company. One of the challenges
she will likely encounter is creating a list of clients to
whom the marketing plan will be targeted. To tap into
the collective knowledge and company intelligence,
she can use virtual crowd sourcing techniques by
posting a request for opinions on the highest poten-
tial clients using the social networking platform. In
similar fashion, risk identification is a form of crowd
sourcing activity that can be accomplished via social
networking tools, as can the collection of opinions of
risk severity.

No Shortage of Options

The wide proliferation of virtual work performed in
our organizations today has been enabled by the
availability of technology tools. The number of tools
to choose from continues to grow, with no slowdown
of tool development anticipated. One of the chal-
lenges for virtual project managers is staying current
with viable technology options. A periodic inventory
of technology options is always a good idea and
provides an excellent opportunity for collaboration
between a firm’s IT department and project offices
or organizations.

A technology inventory does not have to be,
and probably should not be, extensive or exhaus-
tive. It is best to focus on the most widely used
tool options as the primary criteria for inventory
inclusion. Other criteria, such as the most recently
available technology or the technology with the
highest number of integrated features, should be
avoided. Table 8.1 provides an example technology
option inventory of widely used tools by today’s
virtual project teams.

It should be noted that the technology inventory
shown in the table is not exhaustive and may be
outdated very rapidly. This is why we suggest per-
forming a periodic analysis of technology options
to use during the technology selection process. We
describe that process in the next section.

Technology Selection

The principal parties who drive the use of technol-
ogy on virtual projects within a company (senior
managers, IT professionals, project managers)
should select electronic technologies that best
meet the needs and usage of the virtual project
teams and that integrate with the current suite
of tools used within the organization. Technology
tools that complement the culture and that are
appropriately selected based on user need should
be chosen.

As we have noted a couple of time already, there
is no ideal set of technologies for all teams. We reit-
erate it here due to its importance. Certainly, there
are technologies (albeit basic technologies) that most
all teams will benefit from. These technologies in-
clude the telephone, email, and scheduling systems.
Since all organizations are unique, their virtual com-
munication, collaboration, and relationship-building
needs will also be unique. It is the role of the project
manager—the team leader—to develop the strategy
to match technology options to the communication,
collaboration, and relationship-building needs of the
virtual team. The project manager is also responsible
for developing a technology needs assessment and
resulting technology plan for the project.

Technology Assessment

By analyzing the various factors involved in a virtual
project team’s practices, the right technologies for a
project can be selected.

The analysis does not have to be a complicated
undertaking. A simple mapping of the various com-
munication and collaboration factors that will be in
play for a project to the various technology options
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Table 8.1: Example Technology Inventory for Virtual Project Teams

Category
Synchronous/
Asynchronous

Social
Presence

Information
Richness

Examples

Collaboration Both Medium to

High

Moderate Blackboard Collaborate

Huddle

Google Docs

Screen Sharing Synchronous Medium Moderate to

Rich

Join.me

Free.Screen.Sharing

Skype

File Sharing and

Document Sharing

Asynchronous Medium Moderate Drop Box

Sharepoint

Onehub

Conferencing Synchronous High Rich Telepresence

Life Size

Skype

Facetime

Web Conferencing Synchronous Medium Moderate to

Rich

Go To Meeting

WebEx

Meeting Burner

Instant Messaging and

Chat

Synchronous Low to

Medium

Lean Jabber

Google

Skype

Spark

Document

Co-creation

Primarily

Asynchronous

Medium Moderate Google Docs

Microsoft Office

Zoho

Ether Pad

Social Networking

(Internal)

Both Medium to

High

Moderate Yammer

Chatter

Social Text

Meeting Management Asynchronous Low Lean Doodle

Need to Meet

Outlook

Xoyondo

Bulletin Boards Both Low Moderate Marlin

phpBB.com

SMF Simple Machine Forum

Project Management Asynchronous Medium Moderate MS Project

Primavera

Basecamp

Teamwork

JAMA

Language Translation

Services

Asynchronous Medium Moderate Straker

In What Language

One Planet

Language Translation

Software

Babylon

LEC

Prompt
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Communication
Technologies

Team Interaction

Time Differences

Team Contexts

Task Types

Factors

Conversational + + +

+

+

–

–

–

–

– –

+

+ +

+

+ +

+

+

+ +

+ + +

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

+ +

+

Transactional

Collaborative

Social Interaction

Synchronous

Asynchronous

Physical
Infrastructure
Culture and
Language

Team Size

Low Complexity 

High Complexity

Email Blogs Telephone
Video
Conf.

White
Boards

Team
Space

Data
Repository

Social Networking

Collaboration
Technologies

Relationship
Technologies

Figure 8.5: Virtual Project Technology Assessment Example

may be sufficient to formulate a plan. Figure 8.5
illustrates an example of a technology mapping
outcome.

As the example demonstrates, the technology
mapping shows the primary project team interaction
factors thatmustbeconsideredalongwith thevarious
technologies options under consideration. Note that
each organization will have its own unique set of
virtual project factors and candidate technologies.

A simple +/- evaluation of whether a particu-
lar technology option either supports (+) or ham-
pers (–) the various factors specific to the project will
provide sufficient information to develop the project
technology strategy.

By way of example, the information contained
in Figure 8.5 represents the technology mapping
results performed by Andreas Becker, a project
manager in the automotive industry. Based on the
mapping, the technology plan for Andreas’s project
included the following:

◾ The virtual project team is engaged in both
conventional and collaborative transactions that

are performed both asynchronously and
synchronously. Therefore, email and telephone
conversation, along with a shared workspace
and a data repository such as an online database,
are necessary to meet the team’s needs.

◾ Physical infrastructure limitations in one or more
geographies will likely prevent the use of more
sophisticated technologies, such as video
conferencing and complex groupware systems.

◾ A large team size and highly collaborative
(high-complexity) workflow put constraints on
the use of email communication and point to
the need for audio conferencing capabilities that
will support a large number of team members.

◾ The multicultural diversity of the large team
requires social networking technologies to assist
in building the relationships among team
members who will likely never meet in person.

Two additional factors must be considered in the
development of a technology strategy: technology
maturity and technology overload. Organizations
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are often quick to adopt new technologies in hopes
that they will help them to improve their commu-
nication and collaboration practices. However, new
technology often brings both a user learning curve
and technological bugs that may significantly ham-
per a virtual team’s effectiveness instead of improve
it. When this happens, teams eventually revert back
to tried-and-true technologies, leaving the organi-
zation with a significantly low return-on-technology
investment ratio.

In many firms, internal IT organizations bring a
plethora of tools to help with team communication
and collaboration. After all, this is the traditional
mission of most IT organizations. The problem with
this approach is that most times virtual project
teams end up with more technology options than
they need or that are useful. This problem points
to a misalignment of goals between development
organizations and the IT organization. To prevent
technology overload, the goals of a firm’s IT organi-
zation must align to the needs of the project teams
so that technology selection is indeed driven by
virtual team usage and need.

Increasing Technology Usage

Project team members who are new to the virtual
setting are often reluctant to jump in with both feet
and begin using technology to communicate and
collaborate with teammates. Rather, many people
who are new to virtual work (and veterans) often re-
sist technology changes. A number of fundamental
practices should be put in place to ensure the
widespread usage of technology on virtual projects.

First, adequate training has to be supplied to all
project team members when a new technology is
deployed. Unfortunately, it has become common
practice, especially in larger companies, to push new
technologies to virtual teams without providing
adequate training on how to use the technology
effectively. We have all been in project settings
where valuable time and resource effort is burned
fussing with trying to get technology to work. We
suggest that project managers take a hard stance on

the need for adequate team training for all project
members before new technology is deployed into
the operational team environment.

The project team should develop a communi-
cation and collaboration charter as part of its team
formation activities to specify how the team plans
to communicate and collaborate. The charter should
include team communication and collaboration rules,
norms, and behaviors expected of each team mem-
ber as well as what forums will be set up and how
information will be shared and stored. The charter
also should include the expectations for technol-
ogy use in performing team communication and
collaboration.

It seems like an obvious statement, but project
managers must ensure that all team members have
access to the technology used on a virtual project.
People in remote sites may have constraints, such as
internet bandwidth limitations, that may prevent the
use of some technology options.

