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Preface

Rare is the job today that does not contain an element of virtual work. This is evidenced by this slogan found on a T-shirt: “I love the people I work with. Maybe I’ll get to meet them someday!” Whether it be working from home or other off-site locations or working with others (near and far) in a non-face-to-face manner, interactions are becoming increasingly mediated by technologies. And of course, this gets easier and easier the more comfortable everyone gets communicating in ways other than face to face. Think of the image of someone in the 1940s making a phone call: shouting into the receiver, talking over the other side, as compared to a phone conversation today. But ease of use with the technologies alone won’t make virtual interactions seamless. Instead, we need to understand how things change, and why they change, when conversations move from face to face to voice or text. And changes there are. Some are quite obvious, such as the increased trouble coordinating conversations and work, or the increased difficulty in getting to know other people on a more personal level. Some are not as apparent to the casual observer, like the changes in risk-taking propensity and evaluation decisions that can result when discussions are taken online.

The phrase “virtual teams” has two words, and indeed two potentially separate topics, contained within it. Understanding how virtuality influences people at work is the first, and understanding teamwork is the second. Thus, this book is written in two sections and with two purposes in mind. The first is explaining what is known about virtual interaction (primarily via text such as e-mail, but including any form of non-face-to-face interaction) and how behavior, interpretations, and decisions can be systematically different in these media. The second goal targets a deeper understanding of virtual teams.

In a nutshell, virtual teams have many of the same challenges and problems that traditional teams do, but they tend to experience them to a greater extent (more often, more intensely, more quickly in the process, and more deeply rooted/difficult to eradicate). Coupled with the changes in conversation, comprehension, and decision making that can result from virtual interaction, these teams have a lot to contend with in order to successfully operate. However, it is both possible and exciting to know that virtual teams can work as well as more traditional types—and sometimes even better. After all, virtual teams were created for a reason, and being able to take advantage of those benefits while sidestepping the pitfalls is the goal of the virtual team, for managers and members alike.

This book will explore the effects of moving each area of work, conversations, decisions, and interactions into the online forum. Part I, which includes the first four chapters, explores virtual communication in a general sense, and not necessarily just in the virtual team context (this places more emphasis on the “virtual” part of virtual teams). First, Chapter 1 takes an in-depth look at the negative tendencies that people tend to display in text that they don’t typically use in other forms of communication. This chapter also examines the ways in which emotions are expressed and (mis)interpreted online. Chapter 2 delves into issues of the changes in pace that result when we communicate electronically, and policies that may help guide effective use. In Chapter 3, the all-too-common practice of electronic multitasking is analyzed, with a section especially devoted to conference calls. Chapter 4 looks at effective communication practices, with tips for making sure your messages get across (in terms of getting your information understood) when put into electronic text. Part II includes the last six chapters and delves into virtual team management more specifically (focus here switches to the “teams” aspect of virtual teams). Chapter 5 explores networking and teambuilding strategies, and Chapter 6 focuses exclusively on building trust in this setting. Chapter 7 examines what motivates people to want to do their jobs, and how these principles apply specifically to virtual teams. Chapter 8 looks at leadership practices that work in this domain. Chapter 9 looks into the realm of decision making, and how these processes can work most effectively online. Chapter 10 explores the increasingly common challenges provided by having team members who span different countries and thus bring different expectations and work processes to the table. Finally, the conclusion provides an overall summary.

The information in this book rests primarily on a compilation of findings from research studies in the field of organizational behavior. But the anecdotes and experiences that poured in from MBA students and working professionals alike are what brought the issues to light in a vivid way. For that reason, the book contains summaries and explanations of decades of research on the topic alongside comments and notes from those experiencing these issues in a day-to-day sense. Thus, sprinkled throughout the chapters are many “quotes from the front lines,” which provide an opportunity to hear from real working professionals on the issues and topics covered in the book. These are the result of many interviews with people from a wide variety of industries and from organizations ranging from an enormous global firm to the small entrepreneur starting a new business with a handful of employees. The quotes afford the opportunity to hear descriptions of the problems people encounter in the virtual aspects of their work more specifically, as well as some insights into potential solutions. You will also find important points and lessons highlighted in the “Tip” boxes for easy reference.

It is hard to imagine a career path at this point in time without any involvement in digital interaction, if not multiple roles on virtual teams (sometimes simultaneously!). This book was written to address the growing need for better information about how to manage this change in work life. The digital age is here to stay, so the task now is to learn to adapt to the new forum—to understand and overcome the challenges and actually thrive in this environment.


Introduction

Before expounding on the problems found in many virtual teams and possible solutions for alleviating them, it first makes sense to address this question: Why have virtual teams at all? Like most other organizational innovations, virtual teams were created to solve a set of problems for managers and employees alike. In addition to the more straightforward benefits such as having access to a greater pool of talent and cutting down on the travel budget, there are some other, more subtle advantages. One category of benefits stems from the relatively new ability to easily create and use multinational teams. Not only can this provide access to less expensive labor, it also allows for a “follow the sun” approach in which work can be accomplished continually around the globe. Even for the local organization, the ability to have team members work together virtually can sometimes reduce the physical real estate needs as employees are able to work from home.1 Virtual teams can also help accommodate the need for flexible work arrangements.

But of course, as with electronic communication in general, the picture is not all rosy. Employees are more than twice as likely to have teamwork problems when working in the virtual environment, and given that statistic, it is not surprising to learn that they tend to be less satisfied with the overall experience.2 The most common problem themes that virtual teams tend to face will be introduced in the paragraphs below, and will be explored in more detail throughout the book. But before going forward, it is worth noting that sometimes the answer is to not use a virtual team. Sometimes the tradeoff between getting input from other areas is outweighed by the coordination and integration obstacles present in nearly every virtual team. Opting for a co-located team who occasionally checks in with interested parties in other areas might satisfy the team’s needs better in some cases, and is worth thinking through before a virtual team is launched.

The same goes for the decision about who belongs on and can thrive on a virtual team. In addition to the work-based skills required, attention to both the communication skills and the degree of “tech savvy” each person has is also relevant. On this last point, it has even been suggested that a great deal of one’s affinity for technology is not based on practice but is instead based on genetics! Some people may just naturally gravitate towards and feel more comfortable using technology as a communication tool.3 While it probably goes without saying that the right people for the job each need to be “self-starters,” relatively independent, and tolerant of some ambiguity on the job, it might come as more of a surprise to learn that those classified as “lone wolf” types actually seem to do worse in this setting. By way of explanation, some theorize that lone wolves become that way because they are actually poor communicators and collaborators, which will hold them back when interacting from afar.4

The rise of virtual teams in nearly every facet of organizational life speaks to the fact that (most of the time) the benefits are deemed to outweigh the setbacks, and so the task becomes one of smoothing and mastering these processes. But people are creatures of habit. Once used to a particular way of doing, or seeing, or thinking about something, it is natural to not only feel more comfortable with it, but to defend it as the best way to do things. And people are used to face-to-face interaction. Whether or not it is an objectively better way to accomplish a meeting is almost a moot question; virtual teams need to interact in new ways, and newness is a liability in and of itself. It is commonly understood that when a person loses the ability to see, other senses develop much stronger capacities to receive subtle signals and can help fill the gap. In a way, losing the ability to interact face to face is analogous. Other abilities need to develop and strengthen in order to accomplish the same goals. Some argue, in fact, that this process happens more easily if face-to-face meetings are not included in the virtual team’s process at all, to avoid using them as a crutch.5 Learning how to develop the skills needed to effectively interact, discuss, decide, and proceed with work, while not relying on face-to-face meetings, is the goal of every virtual team, and is the goal of this book as well.

Virtuality itself can also be thought of as a state of mind. There are some employees whose work is 100% virtual, meaning they have never met their colleagues, and they communicate only from a distance. And though it may already be hard to imagine, there are individuals for whom electronic communication or virtual work never plays a role in their jobs. These pure situations are few and far between; the vast majority of jobs contain some elements of virtual work and some elements of more traditional interactions. It is increasingly common for individuals to belong to multiple virtual teams simultaneously. A sample from one global technology company turned up these numbers: 60% of the virtual team members in the study reported being concurrently on three or more teams, with 28% being on five or more.6 Clearly, it is hard to count on complete attention and responsiveness from anyone in this type of situation, which exacerbates the need to have the tasks, the norms, and the interactions well established.

Whether on multiple teams or not, most people can quickly estimate what percentage of their work is conducted virtually. However, it’s important to realize that to some degree, the question may be open to interpretation. Imagine two workers, both of whom use e-mail with the same frequency objectively. The first one, however, considers e-mail to be the only option for getting this work done, and considers this a limitation to her work. The second one feels that e-mail is one choice among many for staying in touch, and he routinely chooses to communicate in this way. These two may have quite different impressions of how much of their work is virtual, based on the degree of “pain” they feel when they interact in this way. Similarly, imagine two colleagues working from afar—one might consider the relationship to be very distant based on the miles and time zones that separate the two, while the other considers them to be close, based on the past history and trust that the two share.7

THREE PROBLEMS, ONE SOLUTION

When asked about the biggest challenge faced in their virtual teamwork, a surprisingly few categories of responses surface over and over again. In fact, to illustrate this point, I personally collected responses to this question from over 150 people covering a broad range of industries and job types. This quick survey highlighted the main issues at the forefront of virtual work. They fall into three categories, listed here and then explored in turn:

A. Coordinating the Content: “Everything got slowed down. People went off in different directions for the work, and so we wasted tons of time and effort.”