It is the responsibility of virtual project managers
to ensure that the appropriate technology is chosen
and that the team is adequately prepared to use that
technology to collaboratively perform their work. This
responsibility includes continually monitoring the use
of technology to ensure that it remains an enabler
and does not become a roadblock to progress.
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9
SUSTAINING VIRTUAL PROJECT SUCCESS

Much of the pressure to succeed in managing
a virtual project falls on the project manager.
However, consistent and sustainable success is
enabled by critical organizational elements that
are the responsibility of a firm’s senior leaders. In a
recent study conducted by the American Produc-
tivity and Quality Center, senior managers of virtual
enterprises who were asked if they are responsible
and accountable for creating and implementing
strategy for their firms, all responded that they do in
fact own that responsibility. When the same senior
managers were asked if they are responsible and
accountable for execution of the strategy, however,
answers were generally mixed. Some fully believe
they are responsible for execution success, while
others believe the responsibility lies with middle
managers and virtual project managers.1

The same study highlights the difference in
philosophy among senior managers of firms con-
sidered leading virtual enterprises. Senior managers
there believe they are responsible and accountable
for both setting strategy for their companies and
ensuring the necessary organizational changes and
behaviors are driven across the enterprise to enable
successful strategy execution by virtual project
teams.

There is significant evidence that the frustrations
and challenges project teams encounter in other
virtual companies are due in large part to the failure
of senior managers to lead in the removal of the
execution barriers unique to virtual organizations.
We define virtual execution barriers as fundamen-
tal organizational structures, power bases, and

behaviors that prevent companies from effectively
operating in the virtual project environment. A
series of organizational, operational, and philosoph-
ical changes must occur to prepare and enable an
organization to move from a locally focused model
to a geographically distributed model. Without
these fundamental shifts, effective virtual project
execution is severely challenged. The most common
and significant barriers are the following.

◾ Organizational structures and performance
measures that limit the collaborative team
dynamics that are necessary on a virtual project.

◾ Differences in culture—country, company, and
functional—that are not characterized,
understood, and assimilated into the
organization.

◾ A development model that does not support
the highly collaborative and interdependent
nature of distributed project team activities and
promotes significant time delays.

◾ Skills and competencies of project managers
that have not kept pace with the more
comprehensive set of skills and competencies
needed to be successful in the virtual
environment.

In order for virtual project teams to begin op-
erating more effectively within a highly distributed
work environment, senior managers must step
beyond setting strategy and become personally
engaged in enabling virtual project execution
success. Specifically, senior managers of geograph-
ically distributed companies need to establish the
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right structures and performance measures to
foster a highly collaborative and distributed project
environment. The managers must drive all changes
necessary to deemphasize strong organizational
silos that create collaboration barriers and must
also change individual performance measures
and rewards for their middle managers and team
leaders to ones based primarily on achievement
of team goals and secondarily on individual and
departmental goals.

As a company expands its activities across the
globe, it rapidly becomes a multicultural entity.
Senior managers must work to converge national,
functional, and organizational cultural aspects of
the organization and its workforce. Doing so aligns
the enterprise to a common vision, company value
system, and way of doing business. The converged
cultures manifest themselves as the project culture
for each multinational project team.

Product and service development in a virtual
environment requires a high degree of horizontal
collaboration, synchronization, communication, and
integration. Senior managers of virtual organiza-
tions must evaluate their current project execution
model to determine if it is fully effective in a hor-
izontally networked arrangement. If needed, they
must drive changes toward a development model
that is more collaborative and resistant to inherent
time delays.

Senior managers must ensure that the role
of their virtual project managers is appropriately
defined to meet the broader based requirements
to succeed in a virtual and potentially global en-
vironment. Along with appropriate role definition,
senior managers must ensure that project man-
agers possess the requisite knowledge, skills, and
experience to lead a virtual team. The team leaders
also must be empowered—have the responsibility
and authority—along with senior management
support—to effectively manage across the functions
within an enterprise.

This chapter details the primary organizational
changes that must be instituted by senior leaders of
an enterprise to achieve consistent and sustainable
virtual project success.

Changing Organizational
and Team Structures

Many best-in-class virtual organizations have
changed their fundamental thinking about how
their organizations are structured. They have imple-
mented approaches that minimize organizational
hierarchies while de-emphasizing departmental
silos and adopting more flexible organizations with
horizontal networks of personnel and resources.
This transition was spearheaded by many com-
panies in the high-technology industry to take
full advantage of their internationally distributed
workforces.2 This fundamental change in think-
ing is based on four foundational success factors
for virtual organizations and their virtual project
teams:3

1. Virtual project managers need direct access
to the senior management leadership of the
enterprise.

2. Successful execution of virtual projects is
dependent on effective management of the
interdependencies and interfaces among the
distributed team members.

3. Geographically distributed virtual project
members need timely and complete ac-
cess to all important technical and business
information that directly impacts their project.

4. Decision making power must shift from
the top of the organization to the virtual
project team within clearly defined decision
boundaries.

Traditional, hierarchical organizational and
team structures create a direct barrier to these four
virtual project success factors. To ensure alignment
between a firm’s business strategy and its virtual
project execution output, senior managers and
virtual project managers must have direct access to
one another. They must, in fact, work together as a
leadership team. Traditional hierarchical organiza-
tion structures normally prevent this from occurring
due to the layers that exist between senior execu-
tives and project managers. The greater the number
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of layers between project managers and top-level
management, the greater the probability of mis-
alignment between strategic goals and execution
output. This is a result of the lack of direct communi-
cation between executives and project managers as
well as the skewing and diluting of communication
as it passes through the layers of the organization.

Another complexity that can impact hierarchical
organizations is agency theory. This situation occurs
when there is a misalignment of goals between
a manager (the “principal”) and an employee (the
“agent”). This is typically prevalent in organizations
with strong functional silos. Agency occurs when
functional managers design goals that provide the
greatest benefit for their functional organization,
with the strategic goals of the company being a
secondary consideration.3 If virtual project managers
are reporting directly to functional managers and
do not have direct access to senior managers, many
times the project team drives to achieve the goals
of the functional organization, not the goals of the
overall business.

Sinceprojectmanagerswithin ahierarchical struc-
ture are most times contained within a functional silo,
it is verydifficult for them to reach across theorganiza-
tion and drive cross-discipline and cross-geographical
collaboration in a virtual environment. A hierarchical
structure can force project decisions to move be-
yond project managers to the functional managers
of the organization. When a decision crosses organi-
zational boundaries, the decision must move to the
appropriate organizational function and down the

chain of command within a silo. This method of deci-
sion making in a distributed organizational setting is
very ineffective and inefficient because of the time it
takes to reach a decision.

The same structural barriers existwhen it comes to
accessing technical and business information. Team
members normally have access to the functional
specific data and information contained within their
organizational silo; however, seldom can they directly
access data and information contained within another
functional silo. The project manager, therefore, must
resort to the same chain of command approval path
just described in the paragraph above and will realize
the same result—delayed or forbidden access to
critical data and information.

Finally, hierarchical structures are power driven
by design, with those at the top of the organiza-
tion possessing the most positional power. Virtual
project managers possess little positional power,
which creates an execution barrier that makes it
difficult for project managers to lead and influence
a widely distributed set of project stakeholders. This
situation normally leaves functional managers, who
are more disconnected from the project and who
are not familiar with the daily execution activities, in
charge of project decisions.

To address these issues, best-practice virtual or-
ganizations have moved to organizational structures
that are flatter, with fewer layers of management.
An example of a flat organizational structure that
works well for virtual organizations is illustrated in
Figure 9.1.

BUSINESS
MANAGER

PROJECT
OFFICE

FUNCTIONAL
MANAGER

FUNCTIONAL
MANAGER

FUNCTIONAL
MANAGER

OTHER
FUNCTIONAL
MANAGERS

Virtual Project
Manager

Project Team
Member(s)

Project Team
Member(s)

Project Team
Member(s)

Other Team
Member(s)

Figure 9.1: Example Virtual Organizational Structure
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In this lattice or matrix structure, project man-
agers have easy access to the top management of
the organization. This access creates a direct com-
munication channel and collaborative arrangement
between senior leaders and virtual project managers.
This communication linkage is a critical element in
setting and maintaining alignment between busi-
ness strategies to virtual project execution outcomes
because it fosters direct communication, which leads
to an aligned community.

A lattice structure also results in a de-emphasis
of functional silos, with the various organizations
now owning a shared responsibility for project
success. Each of the functional managers must
invest in the project by providing resources (people,
money, equipment, or materials). The return on
investment is dependent on the successful achieve-
ment of the project goals. Therefore, participation in
cross-organization collaboration is in the functional
managers’ best interests.

Also of critical importance for success in a
highly distributed virtual environment is that de-
cision making power shifts to project managers.
(See Chapter 6.) When a flat organization structure
is instituted, the balance of power moves away
from functional managers and to virtual project
managers. This gives project managers greater
decision making power and more degrees of free-
dom to operate.4 Transfer of power enables virtual
project managers to distribute decision making
power to the local level, where people with the best

information and most knowledge about a specific
project situation perform their work.

Finally, a flat organization structure allows
project managers to execute their primary role in
leading the virtual team—integrating the work
activities and work output of the distributed team.
The flatter organizational structure enables project
managers to work horizontally across functional
disciplines of the enterprise. In doing so, they drive
the creation of the holistic solution that directly
contributes to the realization of the firm’s strategy.
(See Chapter 2.)

Modifying Virtual Project Team

Structures

A change in the way a firm organizes its project
team structure may be necessary to ensure
maximum collaboration is occurring in the vir-
tual environment. Like hierarchical organization
structures, hierarchical team structures also stifle
cross-team collaboration and communication. The
project team structure therefore must be flattened
to create a network of specialists and enable the
integration of work flow and work output across the
distributed team. Communication and collaboration
should occur horizontally across the team, not
vertically through a team hierarchy.

The project core team structure is the most com-
mon team structure found in companies that oper-
ate in a virtual project environment. (See Figure 9.2.)

Specialists Specialists Specialists Specialists Specialists Specialists

Virtual Project
Manager

Circuitry
Team Lead
(Palo Alto)

Software
Team Lead
(Palo Alto)

Pwr Supply
Team Lead

(Dallas)

Radio
Team Lead
(Sao Paulo)

Quality
Assurance
(Sydney)

Manufacturing
(Shanghai)

Figure 9.2: Virtual Project Core Team Structure
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Team Leader Team Leader

Figure 9.3: Core Team Collaboration and Communication Triangulation

The virtual project core team is the cross-discipline
leadership and decision making body of the project.
Its members are responsible for ensuring that both
project and business goals are achieved.5

The virtual project core team consists of the
team leaders who represent the organizational func-
tions and provide leadership for the delivery of their
function’s element of the product or service under
development. 6 The core team must become very
cohesive and be willing to share responsibility for
the success of the project. As Figure 9.2 illustrates,
the project specialists within each of the geogra-
phies are only one level removed from the virtual
project manager.

The core team structure is highly integrated,
meaning there is joint consideration of trade-offs,
decisions, and problem resolution among members
of the team. Coordination and communication
within the core team occur both horizontally and
vertically. Figure 9.3 demonstrates the triangulation
of collaboration and communication that takes
place on a core team. Directions, decisions, and
cross-team issue brokerage comes from the virtual
project manager, while cross-team communication
and work coordination occurs between the on-site
project team leaders. Status, decision consultation,
and issue escalation flows from the project team
leaders to the project manager.

Each member of the core team must be com-
mitted to the success of the other members on the
team. A primary responsibility of virtual project

managers is building a trusting, cohesive core team
and leading them to mutual success by way of
project success.

Modifying the Project
Execution Model

Time is never on the side of virtual project
managers. Time always presents a multitude of
challenges that easily cause delays that are counted
in days, weeks, and occasionally in months. Virtual
projects face a loss of time efficiency due to their
inherent complexity. Difficulties coordinating work
and driving effective communication across mul-
tiple time zones is well known and documented.
In addition to time zone challenges, however, time
also presents a more perplexing and potentially
dangerous challenge for virtual project managers.
We are referring to time lapses between project
activities, team deliverables, and project milestones
caused by geographical separation of work. If
not managed carefully, the lack of efficient time
management by the project manager and the
team can have an adverse impact to the project
schedule.

Although even the newest virtual project
managers learn quickly how to cope with their
project’s specific challenges, time lapse challenges
are not as evident because much of the work and
communication is happening behind the scenes.
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Figure 9.4: Increasing Risk with Increasing Time between
Project Events

Many times time lapses in work outcomes do not
become evident until a project moves outside its
success control limits or until it fails outright. (See
Chapter 4.)

Past analysis has demonstrated that the greater
the time between project milestones, team deliv-
erables, hand-offs, or cross-team touch points, the
greater the risk that projects will experience signifi-
cant schedule delays. (See Figure 9.4.)

Virtually distributed team members perform
much of their work and create their project deliver-
ables based on a set of requirements and a series
of assumptions that are made during the project’s

Teams

Circuitry
Development

Software
Development

Enclosure
Development

Product
Testing

23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30
June July

Figure 9.5: Accelerating Project Deliverables

planning stage. When requirements change or
assumptions are found to be false, they are typically
discovered during hand-offs of work elements or
during integration activities.

With a decrease in direct communication, lack
of informal meetings, and limited synchronous
collaboration among distributed team members
as compared to traditional project teams, it is rare
that missed changes in requirements or incorrect
assumptions are discovered through communica-
tion and collaboration. Rather, they are found when
inconsistencies between what was delivered and
what was expected are discovered.

The result, of course, is rework. Any time rework
occurs, productivity decreases, time lapses occur,
additional money has to be invested, and the
project goals are compromised. To combat this
negative impact to the project timeline, best-practice
virtual organizations adopt an accelerated delivery
mechanism that decreases the amount of time
between project deliverables and hand-offs. We
refer to this mechanism as a rapid delivery model.
(See Figure 9.5.)

In a rapid delivery model, work output is de-
composed into small deliverables, which can be
worked on and completed within a short period of
time. As shown in Figure 9.5, each team has a series
of deliverables that are separated by two or three
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weeks in duration, thus accelerating the integration
process. With constant focus on rapid development
and hand-off of deliverables among team members,
it becomes difficult for the work of a virtual project
to veer too far off course before the problems and
miscommunications are discovered and corrected.

This process provides the team the ability to
test assumptions in an accelerated manner and
potentially reduce the amount of rework. This
step-by-incremental-step model is highly effective
and rather standard on virtual projects. The model
works because it forces team members to com-
municate and collaborate on a continuous basis
throughout a project life cycle. When this model is
utilized, the need to create a project map in addition
to a project schedule increases (see Chapter 2), as
this tool becomes the team’s focal point for planning
and managing rapid development of its deliverables.

Changing Behavior by Changing
Rewards

How well a team works together is, of course, critical
to project success, especially so for virtual projects. In
Chapters 5 and 6, we emphasized the importance of
establishing a “One Team” philosophy while building
a virtual team during the initiating and planning
stages of a project. To sustain the One Team philoso-
phy throughout the remaining stages of the project, a
firm must modify the recognition and reward system
for its virtual teams to emphasize and reinforce team
performance over individual performance.

All teams, whether traditional or virtual, share at
least one common attribute: To be highly effective,
they require a supportive reward system where
personal success is dependent on team success.7

Effective execution in a virtual project environment
requires a high degree of collaboration among team
members; therefore, the reward system for virtual
teams must put a premium on collaborative success.
Team performance measures must be designed to
include working across geographical boundaries,
successful integration across cultures, sharing of

information, completing interdependent deliver-
ables, sharing critical information to support virtual
teamwork, and meeting team objectives. Because
of these important team-based factors, this requires
rewards that are based on team results instead of
individual effort.8

The challenge is to create a fit among the char-
acteristics of the individuals on the project team,
the goals of the virtual project, and the character-
istics of the reward system. Because teams can differ
greatly in mission, structure, processes, and mem-
ber makeup and distribution, no one reward system
design will be universally effective. Each organiza-
tion must design its own system. Doing so, unfor-
tunately, is not a simple task. A common approach
is to design a reward system that combines both
skill-based and performance-based rewards, both of
which are heavily influenced by the achievement
of the project goals.

Skill-Based Rewards

Skill-based rewards are used on virtual projects to
motivate the development of functional expertise of
virtual project managers as well as team members.
In addition, skill-based rewards are used to focus on
the development of cross-functional knowledge and
virtual team operating skills that are needed to par-
ticipate as effective and capable team members of
the virtual project and drive virtual communication
and collaboration.

Depth of expertise in one or more functional
areas utilized on the virtual project is often critical
to execution success. Skill-based incentives reward
individuals for developing deeper levels of exper-
tise within a knowledge area and help to retain
the technical expertise within the organization.
Typical implementations of skill-based rewards
involve defining multiple levels of expertise within
a knowledge area (such as project management,
engineering, marketing, or manufacturing), and
when individuals demonstrate that their compe-
tency exceeds their current level, they are promoted
to the next higher level.
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Performance-Based Rewards

To ensure that skill-based rewards are impacting
team results, virtual project team individuals must
prove to the project manager and senior manage-
ment that they have demonstrated that the skills
within their functional expertise level were used
to help further team collaboration and contributed
to the success of the project on which they par-
ticipated. Team-based performance achievement
must be a defining criterion for promotion to the
next level. This is the basis of performance-based
rewards.