B. Coordinating the Relationships: “It was too hard to get to know and trust my team members.”

C. Coordinating the Schedules: “It was difficult to coordinate everyone’s schedules for meetings, especially when we were working in different time zones.”

A. Coordinating the Content

The difficulty in coordinating the work was a globally acknowledged problem. In fact, of the 150 survey respondents, a whopping 45% of them reported this as the main problem that they faced. Here is a small sample of the responses that highlight this problem:

• “You can read the final document and clearly figure out that it was written by many different people.”

• “The two parts of the team were unintentionally working on two different sets of data.”

• “We couldn’t see or touch the item in question. Pictures just didn’t cut it.”

• “We sometimes find ourselves duplicating each other’s efforts by having more than one person begin work on the same part of the project without notifying each other.”

Later in the book the topic of motivation will be addressed in detail, but it is not hard to imagine that the above situations can cause frustration and can lead to decreased motivation levels. It wouldn’t take that many times of doing work only to find that someone else had done the same thing before your effort and energy for applying yourself to the work would probably diminish. Similarly, an imperfect sense of what you are supposed to be doing can make even the most conscientious employees falter.

B. Coordinating the Relationships

Nearly 20% of the respondents focused primarily on the difficulty associated with getting to know and trust others on the team.

• “To make matters worse, first-time ‘virtual teamers’ tend to be even more stand-offish, and may get defensive if you press them on their performance. I think this is because they are unfamiliar with the process and it can be very easy to be impersonal on e-mail.”

• “Everyone is very disconnected. There’s no emotional bonding between the team members since we rarely meet in person. No one has any intention of helping each other out.”

• “I just don’t get that sense of camaraderie that I used to have with my previous face-to-face team.”

As noted by one quote, a lack of personal connection can also spill into the related problem of people not feeling comfortable enough to reach out to each other for help. Another respondent addressed this directly: “Given that my teammates are not around, I can’t see what they are doing at the time that I need help, so I am always hesitant to ask for help, especially for something like troubleshooting that could take a long time.”

Additionally, one participant above has introduced the problem of interpreting tone in e-mail messages, as direct or simple messages can sometimes be read as impersonal. Misread tone can certainly inspire distance as opposed to trust. Survey respondents mentioned this type of communication problem again and again, with comments like these:

• “The other people often seemed cold and demanding.”

• “Tones seemed condescending and arrogant.”

• “The note was written in all capital letters, which made everyone think the manager was really upset and angered, when in actuality it was later learned that she was just in a rush and hit caps-lock by accident.”

• “People seem to be less likely to ask questions on virtual teams because it is more difficult to explain the confusion, and for the person delivering information to clarify their points.”

Developing team relationships, at least to the point where members are willing to both seek each other out as needed and give each other the benefit of the doubt when messages feel questionable, seems paramount to effective virtual team interaction. Some teams swear by the more traditional “fixes” to these problems, which include occasional face-to-face get-togethers with emphasis on “hanging out and bonding” and setting aside some time in a regular fashion to force chit-chat and personal exchanges. While those remedies may help in some circumstances, they alone will not ensure a well-functioning virtual team. (If that were all there was to it, this book wouldn’t be necessary!) The job of this book is to dig deeper, to look at what makes people like and trust each other from the first introduction onwards, and to explore what kinds of rules and norms can help encourage the type of interactions that result in a successful virtual team.

C. Coordinating the Schedules

Lastly, while geographic distance is not perfectly correlated with the use of electronic communication, it certainly makes it more common and comes with a unique set of concerns. (Sometimes distance is not the relevant factor. Compare a team whose members are very dispersed, but who primarily wait for their occasional in-person meetings to converse, with a second team whose members are all in the same building, but choose to e-mail or instant message each other instead of speaking face to face the majority of the time.) Nonetheless, the cross-time-zone problem was also raised by over 20% of the respondents.

• “When our team first started, we were given a date for project deadlines, such as ‘end of day Thursday.’ With team members from the U.S., Europe, Asia, North and South America, this didn’t work. For the guys in Thailand and Australia, I was late even if I finished on time, since for them it was already Friday morning.”

• “I needed to contact the team members in China at 10:30 at night from home so I could get them at work. I work almost 12-hour days without this, and it was awful, but it was either this or lose a whole day to communicate with them.”

• “LOL means Laugh Out Loud in the U.S., but one of our international counterparts thought it meant Lots of Love. Similarly, the phrase ‘I doubt that’ means you challenge the other person’s viewpoint if said by an American, but in other places it is used to mean ‘I don’t understand.’ You can imagine the memorable mistakes made until we all learned what each other meant by these things.”

Distance doesn’t have to make a project suffer. At least in one study, distance itself did not impair virtual collaboration. It does, however, increase the chances of miscommunication, delays, and collaboration challenges, often driven by a lack of shared understanding. This can come in the form of disagreement about which tools to use, which standards to use, or even how to track progress (for instance, do all people have a common understanding of the phrase “phase completion”?). These types of obstacles can leave the teams that face them significantly the worse for wear.8

One Solution to All Three Problems: Plan ahead. Provide more structure than you think you’ll need, both on the tasks and with the relationships.

If the numerous and varied challenges presented by virtual teams were to be forced into a one-word summary, that word would be “misaligned.” This misalignment can be the result of uncertainty about what to do, how to do it, when to do it, and/or whether and how to trust the other team members. In short, virtual team members need extra hand-holding, additional specific instructions, more frequent regular check-ins, and more opportunities to express their uncertainties than do other teams. In fact, a research study of over 400 virtual teams showed that those with more of a process orientation and with more of a tightly controlled leadership style outperformed those teams oriented towards results.9 In other words, spend more time on the means than the ends—virtual teams need this extra structure. On the relationship side, many of our survey respondents spoke to the value of having regular check-ins scheduled, even if it seemed that there was nothing to say. Of course there will be much more detail on this theme throughout the book, but here are a few quick examples of experiences reported by the survey respondents that helped realign the team on various dimensions:

• “I organized a presentation with everyone’s picture, brief summaries of their backgrounds, and fun facts about their interests, as well as comments (based on interviews with each) about what they saw as their role on the team. This boosted morale and improved both efforts and results.”

• “When an 11-hour time difference caused us to have to stay late into the evening for conference calls, we made sure the agenda was set 36 hours in advance and inquiries were sent back and forth 24 hours ahead of time, making sure the call itself was streamlined and effective without the need for unnecessary, time-consuming questioning that can derail a meeting.”

• “Having a weekly conference call where we all say ‘everything is fine’ seems like a waste of time while it is happening, but when people are used to hearing each other’s voices, they are much more helpful when someone actually has a problem that the group can help with.”

• “We set aside the first 15 minutes or so of each videoconference call to BS about life and gossip, share pictures of our families, etc. It seems silly to have to plan it, but it just doesn’t happen otherwise.”

• “Having a manager who specifically and publicly thanked those team members who had made themselves available for meetings at inconvenient times made a huge difference in the attitudes of those who might have been annoyed otherwise.”

MORE ON THE MISALIGNMENT PROBLEM

It’s not just virtual teams that have trouble aligning themselves and their work. In truth, any two (or more) human beings who are trying to collaborate will struggle with getting, and remaining, on the same page as each other in order to produce the best joint effort and outcomes they possibly can. Sometimes ideas clash, sometimes personalities clash, and sometimes schedules clash. Sometimes it may be as simple or as complicated as finding the day (or time of day) that both people feel energized and motivated to think about that particular task. Think of the outcome of a team’s work together as explained by the following formula:

Team Output = Team Potential + Synergy - Process Losses

Each of these elements has complexities—but first, the definitions. Output is what the team produces, and potential is what they should be capable of. The team’s potential can be thought of as the ideal case whereby all of the group’s individual talents and abilities add together in a straightforward way. Think, for example, of a team of five members engaging in a game of tug of war (whereby all members pull on a rope as strongly as they can to try and overcome a team of five pulling the rope in the other direction). The team’s potential should be the maximum force that person 1 can pull, plus the maximum force that person 2 can pull, etc., through person 5.

Synergy is defined as an interaction of elements that when combined produce a total effect that is greater than the sum of the individual elements, contributions, etc. This implies that the team might actually be able to perform better than expected by the simple additive formula used to explain the team’s potential. Isn’t it conceivable that in the spirit of the moment, pulling alongside one’s teammates and hearing the cheers of the crowd, some people may be able to actually pull harder on the tug of war rope than they could when working alone? If this is difficult to imagine, think instead of a creative team whose members generate more new ideas when they brainstorm together than when alone, as each person’s thoughts inspire the others to think of things that might not have occurred to them otherwise. In fact, the whole idea of synergies is most of the reason we use teams at all. We expect them to raise the level of performance of the individuals over and above what they could do alone.