We must discuss two important points concern-
ing performance-based rewards. First, bonus plans
do a better job of motivating team members than
skill-based pay raises. Second, team members assign
higher credibility to objective performance measures
based on team achievements.9 Therefore, organiza-
tions that tie rewards to quantifiable measures can
more effectively shift team member behavior from an
individual focus to a team focus than organizations
that take a more subjective approach, such as utilizing
a manager’s rating system.

The challenge in using performance-based
reward systems for virtual project teams is that the
reward system must be specifically designed to
support a particular team. The team reward system
must use measures and metrics that demonstrate
successful team performance and tie the rewards to
the achievement of project goals.

An additional challenge is the timing of the
rewards. The most common practice for rewarding
team performance is to recognize and reward team
members at the conclusion of the project. Often,
however, team membership changes over the dura-
tion of the project. Therefore, it becomes difficult to
gauge the contribution of members who participate
in but are not part of the effort at the conclusion.
One approach to address this challenge is to imple-
ment a phased approach to giving rewards. As team
members achieve goals through various project
phases, incremental rewards are given to those
who participated and are deserving of reward in
each phase.

Management Rewards

Recognition and rewards for senior and middle man-
agers offer challenges as well. Specifically, we are
referring to the organizational managers who pro-
vide resources and other support and services to vir-
tual project managers and teams. The rewards and
recognition model shifts significantly as an organi-
zation transitions toward a network structure neces-
sary to enable effective virtual collaboration. As we
discussed in earlier chapters, one key characteristic
of the collaborative approach is one of purposely
driving project related decision making from orga-
nizational managers to virtual project managers.

Senior leaders must evaluate their middle
managers based on the shift to the new model.
Functional and department managers should be
rewarded not only for their efforts in building strong
functional teams, but also for their roles in support-
ing virtual projects. Specifically, rewards should be
based on how well they provide mentoring and
coaching and whether they help remove obstacles,
provide creative input, and guide team member
skills development—all of which lead to organiza-
tional value and long-term virtual project success.
Importantly, virtual project managers should be
given the opportunity to provide performance
feedback for a firm’s middle managers.

Senior leaders should be evaluated and rewarded
on how well the organization has transitioned to
a virtually distributed model. Senior leaders must
design an organization that effectively operates in
the virtual project environment. Then they must pay
careful attention to establishing the opportunities for
virtual project teams to perform successfully.10 Doing
this also includes ensuring that the rewards and
recognition for organizational managers are properly
aligned and administered in order to contribute to
the success of virtual project teams.

Promoting Cultural Awareness

Organizations that utilize virtual teams on an inter-
national basis will face workforce cultural diversity
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resulting from the acquisition of talent worldwide.
The effectiveness of any internationally distributed
virtual project team depends largely on the en-
gaged participation of its team members from all
geographies involved, where participation involves
contribution of information, sharing of ideas, and
involvement in the team decision process. Proper
management of cultural diversity and intercultural
interaction among team members is therefore
critical to team success. Senior management of
organizations must revamp the cultural vision of the
enterprises to embrace and fully benefit from the
increasing involvement of multicultural teams.

Laura Smith, executive director of U.S. Human
Resources for Edelman Public Relations, a firm of
65 global offices and over 5000 employees, is an
expert in managing an international workforce. She
is an advocate for corporate cultural awareness pro-
grams and believes one critical element is needed
for program success: “Lead and support it from the
top of the organization.”11 Smith also suggests that
senior managers consider adopting these factors as
being important in cultural awareness programs:

◾ Ensure a clear strategy is in place when
acquiring talent.

◾ Create networking opportunities to build an
inclusive culture.

◾ Conduct ongoing cultural awareness training to
promote understanding.

◾ Measure and evolve supporting business
processes.

Employees who are more aware of and comfort-
able working in culturally diverse organizations are
more prepared to recognize and act on global op-
portunities and are able to operate more effectively
in a variety of cultural and business environments,
whether traveling abroad or participating as team
leader or a member of internationally distributed
teams.

Various team leadership studies indicate that
looking at the impact of emotional intelligence
traits, especially the social skill trait, may be a key
element to effective cross-cultural leadership.12

Figure 9.6 illustrates this point.

SELF

How We
Manage Ourselves

SELF-AWARENESS

Knowing and understanding one’s own
emotions and perceiving their impact on

others

RESULT: Realistic self-assessment

SOCIAL AWARENESS

Possessing the ability to perceive the
emotions of others and the ability to treat
others based on their emotional reactions

RESULT: Reflects cross-cultural sensitivity

SOCIAL SKILLS

Skills for managing relationships with
others and skills for building sustaining

personal networks

RESULT: Good at finding common ground

SELF-REGULATION

Ability to control and redirect impulses
that may be disruptive. Ability to think

before acting

RESULT: Integrity, open to change

SOCIAL

How We
Manage Relationships

Figure 9.6: Emotional Intelligence and Cultural Awareness
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Creating long-term relationships among
multicultural team members, clients, and other
members of globally distributed organizations is
an excellent example for utilizing social skill. This
result can be further characterized as proficiency in
building relationships and networks and the ability
to build excellent common ground and needed
rapport with all personnel with whom virtual project
managers must interact to perform their roles
successfully.

Many scholars and practitioners agree that emo-
tional intelligence capabilities need to be included
in any cross-cultural training and development
to assist virtual project team members and other
employees in recognizing elements and nuances
associated with varying cultural backgrounds.
Additionally, virtual project managers should be
selected based on their training and knowledge in
specific emotional intelligence competencies, such
as empathy, emotional poise, and self-control.

Developing Virtual Project
Managers

It is rare when a person comes to the role of a
virtual project manager fully qualified, possessing
both the full set of skills and competencies required
and experience. Successful virtual project managers
constantly seek to learn and broaden their knowl-
edge and experience to take on more complex and
challenging work. It is therefore critical that senior
leaders of virtual organizations create a learning en-
vironment that encourages virtual project managers
to continually seek improvement and growth.

Noel Tichy, author and noted scholar, has stated
that while management skills in the areas of finance,
manufacturing, and marketing are important for
organizational success, they are insufficient for
effectively leading, planning, and sustaining organi-
zational change and transformational initiatives.13

We must keep in mind that all project managers
are change agents. Through the performance and
implementation of their projects, they transition the
status quo within an organization from point A to
point B; in other words, from current state to future
state. Doing this requires a broad-based set of skills
that goes beyond traditional management.

Project managers who manage virtual projects
must be highly competent and capable individuals
who possess the right skills to lead virtual project
teams. However, success in the role goes beyond
skills alone; they also must be highly competent in-
dividuals. Competence is defined as the knowledge,
skills, and qualities that managers use to effectively
perform the functions associated with management
in the work situation.14 A simple algorithm sums it
up best:

Competence = Knowledge + Skills

+ Personal Qualities + Experience

Figure 9.7 was designed to characterize the nec-
essary competencies and skills needed to succeed
in managing virtual projects and leading distributed
project teams. The information presented in the
model is based on research by the authors and
was derived from firms that execute effectively in
highly distributed project environments. As the
model demonstrates, much of the success of virtual
project managers is driven by their behavioral and

Virtual Project Manager
Competency Model

Team
Leadership

BusinessVirtual
Management

Customer
& Market

Project & Process
Management

Figure 9.7: Virtual Project Manager Competency Model
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human-oriented capabilities.15 In the sections that
follow, we provide an overview of each competency
area.

Team Leadership Competencies

The foundational elements of effective team leader-
ship apply whether one is leading a traditional team
that is co-located at a single site or an international
team that is highly distributed across continents. Vir-
tual project managers must learn how to apply their
team leadership capabilities in a virtual, and poten-
tially multicultural, team environment. Imagine, for
example, the challenges you would face trying to in-
fluence key managers critical to the success of your
project who are located in other geographical lo-
cations with no face-to-face personal contact. This
dilemma, no doubt, makes leadership more difficult
for the virtual project manager.

Figure 9.8 summarizes the crucial team leader-
ship skills for the virtual project manager.

Specifically, we are referring to the ability to
lead cross-organizational, cross-geographical, and
cross-cultural teams. Virtual project managers need
to be able to build, coalesce, champion, and lead
the team to create solutions that will satisfy the
company’s customers. The team leadership com-
petencies fall into two categories: core leadership
skills and augmented leadership skills. Team leaders
who possess the augmented skills, in particular, are
significantly more likely to be successful in virtual
project environments.

Core Leadership Skills

The foundational elements of effective team lead-
ership apply for domestic teams that are co-located
in a single site or global teams that are distributed
across multiple sites and countries. Success begins
by applying the core principles of team leadership
and then understanding how to extend these lead-
ership principles for application in distributed team
environments. The core principles of team leader-
ship are listed next.