Last and most problematic are the process losses, whereby teams get waylaid by complications in their interactions and end up falling short of their potential. Three common potential process losses include:

• Coordination Losses. Returning to the tug of war example, the idea that all five members will pull as hard as they can the moment the start whistle blows is not entirely realistic. People have an extremely hard time exerting their best efforts at precisely the same moment. Fortunately, in real organizational teams, it is rarely required for teams to have such precise and simultaneous effort. Unfortunately, other types of coordination problems can interfere with smooth functioning. As in the earlier example, time and effort get wasted when people don’t know exactly what to do or when to expect inputs from others. Though this can be a problem for all teams, it is one that often rises to the top of the list of concerns for virtual teams. Luckily, some types of virtual interaction can bypass one of the common problems in face-to-face meetings, known as “conceptual blocking.” This problem occurs in real-time interactions when people face the challenging task of both thinking and listening at the same time. Meetings are not paused while members catch up with their thoughts and plan what they want to say next. Instead, someone always has the floor for speaking and this can limit the ability of the rest of the group to think properly. Asynchronous communication, such as through e-mail exchanges, can avoid this coordination loss problem (though it would still exist in conference calls and other real-time meetings).

• The Free Rider Problem. Simply put, many people dislike teamwork, and typically their single biggest complaint is the problem of being stuck with more than one’s share of the work without recognition of these efforts (since the team may share the credit equally). Apprehension over this issue can cause people to wage a pre-emptive strike and stop giving their best efforts. Others may simply lessen their efforts, consciously or not, by resting comfortably on the thought that the rest of the team members are working very hard so it won’t make a difference whether they push themselves or not (and so they don’t). This is a problem that might be even more pronounced in a virtual setting, as the eyes of one’s teammates and leaders are far from the work being done. Many survey participants reported that without a personal check-in on the work, accountability dropped and things just didn’t get done at the pace they would have in a more traditional setting. As one person put it, “It’s definitely a lot easier for people to push their own work off onto other people virtually.”

• Evaluation Apprehension. Some people don’t speak up in teams because they are afraid of having their ideas shot down. When asked, most people deny that this could happen to them, but studies have shown that psychologically, people generally feel more comfortable going with, rather than against, the ideas already in discussion (more on this later in the book). Fortunately, here we see one more advantage for the virtual teams—most people seem to be more willing to speak up, and potentially stick their necks out on new ideas, in an online setting than they are in a face-to-face one. As one person in our survey reported, “I wouldn’t just walk into my CEO’s office to discuss something with her, but I feel very comfortable exchanging e-mails with her.”

The challenge for the virtual team, of course, is to try and maximize the synergies and minimize the losses. Understanding the effects of moving conversations and interactions away from face-to-face meetings and into the virtual realm is the first step, and then building frameworks and patterns that guide virtual teams is the next. These are the goals of the rest of the book.
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PART I

VIRTUAL COMMUNICATION


ONE

Understanding the Problem

It is worth noting at the outset that e-mail in particular is the focus of this (and other) sections of the book, though of course e-mail itself is far from the only choice in computer-mediated forms of communication currently in use. “E-mail” is in part used as shorthand, because in many cases, all computer-mediated text-based communication tools act alike. E-mail itself has also been the most widely studied tool to date. Therefore, the research that has been done on how communicating virtually can change both the content and the context of the message applies most directly to e-mail. And finally, most business professionals do rely on e-mail as a primary mode of virtual communication. It is certainly possible that this will change as technology evolves, but current business practices ensure that nearly every working person is no stranger to e-mail, for better and worse.

PROS AND CONS

Primarily, the advantages of using e-mail fall under three headings.

1. Providing written records. E-mail use allows for the creation of transcripts of all information exchanged, which is useful as a reference for what was previously discussed or decided. In spoken language, by contrast, information can sometimes be remembered differently by the various parties at best, and forgotten (conveniently or honestly) at worst. Furthermore, written text allows for the transmission of lots of information very quickly, without overwhelming the other side with a real-time need to keep up with all the details.

2. Working at your convenience. The convenience aspect is hard to overstate. It explains why e-mail (and other electronic text-based chat tools) has become so entrenched in our daily communications, and shows few signs of disappearing. Indeed, written text can actually be more efficient than spoken conversation. For example, one estimate reports that people can read about six times faster than they can listen.1 Therefore, people should be able to attend to more information more quickly in this way. Moreover, electronic text has the option of being used as a “hot” (conversing in real time) or a “cold” (sending messages and replying later) communication process.2

3. Ability to formulate careful replies. Reading and then responding allows more thought to be put into replies, as opposed to real-time conversations. This is especially useful if the information received is contentious or difficult to understand in any way (whether due to a language barrier or just based on the content itself).

Put another way, the benefits of e-mailing are essentially that it allows you to read messages and think about them, respond in your own time, and refer back to the information later. However, these advantages are balanced by, or can even be outweighed by, several critical disadvantages. And to truly learn how to use e-mail most effectively, it is important to first uncover the tendencies (both large and small) that can prevent text-based communication from succeeding. Some disadvantages are more readily apparent than others. For example, people often pay less attention to e-mail messages than they should (see Chapter 3 for more about this topic), and thus may miss important details in the process. This problem is compounded by the sheer volume of e-mails that most professionals have to deal with each and every day—a problem that seems to be getting worse instead of better. Messages with action items in them become buried in an ever-expanding inbox, and each message gets less and less attention as the stack grows.


Quotes from the front lines: “While I don’t see a lot of emotion expressed in the e-mails I get at work, I certainly have a lot of emotion about my work e-mail. I have to psych myself up every morning just to get in there and tackle the enormous in-box that’s always there. Everyone I’ve spoken to about this feels the same. It’s just a huge drain on everyone’s energy.”

Quotes from the front lines: “Everyone’s heard the urban myth of the companies that have ‘no e-mail Fridays’ and how much everyone likes the chance to unplug and get some work done. But even if we had that, it wouldn’t help—the inbox would just be that much bigger the next day. There really isn’t a question anymore of checking in from home or vacation—it is necessary just to stay on top of the deluge.”



Text-based conversations also greatly increase the chances of misunderstandings. Though most people feel confident about their ability to fully understand the messages they receive, research has shown that they overestimate this ability in the majority of cases.3 Furthermore, although people can read and absorb messages efficiently, it doesn’t always happen in reality. Instead, people quite often skim instead of read and miss important parts of the content. And the absence of tone of voice in and of itself can lead to mistakes in understanding both information and intent, and can lead to more conflict and hurt feelings as a result. Overall, the process of coming to decisions via text-based communication can often be a frustrating one.


Quotes from the front lines: “It drives me absolutely crazy when we end up having a long back-and-forth process for something that could have been discussed and decided in mere minutes out loud. If I want to send you an e-mail, I have to take the time to compose my thoughts and spell-check them, then send it out and wait for a response because maybe you don’t read your e-mail right away. Then you finally read it and send me back an e-mail with a question. Then I have to read your e-mail and think, ‘Oh, he doesn’t get it,’ and then have to write up another e-mail to clarify it. It has added so much complexity to our work.”



Lastly, as mentioned in the introduction, getting to know others is indisputably more difficult over e-mail than in a face-to-face meeting. In person, people tend to rely on non-verbal cues to make quick judgments about traits such as personality and abilities. Research has shown that these “zero acquaintance” (meaning the very first moments of meeting) snap judgments are fairly accurate.4 People so deeply rely on these visual first impressions as an opportunity to “size someone up” that they may feel psychologically unsettled without that information. If they must engage in a blind relationship (for work or otherwise) without this ability to judge someone in person, they will often still try to form a first impression based solely on the text of the other person’s first few e-mail messages. This type of impression is built on much weaker data, since unfortunately, the ability to judge either personalities or skills falls considerably when text is the only medium available. Instead, there is a much higher reliance on stereotypes or previously set expectancies about people met in this way.5

SENDING X BUT RECEIVING Y

Communication problems are often subtle and may cause complications even without people being consciously aware of them. For example, people think they are generally better than they really are at understanding the messages that they receive. This is also mirrored by the fact that people think they write more clearly than they actually do in the messages they send. Both are examples of a more general bias called the “curse of knowledge.” This refers to the difficulty you face when you know something very well, since it is hard to truly remember that other people do not know the same thing. A vivid experiment demonstrates this effect. In it, one person is asked to tap out the “tune” of a well-known song to a listener, and try to get the listener to correctly identify the song. Tappers in this study estimated that about 50% of the listeners should be able to guess the song correctly, but in reality only about 2.5% were able to do so (yes, that’s two-and-a-half percent, and not 25%!—as in, nearly nobody). Why? While the tune was playing alongside the taps in the mind of the tapper, the listener only heard a succession of tuneless noises and silences that don’t necessarily help to identify the rest of the song.6 This is the same reason why website designers may fail to understand how difficult it is for a layperson to find the needed clicks and the links embedded on a webpage, since they themselves know so well where to look to find them.

The curse of knowledge also applies to how well we communicate with others, especially in a more ambiguous form such as e-mail. One series of studies set out to demonstrate that people systematically overestimate the level at which their readers would understand the tone of their e-mail messages. In the first of these studies, participants were asked to write five sentences that were serious in tone, and five that were sarcastic (without labeling them in any way). Sentence-writers were then asked to guess: What percent of people will correctly identify which sentences were which? On average, writers expected the readers to be able to correctly distinguish the serious from the sarcastic in 97% of the cases. After all, when they thought about the sentences in their own heads, the tone was so crystal clear that it became very difficult to imagine anyone reading the same sentence with a different slant. In reality, most participants did in fact label the sentences correctly, but not 97% as predicted—only 84% were correct. Recall that these were sentences that the senders had specifically designed to be either serious or sarcastic, and yet still 16% of the readers missed the intended tone.

In a follow-up study of more typical sentences (selected from a list provided by the experimenters in this case), the success rate in correctly identifying serious versus sarcastic tone fell to 50%, which is no better than chance! The researchers compared this number with people listening to the same sentences out loud, and there was quite a difference: out loud, people were able to correctly identify the tone nearly 75% of the time. To make sure that the sentences themselves were not just needlessly ambiguous, a different group of people were told which sentences were sarcastic and which were serious, and were then asked to estimate how many readers would correctly identify the tone of these phrases. They guessed that nearly 90% of the sentences would be obvious to the other side, when as we saw above, the right answer was closer to 50–50 (for written text). And it’s not just sarcasm or serious tones that are problematic. Similar results were found for other emotions as well, including sadness and anger.

The next follow-up question in this study related to how well the sender and receiver already knew each other. To rule out this potentially confounding variable, the authors next compared sender-receiver pairs who were friends with sender-receiver pairs who were strangers. A reasonable explanation for the findings could have been that people may be weaker than expected at picking up on the sarcastic (or other) tones from a stranger, but once someone is well known, the intended meaning of the sentence should come through more clearly. But, the findings remained the same even for the sender-receiver pairs who were friends prior to the exercise. In other words, friend pairs were just as inaccurate as stranger pairs at this task. This provides very strong evidence that even when people are communicating with others whom they already know and who presumably know something about their conversational style, there is a sizable gap between the assumption made about how much the reader will understand about tone and how much is actually accurately decoded.7 Thus, even with those you know very well, your ability to correctly identify the exact meaning they had intended is probably worse than you think.


TIP

Written text is more ambiguous than you think, not only with strangers but even with those whom you know. Don’t assume the reader will catch your meaning, or your tone, unless you take special care to make your messages clear.



In the next section, we discuss another one of the hidden costs associated with e-mail use: an unintentionally negative attitude.

NEGATIVITY AND DECEPTION: THE CHEATING, LYING, AND INSULTING PROBLEMS

For whatever reason, people just aren’t their nicest selves online. For example, negotiators using e-mail or instant messaging instead of face-to-face or phone conversations have been shown to use more threats and demanding behavior (and offer fewer concessions), resulting in fewer deals being achieved and a lower sense of credibility overall.8 Perhaps this is due to the lack of the instant feedback from another person’s facial expressions that you would get if you were speaking face to face. Perhaps it is the fact that the person on the other side of a computer message feels less human than does someone standing in your presence. Perhaps it is the (often false) sense of anonymity people have when typing as opposed to speaking out loud. Perhaps it is all of these things and others, but regardless of why, the fact remains that interacting online can often bring out the worst in people. More specifically, people seem to give themselves permission to cheat, lie, and insult others more readily in the online environment than they do in any other realm, whether it be in face-to-face interactions or even written text on actual pieces of paper.

To help explain this, psychologists have identified a state of mind they have termed disinhibition. Disinhibition is defined as a lack of restraint. In other words, it refers to the moments when people give themselves permission to act in ways that are impulsive without regard for rules or risks. More specifically, disinhibition prompts people to:

• Act on their desires without fear of the consequences;

• Pay great attention to their own internal states and very little attention to the interests and experiences of others;

• Use others as a means to an end; and

• Engage in action, as opposed to spending time thinking.

Disinhibition is a classic hallmark of people in power. Even regular people, when put into a position of power over others in the room, can start displaying these tendencies.9 Research has identified the reason for these feelings, and it relates to an inflated sense of control over outcomes. For example, people primed to think about a time they were in power felt that they were in more control of random events (such as the roll of a die), were more likely to assume that they could make events turn out the way they wanted them to (such as the performance of a new marketing strategy), felt higher self-esteem on the whole, and even felt more control over national issues such as the economy.10 This potentially overblown sense of control seems to allow people to release themselves from dedicated concern for others. Unfortunately, disinhibition is also displayed by people engaging in electronic communication. As an aside, disinhibition also helps to explain many of the morally dubious behaviors we see displayed both by people in positions of power and by those communicating electronically.

In the online environment specifically, disinhibition is thought to be due to a combination of factors, beginning with the overblown sense of anonymity most feel when typing messages. In other words, if your message does not feel tied directly to you personally and thus does not necessarily represent you, it may be that much easier to take liberties with the standards of polite conversation. A sense of anonymity may also arise based on the fact that much of the time, people are physically alone when working on a computer. This feeling can also exaggerate the sense of the self as opposed to focusing on the other person(s) at all, let alone their needs and feelings. Being alone and typing can also minimize any sense of an authority figure in the situation. The lack of immediate visual feedback from one’s counterpart is a contributing factor, especially since being able to see someone’s facial expressions and reactions when you speak to him or her can actually change the signals your brain sends to you about the entire situation.11 Taken together, these factors can promote disinhibition via anonymity, which in turn can help to explain some of the less-than-stellar behaviors observed in online conversations. Below, each of the problems of cheating, lying, and insulting that are unfortunately all too common in this realm are explored.

Cheating

Most people don’t cheat for sport; they cheat because they believe it will get them something that they could not have (easily) attained otherwise. One version of cheating has to do with being on a team but skimping on your efforts toward the team’s credit in favor of your efforts for your own credit. The tension between your goals and the team’s goals makes this a mixed-motive situation, and becomes especially challenging when there are too many competing demands for your time and attention. Do you work hard in ways that benefit the group as a whole but potentially fail to highlight your own personal contributions, or do you make sure that your own work is what you spend your time on, even if that comes at the expense of the team? Ideally, team dynamics and rewards are structured in such a way as to avoid this choice, but in reality, it arises anyway. Research has investigated this type of setting and has found that team members engaged in face-to-face meetings err on the side of decisions that both help and protect the whole group. On the other hand, team members communicating through online discussions lean towards more individualistic decisions. Trust is lower in the online setting (see Chapter 6 for more about this), and people seem to feel a stronger pull to protect their own interests in the face of a more anonymous team interaction.

To explore this further, researchers often examine groups in a setting called a social dilemma. This kind of task is one in which people have competing incentives to minimize their own efforts but simultaneously maximize the value of the group product. For example, people who watch public television have these types of competing interests. A certain number of people need to donate money so that all people can continue to watch and enjoy the programming. One individual can decide to be a “free rider” and assume that others will carry the burden of financial contribution to benefit all, or that same individual can decide to donate a small amount, hope others will do the same, and thus help provide the benefit to both the contributors and the non-contributors alike. Each individual has an economic incentive to contribute as little as possible, but collectively they must reach a set amount of donated funds or else the shows will be lost for everybody.

In one particular research study,12 participants were asked to role-play as the owners of various shark-fishing businesses, who are facing an ever-depleting population of shark in the waters. If all owners continued to fish at their current rates, the shark population would soon be non-existent and all the businesses would fold. If, on the other hand, they all cut their current rates significantly, the shark population could remain at a sustainable level. So, each player needs to weigh the current value of their profits against the future losses if the shark population disappears. All “business owners” in this study met and made tentative decisions about their harvesting plans, but the actual fishing decisions were not made until later, in a private setting. During their discussion time, most groups came to a consensus on the amount each would refrain from harvesting so as to ensure the safety of the shark population for the future; however, the private nature of the actual decision moment gave each player the opportunity to “cheat” and fish more than the agreed-upon amount without the input of their group-mates.

To assess the differences between face-to-face groups and those interacting virtually, half of the teams in this study had their meeting in person, and the other half had them via computer-based text chat. In the end, the half that met online were significantly more likely to cheat—that is, to take for themselves as opposed to cooperate with the rest of the group—than were those who met in person. A second setup in this study demonstrated the same effect but in a different setting: when offered the chance to donate money to a common pot that would pay out only if most members also donated their money, nearly 86% of the groups who interacted online were uncooperative (that is, kept the initial money for themselves instead of risking it by giving it to the group pot), whereas only 25% of the groups who interacted face to face decided to act in this more self-serving manner. It seems that people just don’t trust others whom they cannot see the same way as those they meet face to face, and their willingness to cooperate with them plummets accordingly.

Lying

People have also shown themselves likely to lie more readily when interacting online. This can range from the more mundane examples of stretching the truth on a dating website to the more extreme ones such as falsifying factual information for personal gain. One study explored whether people would misreport information if it meant they stood to gain additional resources from the lie13 (which, indeed parallels most cases of professional fibbing—like cheating, not many lie without a clear sense of individual gain to be had from the act). First, the conclusion: people in the online condition of this study, as opposed to those writing information down on paper, were indeed much more likely to lie to pad their own bottom line. Now, the details: Participants in this experiment were told that they were selected as the decision maker for a pair of people (the focal participant and an unnamed partner). The decision makers were told that a certain amount of money was available to each pair, and that they alone knew how much was in the total pot. They were then told that they needed to decide how much money went to themselves and to their partners, and that their partners would have to accept whatever decision was made without any input whatsoever, and without ever knowing the true pot size. This afforded an opportunity to seem fair while actually taking a greater share of the money for oneself without repercussion. For example, let’s say you told your partner that you were given a budget of $5000 for a particular set of projects and thus you were splitting the funds 50–50 and giving $2500 for your partner’s use and keeping the other $2500 for yourself. This would seem perfectly reasonable, unless anyone should discover that the actual budget you were allotted was $7500, meaning that you yourself netted $5000 out of this seemingly “fair” split of the pie, and lied to your partner to maintain an illusion of equality.