◾ Creating a common purpose

◾ Establishing team chemistry

◾ Building and sustaining trust

◾ Demonstrating personal integrity

◾ Empowering the team

◾ Driving participation, collaboration, and
integration

◾ Communicating effectively

◾ Managing team conflict

◾ Making tough decisions

◾ Providing recognition and rewards

We described the core team leadership principles in
detail in Chapter 3 and Chapter 5.

Augmented Leadership Skills

In addition to the core leadership competencies,
several other important leadership skills need spe-
cial attention due to their importance to virtual

Virtual Project Manager
Competency Model

Team
Leadership

BusinessVirtual
Management

Customer
& Market

Project & Process
Management

• Core leadership skills
• Influencing skills
• Prioritization skills
• Symphonic and systems skills
• Political savviness

Figure 9.8: Virtual Project Manager Team Leadership Skills
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team environments. These include influencing skills,
prioritization skills, symphonic and systems skills,
and political savviness skills.

Influencing Skills

In virtual team environments, team members rarely
report directly to project managers. For this reason,
project managers must become proficient in influ-
encing team member actions. Project managers also
need influencing skills to positively affect the actions
and decisions of the senior management team, key
partners, suppliers, customers, and support organi-
zations. As John Maxwell states in The 21 Irrefutable
Laws of Leadership, “Leadership is influence—
nothing more, nothing less. If you don’t have
influence, you will never be able to lead others.”16

Successful influencing involves gaining support
for your team when needed, inspiring others to do
their best, persuading others to follow your direc-
tion and coalesce around a common team purpose,
and creating strong relationships. It is about moving
things forward without pushing, forcing, coercing,
or threatening. Influencing traits of a strong virtual
project manager include being socially adept at in-
teracting with others in any given situation, having
the ability to assess all aspects of information and
behavior without passing judgment or injecting
bias, and being able to effectively communicate
your point of view to change opinion or change
course of action.

Prioritization Skills

The ability of virtual project managers to set and
balance team priorities is one key indicator of suc-
cess. The first step in setting priorities is checking
to make sure the assumptions driving the project
priorities are correct. It is one thing for team leaders
to set the priorities; those priorities must be vali-
dated with the primary sponsors of the project. If
the assumptions behind the priorities are incorrect,
the priorities themselves may be incorrect. Once the
priorities are validated, project managers should
manage to the priorities. For example, if cost
containment is the highest priority of the project,
a project manager must be emphatic about staying

within the financial constraints. If technologi-
cal leadership is the highest priority, the project
manager will need to keep the team focused on
the technical aspects of the project and provide the
necessary resources to ensure technological success.

Symphonic and Systems Skills

Symphonic skills involve achieving balance and
optimization across multiple diverse, but related el-
ements. It represents arranging the pieces together
harmoniously with the objective of achieving a
synergistic improvement. Being able to see the big
picture, crossing boundaries, combining disparate
elements, seeing broad patterns are all charac-
teristics of symphonic skills. This ability normally
resides in individuals with broad backgrounds,
multidisciplined mindset, and a broad spectrum of
experiences.

Systems skills involve the ability to assemble
pieces together harmoniously, resulting in a syner-
gistic improvement. People who have systems skills
can see the big picture, combine elements into a
new holistic entity, and see relationships between
unrelated fields and broad patterns. Usually this abil-
ity resides in people with very wide backgrounds,
multidisciplinary minds, and broad experiences.

Systems skills also include the ability to see
relationships between relationships, which is also
known as systems, gestalt, and holistic thinking.17

Author Peter Senge presented systems thinking
as a framework from which one can organize and
understand events, behaviors, and phenomena that
affect one another in the short- and the long-term.
Those who apply systems thinking rather than linear
thinking can see the dynamics that are reinforcing
an event or limiting growth.18

Systems skills are also critical to virtual project
managers. A system is a collection of parts that can
be combined into an integrated whole to achieve
an objective or entity. To understand this definition,
you must understand what a functioning integrated
whole is. For example, a bicycle is a functioning
system. However, if you remove the handlebars, it
no longer is a functioning bicycle. Those skilled in
systems thinking can view projects and activities
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from a broad perspective that includes seeing
overall characteristics and patterns rather than just
individual elements. By focusing on the entirety of
the project or, in essence, the system aspects of the
project (inputs, outputs, and interrelationships), vir-
tual project team leaders improve the probability of
achieving the practical end solution and customer
expectations.

Political Savviness

Organizational politics originate when individuals
drive their personal agendas and priorities at the
expense of a cohesive corporate agenda. Company
politics are a natural part of any organization, and
virtual project managers should understand that
politics are a behavioral aspect of leading that they
must contend with in order to succeed. The basis of
organizational politics is really twofold: the desire
to advance within the firm and the quest for power
(usually in the form of controlling decisions and
resources).19

Virtual project managers must actively manage
the politics surrounding their projects to protect
against negative effects of political maneuvering on
the part of stakeholders and to exploit politically
advantageous situations. In order to do this, project
managers must possess both a keen understand-
ing of the organization and the political savviness
necessary to build strong relationships to leverage
and influence the company’s power base.

The most effective way to manage in the or-
ganization’s political environment is to leverage
the project stakeholders and powerful members

of the network who can help achieve the project
objectives.20 The key is to avoid being naïve and
to understand that not every stakeholder sees
great value in the project. In our experience, virtual
project managers who practice effective stakeholder
management are more likely to succeed. Stakehold-
ers come to the table with a variety of expectations,
demands, personal goals, agendas, and priorities
that many times are in conflict with one another.
Project managers must rationalize and resolve these
competing requirements by striking an appropriate
balance between stakeholders’ expectations and
project realities. Team leaders, therefore, must be
politically astute by being sensitive to the interests
of the most powerful stakeholders and must, at the
same time, demonstrate good judgment by acting
with integrity.21

Virtual Management Competencies

Besides the normal challenges facing virtual project
team leaders (time, distance, language, culture, and
limited face-to-face interaction), another challenge
is that, as in most projects, team members do not
report directly to project managers. Leading teams
of people who not only do not report to them di-
rectly, but also are distributed geographically cre-
ate greater team leadership challenges. To deal ef-
fectively with this core principle of virtual projects,
project managers have to develop and refine what
we refer to as virtual management skills. Figure 9.9
shows a number of the more critical virtual manage-
ment skills. Virtual project managers with these skills
are at a significant advantage.

Virtual Project Manager
Competency Model

Team
Leadership

BusinessVirtual
Management

Customer
& Market

Project & Process
Management

• Cross-cultural management skills
• Virtual communication skills
• Facilitation skills
• Networking skills
• Emotional intelligence skills
• Contextual intelligence skills

Figure 9.9: Virtual Management Skills
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Cross-Cultural Management Skills

Competence at cross-cultural management is critical
in leading teams in the highly distributed, multisite
environment. Cross-cultural management skills are
the ability to understand the behavior of people
from diverse nations and cultures. These skills in-
clude awareness of cultures managers are directly
involved in and understanding attitudes, differences,
and behaviors. Such skills emphasize improving the
interaction and working relationship among team
members, management, and suppliers from all the
cultures represented in the direct and broader team.
To be skilled at cross-cultural management, we must
examine our own biases and prejudices and, when
possible, observe and learn from culturally proficient
role models.

In regard to leadership skills and style, one ap-
proach may work in one culture, but not work in an-
other. According to Nancy Adler, author, professor
and consultant,

Some researchers suggest that American
approaches to leadership apply equally well
abroad. However, most believe that lead-
ers must adapt their style and approach to
the cultures of the involved employees and
clients. That is, they believe that leadership
is culturally contingent.22

Regarding observed actions and behaviors in
various cultures culturally skilled virtual project
managers also are adept at:

◾ Listening for hidden communications in voice
intonation and looking for non-verbal cues
relative to facial expression, behavior and
physical movement.

◾ Watching for blinders to cultural sensitivity in
themselves and team members, such as
stereotyping and projected similarity.

◾ Studying their team members and interpreting
their specific cultural biases in regard to power
distance, uncertainty avoidance, context, and
perceptions of career success and quality of life.

Only through understanding and appreciat-
ing the unique characteristics of team members’

cultures can team leaders show members the re-
spect and understanding that each person desires
and deserves. Few team leaders ever obtain a com-
plete level of understanding. However, this should
not prevent us as team leaders from making our
best efforts to sharpen our cultural skills, awareness,
and behavior.