In the research study, participants reporting their decisions online lied in over 90% of the cases. Those filling out a paper form lied more like 60% of the time—still a big number but not as shocking as the nearly ubiquitous 90+% in the online group! People continued to lie online, and in greater proportions, even in situations where they learned that their partners would definitely be informed of the falsehood after the fact—the temptation to lie was apparently that strong. This provides more evidence for the fact that online interactions seem to allow people to take for themselves and become less concerned with the needs of others, including their teammates.


Quotes from the front lines: “You know the old saying ‘Don’t believe everything that you read’? I’ve taken that to heart over the years. I don’t believe anything I haven’t heard out loud. Of course this is an exaggeration, but I have found that when something seems off in an e-mail, a phone call often unearths an entirely different slant on the conversation.”



Insulting Others

Compared with cheating and lying, insulting one another online seems to be a lesser offense, but it is still a problematic tendency. From the earliest observations of e-mail, researchers have found that people are more willing to express anger, to name-call, and even to bully other people when communicating in this way.14 For example, in one anecdote reported in a newspaper article, a teenager noted that awkward moments came up regularly in his peer group when one person wrote something to another via text that would never have been said out loud, and then the air failed to be cleared afterwards, since when face to face, nobody was willing to comment on the inflammatory remarks.15 Similarly, a research study paired total strangers together and initiated an e-mail conversation. The investigators were stunned to see as many as 20% of the conversations take an almost instant turn for the worse, containing both rude and lewd content.16 Interestingly enough, people also seem more willing to label themselves in negative ways when they are communicating through electronic text instead of through other mechanisms.17 Disinhibition once again arises as a common theme in the behaviors observed in online communication. Though not always consciously or intentionally, people do seem to give themselves permission to act in more self-serving and less sensitive ways when interacting online.

Since electronic interactions are not likely to go away, the right path forward is to learn how to manage them in our lives. The rest of this book is devoted to analyzing and strategizing ways to overcome these negative tendencies in electronic communication, so that virtual teams and co-located employees (using text to connect) alike can better manage both their relationships and their tasks. One simple solution seems warranted right up front, and that is to intersperse other forms of interaction with the use of electronic text. Some assume that this requires regular face-to-face contact (a practice that many virtual teams embrace, beginning with a kick-off meeting). However, regular in-person check-ins can be inefficient in terms of each time, money, and the flow of work, and are not the only viable solution to the challenges that e-mail presents. There is also always the promise of newer and better technologies to connect people from afar without the stripped-down nature of text-only interaction. Better technologies may help make sure that the communication partners are reminded of the actual person on the other end of the conversation (perhaps through improved videoconferencing? communication via avatars?—more on these ideas later in the book). In the meantime, the simple idea that no single channel should be used exclusively can be helpful. Mixing up e-mail exchanges even with just the occasional one-on-one phone call can change perceptions and connections for the better.


TIP

Recognize the greater temptation to lie, cheat, and insult others in online exchanges for yourself and for others. Reconnect using tools with greater “bandwidth” occasionally to re-inspire cooperation.



Before proceeding to other topics, the issue of emotional expression in text-based communications warrants some attention, because the problem of negativity can arise here as well.

EMOTIONS ONLINE

Most work e-mails are dull. In fact, lack of emotion might even be considered a bigger problem than too much emotion in most people’s experiences of e-mail! However, emotions are important. They give us information about whether a situation is beneficial or problematic, and give us clues as to how to respond to others. For example, your reply to an angry manager would probably not be identical to your reply to a delighted one. If e-mail inhibits people from obtaining an accurate read on the emotions of others, this is yet another obstacle that must be understood and overcome to use this tool successfully. Similarly, if positive emotion is difficult to express and understand over e-mail, it can limit the ease with which we can form effective relationships to others with whom we communicate primarily online.18 Unfortunately, both of these concerns about e-mail (harder to read others’ state of mind and harder to connect with them) are well founded.


Quotes from the front lines: “So many of the times that I’ve interpreted an e-mail as angry, I’ve been wrong. Therefore, I really try not to guess how the sender is feeling, even for messages sent with red exclamation points or in all capital letters. It is a difficult thing to do, though, since it is a human response that you cannot escape. At times, there is nothing left to do but make a phone call and make sure everyone is on the same page.”



However subtle, emotion is present in many online exchanges, and recognizing how it works and how it tends to be understood can be advantageous. Sometimes, text even allows for greater emotional expression than would be found in a face-to-face setting.


Quotes from the front lines: “Emotions can come out more strongly in electronic chats than in person. In our company, in the middle of virtual meetings, it is typical for colleagues to start Instant Message conversations right alongside the meeting itself. One time, our boss’s boss was presenting something about our new strategic direction, and a colleague pinged me and said ‘That is SO not what he said last week!’ Those kinds of side-channel comments are like whispering in a face-to-face meeting, except things can be said with much more force than would be possible in the room itself.”



It was noted above that people can tend towards being more negative in what they write online. Additionally, people also seem to interpret messages more negatively than they were intended—positive messages can be interpreted as neutral (called the neutrality bias), and neutral ones can be interpreted as actually negative (called—you guessed it—the negativity bias).19 Negative messages also seem to fall prey to the negativity bias, in that they tend to be interpreted as even more negative than they were originally intended.20 Furthermore, the presence of even slight hints of negativity seems to override other elements of the message, leading to a general sense of negativity about the whole message.21 In short, the language used in e-mail messages seems to be something of a minefield, whereby any hint of negativity can explode in the receiver’s mind and cause the entire tone of the message to change in dramatic ways. Perhaps in part for this reason, even jokes are rated as less funny when they are presented over e-mail.22 Negative language may also be read as a sign of dominance in the sender.23 Finally, the less well the receiver knows the sender ahead of time, the more exaggerated this negativity effect can be.


Quotes from the front lines: “Once I got a phone call from a colleague that I didn’t know very well, named Gary, asking me to please contact a mutual colleague of ours, Alex, on his behalf. Apparently, Gary had received an e-mail from Alex, and was sure that he had somehow mis-stepped and had angered him based on the tone of the message he received. I did contact Alex, who of course had no idea what I was talking about since he wasn’t one bit upset with Gary.”




TIP

Remember that emotion is often interpreted more negatively than intended: positive messages are read as neutral, neutral ones as negative, and slightly negative ones as very negative. Re-read your own text before sending with this in mind.



How is emotion actually expressed online? People have always been attuned to emotional cues sent by the body language of others, and in the absence of posture, facial expressions, and tone of voice, the language itself must step in to give the impression of emotional tone. There are generally two channels through which emotion can be communicated through text. It can either be stated in the words themselves or it can be implied through the use of non-word symbols or signals. Using the words themselves to express emotion can be accomplished by using emotion-laden words directly (for example, “I am so delighted with the way this project is progressing”) or through the presence or absence of greetings. The degree of formality of the language used can also signal emotion to some degree. Non-word symbols might include the use of exclamation points for emphasis, the use of emoticons (“faces” created with various punctuation marks, such as:-) for a smile or:-P for a tongue sticking out), or the use of capital letters. Signals might include particularly short or long messages, or messages that come back either quickly or after a lengthy delay. As an aside, it is interesting to note that there seems to be a generational effect at work here as well: older people seem to both use and perceive less emotion in e-mail messages than do younger people.24

One study explored the expression of emotion in electronic text by coding actual e-mail messages sent and received in a professional setting. What was found was that each positive and negative emotion appears differently in this environment. While positive emotion was generally expressed through the use of exclamation points (indicating friendly interaction), the use of positive words, and the use of greetings and closures, negative emotion was expressed through negations (“I don’t think . . .”) and by generally being more succinct in what was said.25

This implies that it is easy to read negative emotion into what isn’t said—the lack of a greeting or closing, or the timing of a reply. Messages that don’t get a reply promptly (or one at all), for example, often inspire the sender to assume that the receiver was displeased with the content. Yet this seems to leave an awful lot of room for misinterpretation. Are all very short messages (or those that don’t get an immediate response) meant to convey negative feelings? Surely not, but if that is one of the signals used by those in a negative mood to convey displeasure, it could make it tough to know when to assume that a short (or a late) reply is meant to be efficient (or is delayed for irrelevant reasons), and when it’s meant to signal anger. People also seem to gravitate toward e-mail to deliver bad news,26 since it affords them a degree of separation from the person receiving the news (see Chapter 8 for more on this topic).


Quotes from the front lines: “When I was first introduced to e-mail, I used all capital letters because I didn’t realize that it meant yelling. People receiving my e-mails probably thought I was angry at them, but really it was just my ignorance of e-mail etiquette. After somebody finally told me what it meant, I stopped doing that. I am also now wary of using features such as bold, underlining, etc., as there may be unintended nuances to the emotions that those express.”



Additionally, in the online setting, people can spontaneously interpret all kinds of seemingly neutral content-based statements as indicative of a positive or a negative mood. In a negotiation context, for example, flexibility in response to the proposals on the table (for example, “We could do it this way, or we can work with a different format as well”) came with the assumption that the sender was in a positive mood, whereas resoluteness (“Unfortunately, that’s not something that we’ll be able to accept”) implied that the sender was in a negative mood.27 Complicating this matter is the fact that different people can read the same messages and come away with very different interpretations of the intended emotional tone. In one study, some people interpreted long messages as positive in tone, while others read negative emotion into them instead!28 Even emoticons are not free from misinterpretation.29


Quotes from the front lines: “I’ve noticed that the way I interpret e-mails is often based on my prior interactions with people. If I have had a negative experience with someone and then receive an e-mail from that individual, I might perceive that to be a negative e-mail that is attacking or condescending. If I had a positive experience with someone, my perception would probably be the opposite.”