Virtual Communication Skills

Communicating virtually requires us to broaden
our perspective and appreciation for the entire
communication process due to the comprehensive
challenges facing the exchange of meaning in a
highly distributed, multisite environment. Commu-
nication is any behavior another person perceives
and interprets as the understanding of what was
meant. Communication includes sending both
verbal messages (words) and non-verbal messages
(tone of voice, facial expressions, behaviors). It
includes consciously sent messages as well as subtle
messages that senders are totally unaware of having
sent. Communication, therefore, involves a complex,
multilayered, and dynamic process through which
people exchange meaning.23

Communication on a geographically distributed
team is complicated by the physical separation of
team members and the resulting reliance on tech-
nologies to facilitate team communication. Virtual
team leaders need to develop skills in selecting the
appropriate communication technologies given the
tasks required, technical competence of the team
members, and infrastructure capabilities within the
geographies in which team members reside. Virtual
team leaders must then become proficient in the
use of communication technologies selected so they
can teach other team members how to use them.
Team leaders also must be able to use and model
the appropriate communication etiquette associated
with a technology.

Facilitation Skills

Simply put, facilitation is the act of assisting team
members to reach their collective goals by helping
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to make team communication and collaboration
easier and more effective. Good facilitation skills
help to ensure that relationships among team
members continue to develop and that ongoing
communication and collaboration among team
members is occurring as needed. Facilitation skills
needed in a virtual environment go well beyond
those needed for co-located project teams.

Communication and collaboration in a virtual
team environment does not occur spontaneously at
the onset of a virtual project, even if team members
are familiar with one another and have worked
together previously. The geographic and time
separation among team members creates com-
munication and collaboration challenges. Virtual
project managers must therefore utilize facilita-
tion skills to overcome the time, distance, and
cultural barriers to stimulate and sustain effective
virtual communication and collaboration within
their teams.

Many aspects of successful leadership of a vir-
tual project team covered in this text rely on strong
facilitation skills on the part of team leaders to:

◾ Craft the project vision and common purpose,

◾ Establish the team norms,

◾ Create the team charter,

◾ Solve project-related problems,

◾ Build strong personal relationships,

◾ Reach good decisions,

◾ Manage conflict between team members,

◾ Identify and manage cross-team deliverables,

◾ Brainstorm new ideas, and

◾ Enforce team rules.

Each aspect of virtual team leadership just iden-
tified is critical to project success, and each requires
facilitated discussion and collaboration among the
virtual team members. Primarily, virtual project man-
agers must provide the facilitation leadership.

Core facilitation skills include the ability to draw
out varying opinions and viewpoints among team
members, to create a discussion and collaboration

framework consisting of a clear end-state and
discussion and collaboration boundaries, to summa-
rize and synthesize details into useful information
and strategy, and to lead the adoption of technolog-
ical communication and collaboration tools. Other
facilitation skills that are beneficial include using
personal energy to maintain forward momentum,
being able to rationalize cause and effect, helping
team members to establish one-on-one relation-
ships, and keeping team members focused on the
primary topics of discussion and collaboration.

Arguably, the most critical facilitation skill is
project managers’ ability to lead virtual meetings.
Since a significant amount of communication and
collaboration among members occurs in team
meetings, virtual team leaders have to develop
skills in planning and conducting remote meetings.
Virtual team meetings will run the gamut from some
face-to-face meetings, phone conferences, video
conferences, internet-based data sharing meetings,
or some combination of all of these. These meet-
ings should involve pre-planning an agenda with
time-boxed topics, sending any necessary materials
to all members prior to the meeting, setting the
meeting ground rules, facilitating the discussion to
ensure a mutual understanding of all conversations,
and periodically checking to see if quiet members
understand the discussion and are fully engaged.

Utilization of the various technical tools avail-
able should enhance good facilitation practices by
enabling team members to share concepts, merge
information, and formulate new ideas. Technological
tools, however, will not make up for poor and im-
properly facilitated meetings.24 Project leaders are
responsible for facilitating effectiveness and relying
on technology tools for efficiency.

Networking Skills

The ability to network successfully across world-
wide hierarchical and organizational boundaries is
a tremendously useful skill, given that customers,
senior managers, team members, and other critical
parties are dispersed across multiple distances, sites,
and countries in a virtual organization. Virtual project
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team leaders first must know how to determine the
organizational landscape and who is in it. Doing this
involves effective stakeholder identification and po-
litical mapping capabilities. Team leaders then must
be able to use and extend this knowledge to develop
the ability to choose the right mode of communica-
tion to address customers, senior management, team
members, suppliers, and others.

As a keystone member of the project network
(see Chapter 6), the virtual project manager must
possess the ability to connect other individuals
within the network needing to communicate and
collaborate with one another. The strength of the
project network is dependent on direct intercon-
nections among team members who are virtually
separated and lack the ability or knowledge to cre-
ate the connections on their own. Networking skills
give virtual project managers the ability to do this.

From a team perspective, effective networking
skills gives virtual project managers the ability to
create a sense of urgency in team members who
may be isolated from the rest of the team or are
being pulled toward other competing priorities.
Networking skills are required to assist these team
members in feeling like they are part of the team
and to align their personal work priorities to those
of the project.

Emotional Intelligence Skills

There exists a strong argument that the Intelligence
Quotient (IQ), which traditionally has been the
measure of intelligence, ignores key behavioral and
personality elements. Beyond IQ, success depends
on the awareness, control, and management of
our own emotions, while influencing the emotions
of others around us. This forms the basis of the
concept of Emotional Intelligence (EI). As leaders
of virtual enterprises have searched for the most
critical leadership competencies, they have learned
that EI contributes to as much as 90% of the dif-
ferences between star performers and average
performers.26 Additionally, research by the Center of
Creative Leadership found that the primary causes
of derailment in executives’ career aspirations

involve deficits in emotional competence, such as
difficulty in handling change, not being able to work
well in a team, and poor interpersonal relations.27

Daniel Goleman, author, psychologist and sci-
ence journalist, describes emotional intelligence as
“managing with heart.”28 His groundbreaking book,
Emotional Intelligence, redefined what it means to be
competent as a leader and describes EI skills as crit-
ically important in virtual team environments where
face-to-face interaction and involvement is limited.
Being acutely in tune with and sensitive to emotions
and emotional responses of team members is critical
to building a high-performing team.

EI skills consist of personal competence and
social competence. Personal competence involves
both self-awareness and self-management, where
self-awareness is the ability to accurately perceive
one’s own emotions and moods in the moment and
understand one’s tendencies in various situations.
Self-management is the ability to use awareness of
emotions to stay flexible and direct one’s behav-
ior positively. Thus, self-aware project managers
stay on top of their own reactions to team mem-
bers and others and manage their own emotional
self-regulation to think before acting or reacting.

Social competence includes social awareness
and relationship management skills that enable
project managers to understand others and man-
age relationships. Social awareness is the ability to
accurately pick up on the emotions of others and
to understand what is at the root of the emotions.
In essence, socially aware project managers are
empathetic and can understand and react appropri-
ately to the emotional needs of others. Relationship
management is the ability to use personal com-
petence and social competence to recognize both
one’s own emotions and those of others to man-
age interactions successfully. This capability forms
the foundation for the bonding and building of
long-term personal relationships over time.

Contextual Intelligence Skills

The contextual environment in which project man-
agers operate in virtual settings is increasingly
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complex. The environment is continually evolving
and is both dynamic and turbulent. Decisions must
be made quickly and must be useful and practical.
Project managers able to perform successfully given
these challenges have a high degree of contextual
intelligence.

Context is the setting in which events occur. It
consists of internal and external factors surround-
ing the circumstances of the event. Understanding
context can directly impact how one responds to
the events and to transform data into useful infor-
mation. Matthew R. Kutz, author of Contextual In-
telligence: An Emerging Competency For Global Lead-
ers, defines contextual intelligence as “the ability to
quickly and intuitively recognize and diagnose the
dynamic contextual variables inherent in an event
or circumstance, which results in intentional adjust-
ment of behavior in order to exert appropriate influ-
ence in that context.”29 It results in integrating and
diagnosing information while exercising and apply-
ing knowledge pertinent to the contextual situation.

Contextual intelligence skills are “innate [abilities]
to synthesize information quickly and effectively,”
according to researchers Erik Dane and Michael Pratt.
People with these skills are astute at detecting atti-
tudes, motivations, and resistance of parties involved
in specific events.30 Team leaders who possess a high
degree of contextual intelligence are able to cogni-
tively and intuitively assimilate the various data and
observations surrounding an event and convert this
new understanding into information useful to making
decisions.