How should you deal with this problem? One company took the issue to its extreme, and put a mandatory signature line at the bottom of all of its e-mails stating: “This e-mail may display a telegraphic style that gives the false impression of curtness or insensitivity.”30 While this might help to alleviate the problem, it is probably more heavy-handed than most companies would prefer. Instead, encouraging openness norms that permit a receiver to question the state of mind of a sender when necessary may help. One suggestion is to provide examples of text that should be permissible, such as, “It seems that X (the issue at hand) is very important to you,” “This seems to have upset you,” or “Has this not met your expectations thus far?” and then follow up with questions such as, “Is that an accurate interpretation of the situation?” and “How can we proceed more effectively?” Chapter 2 will provide a more detailed look at policies that can help guide effective e-mail use.


TIP

Encourage follow-up questions to seek clarity on messages with an ambiguous tone.



People tend to match features of the messages that they receive in their replies (more on this as well in Chapter 2 ). For instance, very short messages are usually followed by similarly short ones, etc. The emotional tone of the messages is no exception. Positive messages tend to be as “catching” as negative tones. Even more interesting is the fact that matching the emotional tone of the sender’s message is not just a linguistic reflex, but it can actually cause you to feel these emotions personally. In other words, if you receive a note with a snippy tone, and you respond with more curtness because of it, odds are that you will walk away from the interchange feeling more negative than you did before it began. Similarly, good moods can also be spread through mirroring the tone of messages that you have received. Experiments using four-person virtual teams have demonstrated that even one individual on a team can increase the negative or positive emotion felt by all four team members.31 For this reason, it can be important to take a step back from negative exchanges and regain your perspective before engaging in a downward spiral.

SUMMARY

Writing to others via electronic text seems to inspire an unconscious state of disinhibition in many people. This generally translates to a more self-centered view without adequate concern for other people or for broadly held moral guidelines. Make sure you remember that everything you send represents you to the world. And although emotion is not a feature of every text-based message, people still infer emotion and react accordingly to all kinds of signals, whether they be words themselves or other features, such as length or response time. Leave as little room for misinterpretation as possible, both in terms of the content and the emotional tone of the messages that you send.
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TWO

Pace and Policy

THE QUESTION OF EFFICIENCY

It is not always clear whether communicating electronically yields a more efficient process overall. You may save some time by not having to schedule a meeting to accomplish something, but you may also spend more time overall having multiple choppy conversations instead of one start-to-finish event. Similarly, while it is a tremendous advantage to be able to prioritize the demands on your time by controlling the flow of work, there is the potential frustration that results from an always-full inbox. E-mail is not something that most people can ever cross off their to-do list.


Quotes from the front lines: “If I didn’t have the electronic intermediary, I would be flooded with requests for immediate attention from others without a handy way to do my own prioritizing. Yet even so, I sometimes feel like I haven’t actually accomplished anything even though I’ve spent a full day typing away at my e-mail. With e-mail, you never really finish it. There’s always more!”



So is it more efficient or not to use text instead of spoken conversations? The answer may depend on what exactly you mean by efficiency. It can certainly be thought of as efficient to be able to say exactly what you want, when you want, without the chance of interruption or a derailed thought process. In addition, e-mail can also send a signal to the other side that one’s time is not being wasted.


Quotes from the front lines: “Our clients hate to pay for face-to-face conversations within our team of lawyers, since it feels like they are getting double-billed for their time. E-mail, on the other hand, gives the necessary appearance of efficiency, whereby someone is organizing information, following up where appropriate, and not getting distracted by niceties or other conversations.”



Not all signals that the use of e-mail sends are positive ones, however. Some topics are not a natural fit for e-mail, and proceeding with their use can give the appearance of “un-seriousness” in more critical conversations, such as giving feedback (see Chapters 4 and 7 for more on this topic).

E-mail’s efficiency can also depend on the content of the exchange. Ironically, e-mail may be the most efficient choice for either the most complicated or the simplest types of messages, but the ones in between can be a toss-up. Simple messages (confirming the time of a meeting, for instance) that are unambiguous and take little time to respond to are rarely problematic. Calling or stopping by and interrupting someone for this same information would surely be less efficient. And in theory, e-mail can also be useful for conveying complicated information: dense data, for example, or questions with many parts to them. This type of message can be effective because the receiver benefits from time to think about what’s presented or asked, can review it repeatedly if necessary, and then prepare and organize a response. In reality, this only works if both (a) the sender has taken the time to clearly organize the information or requests being sent, and (b) the receiver actually takes the time to read and think about the response, which is increasingly hard to count on as professionals get busier in general and more overwhelmed with the number of messages they receive each hour. Instead, problems arise when messages of at least some depth of content are fired off without clear enough thought about either the organization in the message itself or the effect it may have on other people—which, in all likelihood, describes a great many messages sent and received each day. As examples, consider the “just my two cents” message offered by one person that causes a flurry of opinions and defenses from everyone else copied; the “cover my rear” messages that are sent only because it is easily done but cause “noise” for everyone else; and the half-explained thoughts or “quick questions” that make no sense out of context.


Quotes from the front lines: “We had an assistant once who was clearly taught to ‘close the loop’ on every message she received by always replying to it, no matter what it was. Sometimes this was helpful, but often it was ridiculous. I might ask to have something mailed, and she would e-mail back just to say ‘okay’. So I would feel like I should then say ‘thanks’ and she would reply ‘no problem!’ It started to feel like a competition about who could get in the last word, and it was absurd how many extra minutes in a week were spent looking at these types of messages.”



Clearly articulated and well-organized content on material that is critical to moving the work forward is the hallmark of efficient e-mail messages.


TIP

It is no exaggeration to say that using e-mail is simultaneously the most efficient and the least efficient thing that many professionals do with their time. Pay attention to the question of efficiency and make sure that the messages you send have each passed the quality and necessity tests.



While further on in the book the focus will shift to the idea of how to make your messages accessible to the receiver (see Chapter 3 ), the next topic here is on how to manage the pace of e-mail messages for best success.

“MIRROR AND MATCH”

It goes without saying that developing rapport with the other person in a conversation is one important goal. While you certainly can accomplish professional tasks and make effective decisions with others without any sense of rapport, it is both less efficient and less pleasant to do so. Speaking seems to elicit a strong sense of “connection” between some people very rapidly, but not necessarily between all people. Although there is a long list of reasons why you might be more drawn to some people than to others, one such variable relates to the similarity of your speech patterns. The famous quote “People who like each other tend to be like each other”1 applies as strongly in the communications domain as it does in other areas of interaction.

Sometimes people are naturally similar to each other, but many other times, people use reciprocity to “mirror and match” the behaviors of others to make themselves more similar to each other. To take a simple example, while it’s just considered good manners to try and do a favor back for someone who has done a favor for you, it also creates a sense of psychological comfort for people to match others in their levels of helpfulness and generosity (or their levels of aggression, competitiveness, or unkindness). In addition to one-on-one interpersonal exchanges such as matching favors, reciprocity works on both larger and smaller levels as well. For example, people can show reciprocity with whole institutions, as they seem to work harder for organizations that they feel have made efforts to take their needs into account.2

In terms of communications, reciprocity can also guide the unconscious choice of certain words or behaviors. Two people in conversation generally, over a short amount of time, start to display reciprocity in their conversational patterns. The matching of word style choices, speech patterns, and slang appear regularly. People having a face-to-face conversation also tend to synchronize the nonverbal parts of their interaction over time. In other words, their head-nodding, eye-blinking, or finger-tapping types of movements tend to mirror each other as the conversation progresses. This synchrony serves a purpose by making the speakers feel more comfortable with each other, based on the idea that others who are more similar to you are naturally more trustworthy.

Whether created consciously or unconsciously, synchronized communication creates a smooth flow and allows you to take advantage of the bias people feel towards others who display similar characteristics. While in day-to-day interactions this process tends to occur both spontaneously and unconsciously, it can also be used as a tactic to make someone feel more comfortable with you. Salespeople are often trained in this “mirror and match” technique to try to act and speak like the customer in front of them to make for a more comfortable interaction and thus, inspire more trust (and hopefully a sale).

When conversations move to text (such as e-mail), however, the mirror and match instinct takes a slightly different turn. People do still have the unconscious tendency to “mirror and match,” but not on exactly the same things. Two very common “mirroring” tendencies in this medium are length of message and time delay before answering. Without consciously deciding to, most people dash a quick one-line answer off to someone who has asked a quick one-line question, and are more likely to provide three paragraphs of information to someone who has written a long, detailed request. To some degree, this is not only good for building rapport but can also be logical and appropriate—someone asking a quick question might well be annoyed by a pages-long answer.

The fact that people tend to mirror each other unconsciously, however, is where the potential complications lay. Let’s look at the matter of pace. Some people fire off reply e-mails the minute they see the message, while others take days to send anything. What’s interesting is that even those who tend to respond quickly in most situations may find themselves delaying a response to someone who typically responds more slowly. Similarly, it can be ineffective to try to squeeze important content into a one-sentence e-mail simply because that is the type that has been sent to you.