Business Competencies

Strategic thinking and business fundamentals are
key competencies needed for project managers
leading and managing complex and critically im-
portant projects. This is true whether the project is
a traditional or a virtual one. In many enterprises
today, strong business competencies are required
to fulfill the project manager role, including the
ability to develop a compelling project business
case that supports the company’s business goals
and strategies, the ability to execute the project
from the business perspective, and the ability to
understand and analyze the financial aspects of a
project. (See Figure 9.10.)

Project managers may be called on periodi-
cally to apply these skills and capabilities during
a project. These business skills are definitely en-
hanced through virtual project managers’ prior
experience and exposure to international markets
and customers.

Business Fundamentals Skills

To be successful from a business perspective, virtual
project managers must possess sufficient business
skills to understand the organization’s business
model and financial goals. They must be able to
utilize economic, financial, and organizational data
to build and document the business case for their
projects and be proficient in business terminology
when communicating with senior managers and
other business stakeholders.

Virtual Project Manager
Competency Model

Team
Leadership

BusinessVirtual
Management

Customer
& Market

Project & Process
Management

• Business fundamental skills
• Strategic thinking skills
• Worldview skills

Figure 9.10: Business Skills
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Virtual project managers must have a working
knowledge and some proficiency in business fun-
damentals including ability in financial analysis
and accounting, international management, polit-
ical issues, law and ethics, resource management,
negotiation and communication, and management
of intellectual property. In addition, project man-
agers may need to possess a working knowledge of
the local and international economics in which the
project is operating.

Strategic Thinking Skills

Virtual project managers must think strategically
to align projects to the organization’s strategic
objectives. A part of strategic thinking involves
a basic understanding of the industry in which
the business operates. Knowledge of industry
trends, competitors, and supply chain implica-
tions is a fundamental part of keeping projects
viable.

Worldview Skills

Being proficient in global business also means
possessing a worldview. Possessing worldview skills
involves having an awareness of the global envi-
ronment, including social, political, and economic
trends. Managers of multinational projects must
be able to apply their worldview knowledge, skills,
and competencies to consistently succeed while
participating as a critical member of a firm’s global
business.

Globalization is driven by a set of forces that
have operated interdependently throughout recent
history. (See Chapter 1.) Knowledge of the three
primary globalization forces—economic forces,
political forces, and technology forces—provides
virtual project managers a greater contextual under-
standing of the environment in which they operate.
Project managers’ worldview capability is, of course,
significantly enhanced through personal experience
and exposure to international markets, cultures, and
team members.

Customer/Market Competencies

For virtual project managers, customer and market
competency involves having a thorough under-
standing of the industry and market in which their
companies are doing business and how the product,
service, or other capability they are creating is used.
The better virtual project managers and their team
can align the capability with customers’ needs, the
greater the potential for customer satisfaction and
project success. Figure 9.11 highlights the skills
involved in customer and market competency.

Product or Service Knowledge

At a minimum, virtual project managers must
understand customer needs and desires that are
pertinent to the new product, service, or other
capability under development. This understand-
ing requires that project managers have sufficient
technical knowledge to recognize how the needs

Virtual Project Manager
Competency Model

Team
Leadership

BusinessVirtual
Management

Customer
& Market

Project & Process
Management

• Product or service knowledge
• Market knowledge
• Customer commitment

Figure 9.11: Customer and Market Skills
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can be met by the capability and how to integrate
the elements of the design and development into a
successful solution for customers.

Market Knowledge

As a company grows, scales, and expands, its cus-
tomer base and the markets it sells in or serves
become more diverse. These changes may require
virtual project managers to embark on a continual
learning path to stay abreast of various markets.
We do not mean that project managers need to be
the customer, market, and industry expert on the
team. This is not the role of the project manager
and would most likely consume most, if not all, of a
manager’s time and energy. Rather, virtual project
managers must know how to tap in to this type
of expertise within the enterprise to maintain a
general level of knowledge and to bring pertinent
information to the virtual project team.

Customer Commitment

Virtual project managers must be consummate cus-
tomer advocates for the projects they manage. This
means being skilled in voice-of-the-customer. The
“voice of the customer” is a process used to capture
the requirements from customers, both external
and internal, in order to provide customers with the
best product and service quality. These techniques
ensure customer needs and desires are reflected in
the final capability. As customer advocates, project

managers must understand how their customers
define quality and how it should be measured.

Process and Project Management

Competencies

Process and project management is the final
element of the virtual project manager competency
model. As shown in Figure 9.12, project managers of
both traditional and virtual projects must be trained
and competent in the core processes of the firm
they are serving. In addition, they must possess the
fundamental project management knowledge, prac-
tices, methods, and tools to manage their projects
to a successful outcome. Possessing these compe-
tencies raises the probability that project managers
will gain and hold the confidence and trust of the
project team members, project stakeholders, and
customers.

Process Proficiency

An important aspect of this core skill set is that
of possessing a solid working knowledge of the
specific processes and practices of the company.
Knowing how things get done, the policies and
procedures that must be adhered to, and who must
be involved and approve various aspects of the
project is critical for the successful completion of
every project. If it is a product-based company, for
example, project managers must be thoroughly
familiar with the firm’s new product design, devel-
opment, and market launch processes to ensure that

Virtual Project Manager
Competency Model

Team
Leadership

BusinessVirtual
Management

Customer
& Market

Project & Process
Management

• Process proficiency
• Life cycle management skills
• Project management skills
• Stakeholder management skills

Figure 9.12: Process and Project Management Skills
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team effort adheres to management’s requirements
and expectations as to how products are designed
and built.

Life Cycle Management Skills

A challenge in leading a virtual project team is
ensuring that all team members are following the
same processes and methods and are using the same
tools, when appropriate. A foundational element in
driving process consistency across the virtual team
is to ensure that all members adhere to a common
life cycle for the coordination of work activities from
ideation to project closure. The ability to effectively
use a life cycle to manage a virtual project team’s
work will help to drive common language and ter-
minology, establish a common cadence of activities,
and provide common decision and synchronization
points throughout the project cycle.

Project Management Skills

In addition to being skilled in the core project
manager competencies required (e.g., Project
Management Body of Knowledge, PRINCE2, Agile,
etc.), virtual project managers must be proficient
in applying the methodologies in a geographically
distributed project environment. As an example,
communication management is a core competency
for any project manager. However, none of the
methodologies describes how to apply commu-
nication management for virtual (and sometimes
multinational) project teams. This knowledge has
to be gained outside of core project management
methodology training, as does knowledge in all of
the core project management competency areas.

Stakeholder Management Skills

Stakeholder management is a skill that is critical
to virtual project management success. Virtual
project managers may have to manage stakehold-
ers, both internal and external to the organization.
Effective stakeholder management helps team
leaders gain cooperation from the highly influential
stakeholders, cut through competing stakeholder

agendas, and positively influence stakeholders
who may be inhibiting progress. Project managers
who are skilled in stakeholder management must
understand three things:

1. Who the stakeholders are and what their
needs are.

2. How much influence each stakeholder has on
the project.

3. Stakeholder allegiance and attitude toward
the project (Project managers should never
assume all stakeholders want the effort to
succeed).

From this information, virtual project managers can
determine which stakeholders must be managed
and how to manage them. (See Chapter 4.)

Competency Takes Time

As stated earlier, it is rare for virtual project man-
agers to enter the role proficient in all competency
areas. It is also difficult to imagine that any of us
could be completely proficient in all areas of the
competency model. Review of the model shows
why the project manager role requires a broad and
varied set of skills. Virtual project managers cannot
gain the necessary expertise in a classroom or from
a book; competence increases with experience. The
role needs to be practiced. Improvement comes
with a history of successes and failures associated
with actually leading virtual teams and managing
virtual projects. Evidence of competence comes
from a track record of proven accomplishments that
represents an individual’s experience base. A con-
siderable amount of time is required to achieve
expert-level mastery in anything—including virtual
project management.31

The knowledge, skills, and abilities described
as part of the virtual project manager competency
model are, therefore, most useful for growing and
developing a firm’s virtual project managers, once
they are in the role. This capability is important be-
cause further gains toward consistent virtual project
management success are made through continual
improvement in performance.
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In ongoing dialogues, direct managers should
focus in part on understanding their project man-
agers’ growth and career aspirations and should
balance those aspirations with management’s short-
and long-term performance expectations of the
project managers. The results from this exercise
serve as the basis for an individual development
plan for project managers over a period of time
(annually in most cases, or more frequently). Career
development planning is a process of targeting
where individuals currently are in their performance
and capability, where they want to be in their career
at some time in the future, and then developing a
plan on how to get there.

Many project managers are in the discipline
because they enjoy the role and want to make it
their career. Most highly effective project managers
are self-motivated and demonstrate a desire to
self-assess, aim for continual improvement, and are
persistent in attainment of personal goals.