Quotes from the front lines: “I like to answer e-mails promptly. It’s efficient and gets people the information they need. Plus, I dislike leaving things undone—half the time I forget about it entirely if I don’t do it right away, and then have a moment of panic later when I remember that I hadn’t yet gotten back to it. Despite this, I have recently noticed that there are several people whose messages usually make me think ‘well that can wait’ about answering them, even though it puts me in danger of forgetting about it! Once I thought it through, I realized that the people who I delay answering are exactly those people who never respond promptly to me. I never thought of myself as a ‘tit-for-tat’ type of person, and once I saw the pattern, I realized it was hurting me as much as them.”



A related problem is the fact that even though a lengthy reply may feel more appropriate to a lengthy request, the extra time that it takes may make many people push that task off the immediate to-do list. As one newspaper article put it, sometimes people don’t end up replying at all and seeming like they did not care about the message, when in fact they cared too much to send a quick reply, and thus ended up failing to respond at all (or within a reasonable timeframe).3


TIP

While it can create rapport to have people mirror and match each other’s communication patterns and styles, this instinct should never overwhelm basic common sense about what needs to be conveyed, and when, to get work done effectively.



Lastly, it is worth noting that the pace question in e-mail response time is also linked to power. The higher up the receiver of your message, the less likely you are to get a quick reply. Most people attend to messages from their superiors first, and let the people below them wait. And the reverse is true as well, in that delayed responses from low-status people are judged more harshly than identical delays from higher-status people.4


Quotes from the front lines: “The ‘real life’ status that different people have within an organization is perfectly reflected in e-mail. When I come to work in the morning, the first thing I do is to scan all of the e-mail that came in overnight, and to quickly prioritize those messages to read and respond to. Messages from my boss and his boss get responded to first! And now that I’m the boss of more things, I feel more in control and less like I have to jump for others. I mind much less than I used to if messages sit around, unanswered, for days or even a week.”



In addition to the length and the pace, even the language choice itself can fall into the pattern of mirroring what others have sent. One research study on this topic found that within any one organization, there was a very high degree of consistency about whether individuals used close or distant styles of communications, how extensively they used greetings and closings, and how friendly and familial were the language choices. Across different organizations, however, there was a great deal of variance. Thus, the common patterns found within a particular organization were likely not random, but were instead a reflection of the culture and of the customs of that workplace.5 This can be explained in part by the mirroring instinct—when you receive a curt e-mail with no greeting, you are more likely to respond in kind. A warm greeting and closing may also inspire you to choose the same style. The importance of understanding these tendencies lies in the realization that one message may have a rippling effect on lots of other messages.


TIP

Know that your word choice and tone can inspire a chain of like-minded responses. Avoid dashing off negative messages, as the repercussions may last much longer than your original mood.



THE “CC” TRAP

It’s so easy, and so tempting, to copy lots of people on messages. For one thing, it highlights to those above you what you are doing and shows that you are working hard. This, of course, often drives those in high-level positions crazy, as it places unreasonable demands on their time. The provost of a major university once lamented, “You wouldn’t believe how many people copy me on their work just to show off.”


Quotes from the front lines: “In fact, the majority of the e-mails I receive are ones where I am just being ‘cc’d’ on something. But it still takes hours of time to go through them all and check to see if I have to do anything or if they are just for informational purposes. ‘Cc-ing’ is used mostly so that everyone knows you did something. But they don’t realize that it just bogs down the system, and also makes me sometimes miss things that I was supposed to act on since it was buried in the stack.”



Clearly, this is a problem, and companies large and small are beginning to respond with policies limiting or eliminating entirely the use of “cc” and/or “bcc” on e-mail. Furthermore, different people may each have their own “cc” personalities, in which some like to use/overuse this option and others prefer not to. So while the spirit of policies like these is sound, in practice, they can backfire. This is primarily because it is nearly impossible to dictate a generalized “line in the sand” for who needs to know what on a given topic. Companies resorting to blanket policies such as “no more than four addresses may appear on any one given message” or “only people whose name appears in the document can be copied on the message” (both real examples of existing policies) may feel like a reasonable attempt to rein in the problem of e-mail overload, but they also potentially limit the scope of what can and should be accomplished by the message in the first place.

It is important to know, as well, that using “cc” can have unintended effects on the message itself. Perhaps not surprisingly, people speak and write differently to one person than they do to a group of people. Therefore, in addition to the other concerns, getting your message through in and of itself is more complicated as you add people to the recipient list. People seem to write using more formal language and style when more people are copied. They may also need to review information that many already know, to get the “outsiders” up to speed. These changes can sometimes unintentionally hide the intended meaning of the original message. Additionally, having multiple receivers on a message creates another layer of complexity in terms of ranking their importance.

The first signal that someone is secondary to the conversation is the decision about whose address to put in the “send” field and who is in the “copy” field. Copying someone who does not need to be directly involved in the conversation can put that person into the role of side-participant, bystander, or eavesdropper. A side-participant is someone who might not voice an opinion on the topic at hand, but whose potential reaction may weigh on the original message sender nonetheless. Bystanders are those people for whom you might just say “FYI”—here is some information you might want to know about, but no reaction is expected from you at all. Eavesdroppers are those for whom their presence is not even recognized by all of the discussion participants—either by oversight or because the address is hidden from view.

The language used in the message itself can also signal the “copy” status of the participants. For example, people are more likely to speak of someone in the third person when that person is copied instead of directly addressed, such as, “Maria will get back to you to address that concern” or even “I believe Maria will take care of that (?).”6 This kind of statement can also be included to indirectly ask for approval or collaboration from the copied party. In both of the above examples, an indirect question to Maria has been asked, but is in a format that is atypical in other types of communication. Some might say that this format is efficient and saves time; others might find it impolite because it does not directly ask for the necessary input from the focal person. Thus, “cc” has created whole new avenues for communicating, some of which may unfortunately lead to whole new avenues of misunderstanding. The more people on the list, the more you have to pay attention to make sure your message makes sense to all of them, while still accomplishing the original goal.


TIP

Keep it simple, and copy as few people as possible on any given message. This allows you to write more directly to those you are addressing.



Though thus far “cc” has been painted as nothing but trouble, here are a few reasons why “cc” should not be abolished completely (listed first and then explained in turn):

• Sometimes, a lot of people actually do need to know the information

• Being visible does make people work harder

• It can be kinder to include a “cc” than to “tattle” on someone, or make a giant issue out of a problem that may be brewing

The Need-to-Know Basis

It’s a fine line between angering people by cutting them out of the loop and angering people by overwhelming them with information they don’t actually need.


Quotes from the front lines: “Recently, a group of about 10 lawyers were working together on a deal—half from my firm and half from the client company. We all used e-mail to communicate with each other, and used “cc” a lot to make sure the whole team was up to speed on what was happening. My boss then decided that it looked problematic to have that many e-mails flying around, so she made a policy eliminating “cc” options on e-mails within the team. After that, we started running into problems, as people no longer had the current information on the status of the work. We all started using “cc” again—but this time, leaving off the boss’s address instead!”




TIP

Ask first if you are unsure if someone wants to be copied on a particular e-mail conversation.



Visibility and Motivation

Nearly a hundred years ago, historic research occurred in a factory called Hawthorne Works (a Western Electric factory outside of Chicago) that set out to identify whether certain changes in conditions, such as brighter lights, would improve productivity. The primary investigators found something they weren’t looking for: individuals thrived most when they worked in spontaneously derived teams—and thus the field of team management was born. However, a second investigator later returned to the original data and noticed additional trends. For instance, when the lights were brightened, employees performed better. When they were dimmed, productivity also improved. Similarly, changes such as clearing work spaces, relocating work stations, or moving obstacles from the floors all seemed to improve performance. After a time, though, productivity fell back to normal rates. The overall conclusion was centered on the power of having these workers observed at all. In other words, when the lights were brightened, or dimmed, or anything else was changed, workers knew that someone was paying attention to them, and they rose to the occasion with improved performance. When the change became routine, they felt the attention had diminished, and they relaxed.

If the power of a “cc” can aid that process, it might just be a useful tool after all. When used strategically for key pieces of work, perhaps this ability to highlight attention can be a motivational boost. However, this does of course have to be balanced with the natural resistance that most people experience when being micro-managed (and adds a burden on the time and in box of those involved). Perhaps it is wise to create periodic “windows” to allow for supervisors to be copied on mundane project messages, as both a check-in on the work and a chance to feel like extra attention is being paid.


TIP

When used sparingly, asking to be copied on messages on a particular topic can be an efficient way to bring your attention to the work of others, without much cost to you.



Avoiding the Tattletale

Being hassled by a colleague or an external stakeholder, having to constantly remind someone of something that needs doing and is holding you up, or reading something that strikes you as worrisome are examples of small problems that could become big problems. In the pre-text days, your choices were either unlikely to help resolve the problem (if you should choose to do nothing at all), or had the potential to escalate a conflict (if you should choose to report the problem officially to a superior). Although the decision to “cc” a superior on a problem such as this is largely the same as calling a meeting to report on the problem, it is often taken more kindly. And though you cannot resort to this action constantly without becoming thought of as a problem yourself, this generally provides the intended result: the colleague who has been ignoring your requests until now will probably answer quite rapidly once the boss has eyes on the situation.


TIP

Know that you should not copy a superior on every small situation that arises. Save that option for times when you really need it.



ONCE YOU HIT SEND . .