Virtual Project Management
Journey

The situation seems a bit surreal to Jeremy Bouchard
as he raises his glass to toast the Sitka project team.
He is seated at the VIP table, alongside Sensor
Dynamics’ senior leaders, who are celebrating the
launch of their newest product offering for au-
tonomously driven automobiles and the team that
made that happen.

Jude Ames, Vice President of New Product
Development, just completed his keynote presenta-
tion, a presentation that was full of accolades for the
Sitka project team and their performance. The great-
est surprise of the evening so far was Ames’s words
about Bouchard himself: “I would like to extend my
personal thank-you to the Sitka project manager,
Jeremy Bouchard. Bouchard stepped up to the
challenge of leading a project team that spanned
multiple sites and multiple continents. He quickly
and consistently helped the team perform as a sin-
gle, cohesive unit.” Ames went on to say, “Because

of Jeremy and the entire Sitka project team’s efforts,
we have nearly $500 million in advance orders for
our product. This could be our first billion-dollar
product line. I am pleased to announce tonight that
the Sitka team has won Sensor Dynamic’s highest
recognition, the Pinnacle Achievement Award.”

Nearly three years ago, as Bouchard was sitting
alone in his office, frustrated with his new virtual
environment, he could never have imagined his
journey as a virtual project manager would lead to
this moment.

Becoming an effective virtual project manager
is a journey. Sometimes, as when a person has no
prior experience managing traditional projects, the
journey is not overly obvious. However, most of the
time the journey is quite obvious and a bit over-
whelming because of the complexities of virtual
projects. This complexity causes the virtual project
manager’s work to be more complicated. During the
journey, project managers always should rely on and
leverage their core project management skills and
savviness and remember that leadership is all about
people, regardless of where they live and work. Man-
agers should show care, commitment, and concern,
along with respect and individualized consideration
for every virtual teammate. Doing this provides a
good foundation on which to start. Then project
managers should layer on the tools, templates, as-
sessments, and best practices detailed in this book to
become efficient and effective in managing projects
and leading teams in the virtual world.
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APPENDIX

VIRTUAL PROJECT

READINESS ASSESSMENT

Throughout this book we have discussed the numer-
ous and complex challenges that virtual project teams
face. As a virtual project team leader who is assuming
a new virtual project assignment, you will need time
and opportunities to periodically assess your team’s
readiness and ability to succeed. Many managers will
view this ability to assess virtual project readiness as
a part of their risk mitigation strategy.

The depth and breadth of the readiness assess-
ment needs to be based on the size, complexity,
and type of virtual project. Therefore, virtual project
managers should utilize those portions of this
broad-based readiness assessment that fit their
unique organizational and project needs.

Virtual Project Readiness Assessment

Project Readiness No In Process Yes

The virtual project mission and vision are documented and
have been approved by the senior sponsors.

The project goals and objectives are defined, documented,
and have been approved by the senior sponsors.

The project statements of work and scope are clear and
documented.

The project success factors and key performance indicators
are defined, documented, and approved by the senior
sponsors.

The project requirements are clear and documented.

The project requirements are under change management.

The project business case has been approved by the senior
sponsors.

The project charter has been documented.

The virtual project team charter has been documented.

A project complexity assessment has been performed, and
associated risks have been identified and documented.

221



Trim Size: 7.5in x 9.125in Martinelli bapp01.tex V1 - 03/01/2017 6:29pm Page 222
�

� �

�

Project Readiness No In Process Yes

The project assumptions have been documented.

All project assumptions have been reviewed, validated, or
modified.

Risk events associated with project assumptions have been
documented.

A project budget has been developed and approved by the
senior sponsors.

Adequate funding is available for the project.

A project schedule has been developed and approved.

The project schedule had few imposed dates and did not
serve as constraints.

The project schedule has been reviewed and determined to
be achievable.

The project deliverables and key milestones have been
mapped.

Each distributed team or member has a baseline schedule.

Each distributed project team or member has completed its
task plan.

Each distributed team or member has an estimated budget.

Each distributed team has a resource plan commitment
from functional managers.

The project risk analysis has been conducted as part of the
project plan.

Project risk identification and management is an ongoing
process on the project.

The integrated project plan is complete.

The integrated project plan supports attainment of the
project goals.

The integrated project plan has been approved and
organizational commitment has been received by the
senior sponsors.

A project communication plan has been developed.

A comprehensive stakeholder analysis has been completed.

There are clear decision making processes in place to
support the project.
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Project Readiness No In Process Yes

There are processes in place for identifying issues and
escalating them to senior managers if they are outside the
control of the project team.

A governance system is in place that accounts for reviewing
distributed work progress.

Common status reporting format and content has been
established for the distributed project team.

The project manager and team use dashboards to track and
communicate project progress.

Project reviews are or will be scheduled on a regular basis.

All project team meetings are recorded in note form (and
immediately posted for review) and in audio recorded form
if required.

No more than two or three weeks separate project team
deliverables and outcomes.

Project Team Readiness No In Process Yes

A project team structure has been established that
promotes cross-team collaboration.

All distributed team sites have been identified.

All external partners have been identified and are
participating in the project planning as required.

The project mission, vision, and goals have been
communicated to the project team.

The team has a common sense of purpose.

Team norms have been documented and communicated.

All tasks have been distributed to the various team
locations.

The experience level of the team is consistent with the
complexity level of the project.

There is low cultural variation within the team.

Project team members encourage diverse perspectives as a
way of performing their project work.

Cost estimates for team face-to-face meetings have been
included in the project budget.

An initial face-to-face meeting has been scheduled.

There is team-building training specific to virtual
environments and work.
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Project Team Readiness No In Process Yes

There is training on time management and
self-management for virtual team workers.

There is training on asynchronous communication and
cross-cultural communication.

There is a sense of community among virtual project team
members.

Team member profiles are available on the team site or
another easily accessible platform.

A stakeholder influencing strategy has been created for the
project.

Distributed teams or team members use project indicators
to track and communicate work progress.

The team has a dedicated team site to support
communication and collaboration.

Team member roles and responsibilities have been
documented.

The team has the right composition of skills needed to
complete the project work.

Team members are sufficiently proficient in the primary
language of the project.

The project manager has a minimum of two years of
experience managing virtual projects.

The project manager has proven ability to manage
cross-team deliverables.

The project manager has proven to be accountable and
meets his or her commitments.

The project manager has proven ability to make tough
decisions.

The project manager has proven ability to create team
chemistry in a virtual project environment.

The project manager promotes cross-cultural awareness.

The project manager has proven ability to create project
network connections.

The project manager has proven ability to manage
stakeholders from a distance.
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Project Team Readiness No In Process Yes

Team members with delegated stakeholder management
responsibility have been identified and trained.

Conflicts are successfully managed on the project.

Distributed project team members feel empowered to
make decisions and manage work at the local level.

Team members provide input on fellow team member
performance.

Team members provide input on the project manager’s
performance.

A recognition and reward system is in place that promotes
team achievement over individual achievements.

Technology Readiness No In Process Yes

A technology strategy has been completed for the project.

Virtual communication and collaboration tools have been
selected.

The virtual communication tools selected support the
communication usage needs of the project team.

The collaboration tools selected support the collaboration
usage needs of the project team.

Local infrastructures at the team locations will support data
bandwidth and performance requirements for the selected
technologies.

Virtual communication and collaboration tools have been
successfully implemented at all team locations.

All team members have access to the communication and
collaboration technology platforms.

Web-based project management software (or the like) is
accessible to all team members at all times to track, post,
record, and share project materials.

All project team members have been trained in use of the
technology selected.

Technology is in place to assist in language translation if
applicable.

All major sites have video conferencing capabilities that the
project team can access.

Project tools promote social connection and interaction
among team members.
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Organizational Readiness No In Process Yes

The organizational structure enables cross-organization
collaboration.

The organization has a history of completing projects
successfully.

There is a high level of trust and support among the
stakeholders involved with this project.

There is a high level of change acceptance (low level of
change resistance) in the organization.

There is a high level of leader credibility (of the sponsor and
project manager) in the organization.

The organizational decision making process is participative
and collective.

The virtual project manager is no more than two
organizational levels below the senior sponsor of the
project.

The virtual project team members are no more than two
levels below the virtual project manager in the team
structure.

The virtual project manager is empowered to make
decisions within his or her decision boundaries.

Virtual team members are empowered to make decisions at
the local level.

The company embraces cultural diversity.

A core competency and skills model exists for the firm’s
virtual project managers.

Virtual project managers have individual development
plans that are actively used to increase skills development.
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