While the discussion of “cc” covers intended exposure of e-mail messages, it is also worth commenting on the unintended exposure that can result from the ability to forward messages from person to person. For example, as part of an ongoing feud between teammates Sally and Mike, Sally decided to forward a message written by Mike to an employee in the IT group. The message stated Mike’s opinion that the IT department in their company was all but useless and that they should not bother trying to go through them to solve their problem. The IT employee promptly forwarded the message to his own boss and Mike’s boss, and replied to Mike, “I’m sorry you feel that way.” We can all guess what kind of IT service Mike was going to get from that point forward for the duration of his time at that company! This problem can be exacerbated by the ability to fire off messages, especially on hand-held devices, without fully thinking things through.


Quotes from the front lines: “The ease and speed with which e-mails can be written sometimes leads people to ‘hit send in haste and repent at leisure.’ Just last week, one of my colleagues sent off a message that was harshly critical of a suggestion made by another colleague; within an hour, he wrote to apologize and back down from his criticism when he realized that he had gone too far.”

Quotes from the front lines: “Everyone has a story about hitting ‘reply all’ by accident, or something similar. Mine has to do with mistakenly hitting ‘reply’ instead of ‘forward’—by accident, instead of asking our PR person how to deal with a crazy reporter, I asked the reporter herself for this advice.”



Other examples of misfired e-mails are:

• An employee learning of his termination when he was accidentally copied on an e-mail sent to the company’s IT department to disable his account

• An e-mail accidentally sent to a customer with complete pricing information on a service, because the customer and a team member shared a first name (so the wrong name and address auto-filled in the “to” field)

• Full salary information on all employees in a company was sent to several employees by accident from HR


TIP

Once you hit “send” on a message, it leaves your control entirely. Don’t write anything that you aren’t prepared to defend if seen by each and every member of your company. And check the address field specifically before sending!



This advice goes double for those working in the public sector. But for anyone working anywhere, public or private, it is critical to understand that at this point in time, there is still a lot of uncertainty about whether e-mails belong, in a legal sense, to the sender, the recipient, or the organization that provides the e-mail account. The classic advice that nothing should be typed in an e-mail that you wouldn’t want to see on the front page of the newspaper tomorrow has some merit.


Quotes from the front lines: “Since I work in the public sector, we have the added level of complexity: all of our electronic communication can be subject to Freedom of Information Act/Public Records Requests from any member of the public or press. This requires us to archive our emails and to be prepared to make them public at any time. Given that, we should have clearer policies and guidelines than we do currently for the use of electronic communication.”



POLICIES

The lack of clear understanding about what is expected of people in the e-mail realm frustrates many. Though these can be difficult to pin down, this next section explores some ideas on what might make a useful start to an e-mail policy. Note that expectations can be codified using two different types of statements: actual specific policy rules, and more general guidelines. Specific policies would be rules like the above-mentioned example—“no more than four addresses may appear on any one e-mail.” They can also include decisions about when employees are expected to be available and if messages are expected to be answered on the weekends or after hours. General guidelines tend to be statements that essentially just ask people to use their own judgment on various issues (whom to copy, what to say, when to expect a response, etc.).

Though it may seem like no guidance at all to just say “use your judgment,” vast amounts of research in psychology demonstrate that merely raising awareness and asking for compliance results in much better decision making than would occur without such discussion. For example, many students are asked to sign “honor code” statements in which they promise not to give or receive unfair help on graded assignments. In theory, those willing to cheat should also be willing to sign and then go back on their word, but in reality, a great many people feel quite differently once they have been asked to think about and commit to these actions in the abstract, and cheating decreases as a result.

Similarly, people are much more likely to be patient and understanding about difficulties if they have been warned ahead of time that such problems may be likely. Consider, for example, the problem that a business school had when first-year students were shocked and angry that their first semester contained classes that many of them found to be tedious and uninspiring, such as basic statistics. A suggested change was to address this problem with all incoming students in their orientation week, and essentially give them a “bear with me” message. By doing so, the school could send a message that said yes, you may find that the program gets off to a slow start and we recognize that this can be frustrating, but these skills are absolutely necessary for truly understanding effective decision making, and the courses will take off into richer topics by the spring semester. “Bear with me” messages put you all back on the same team.

A classic exercise done with MBA students can deliver the same point. In the exercise, a CEO has died unexpectedly of a heart attack, and the students are asked to step into his role and deal with everything in his inbox. While the primary goal of the task is to get students to think about how to prioritize work, a second valuable lesson can be slipped in about the value of the “bear with me” message. Rare is the student who thinks of this spontaneously, but in truth the first action that should be taken by this new CEO has nothing to do with the content of the issues contained in the inbox (despite the high-priority nature of many of them), but everything to do with asking the staff to understand the circumstances and to pitch in to help. A message along these lines can go a long way to garnering support instead of resentment for requests that might otherwise feel unreasonable, such as: “We find ourselves in difficult circumstances. I’m asking for your extra effort and support over the coming weeks as we sort out the change in leadership and deal with a backlog of tasks, some of them quite urgent.” If the message indicates that the leader appreciated your understanding and your willingness to pitch in during the challenging times, it would feel more like an honor to help out, instead of a burden.

Returning to the context of e-mail policies and the like, asking for people’s understanding ahead of time about some of the commonly encountered problems can sometimes head them off. For instance, one typical issue is that of mistaken tone and intention. Sending a very clear “bear with me” message on this topic can be so much easier than dealing with the conflict and hurt feelings that might result otherwise. A reminder to the team at its outset that intentions are often mistaken in a “lean” communication medium such as e-mail, followed by a “let’s all give each other the benefit of the doubt” statement, may be all it takes.

While specific policies may well be needed and appropriate for your work setting, they need to be decided in and for your situation alone. As a place to begin, read the e-mail guidelines below from one organization, and note that although there is not a single item on the entire list that is a hard-and-fast rule, the overall spirit of consideration comes through very clearly. This list may be longer than you feel is necessary for your own situation, but it is offered in its entirety to give an example of the breadth of topics that may warrant preemptive attention.

1. Be cautious. Consider words carefully and read over text before sending.

 a. Think twice about how your words will be interpreted. Research has shown that people interpret ambiguous e-mail messages as negative even when that was not the intention.

 b. Think twice about what you mean. People do tend to be more negative over e-mail than when communicating in other ways, perhaps even without meaning to.

 c. Think twice about your feelings and motives. People may act in less cooperative and less trusting ways over e-mail. They even lie and cheat more.

 d. Remember that e-mail is not private: it is often forwarded. It is the property of this employer and can be retrieved, examined, and used in a court of law.

2. Avoid trying to use e-mail to resolve disagreements or address sensitive matters. These topics come with emotion, and emotions are often misinterpreted over e-mail.

 a. Do not use e-mail as an excuse to avoid personal contact. Don’t forget the value of face-to-face or even voice-to-voice communication.

 b. Do not put any kind of sensitive or personal information in an e-mail. This includes complaints and even suggestions for improved performance. Don’t complain to someone about his or her actions or statements in an e-mail, don’t copy him or her on such an e-mail, and don’t forward such an e-mail to him or her.

 c. Do not forward any e-mail that contains sensitive or personal information. In general, do not forward an e-mail unless you are sure this is okay with the sender. Do not forward a string of e-mails if you have not read them all.

 d. When explaining a problem, be informative rather than defensive. When you emphasize that a problem is not your fault, others feel that they are being faulted.

 e. Do not respond to an e-mail without reading it all. You may be jumping to a conclusion.

3. Avoid wasting the time of others. They are busy too.

 a. Try to send information only to those who need it. The time you save by using an e-mail list may be dwarfed by the time of others you waste.

 b. If you need only one person to act, do not address your request for action to more than one person. If you are unsure who can take the action, ask the person to whom you address your request to pass it on as needed. Include someone in the “cc” line only if the person really needs to know what you are doing.

 c. Think twice before launching an e-mail discussion. If you need three people’s advice, you may learn more (and more quickly) by contacting each of them separately.

 d. If you must write to several people, be clear about what you need from each person. Break your message into bullets, and say who needs to respond or act on each one.

 e. Avoid “reply to all” whenever possible. Often only the person asking for your advice needs it. In any case, take the time to omit any recipient who has asked to be left out of an e-mail discussion.

4. Be charitable. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.

 a. Do not expect a quick response. Give people time to think. That being said, the “one-day rule” should be your guideline for answering messages that you receive.

 b. Do not interpret lack of response as dereliction of duty or disrespect. It is humanly impossible to respond to all one’s e-mail or to avoid mistakes in the triage.

 c. If you need the person you address to act, make this clear. It may help to add “Action Required” to the subject line.

 d. Do send e-mails of praise. Everyone has time to be praised.

Lastly, one of the most beneficial features of e-mail messages is that they are searchable after the fact. To maximize the usefulness of the information contained in e-mails, some companies and teams have implemented a “one topic” policy for e-mails. Just as it sounds, these policies state that each e-mail should cover only one topic, and importantly, should be labeled appropriately in the subject heading. This allows for easier retrieval of messages after the fact, and while it may feel cumbersome initially, once it becomes a habit, it is not a difficult rule to follow.


TIP

Consider every e-mail as a deposit into a knowledge repository. Label e-mails with the correct subject, and do not include multiple topics in the same message. Perhaps, among team members, there should even be agreement as to what keywords belong in the subject heading, to get and keep everyone on the same page about where to find the information that they need.



SUMMARY

E-mail inefficiencies clog up everyone’s workday. Make sure all messages contain useful information, are sent to the appropriate people (and nobody else), and comply with the spirit of best practices.
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THREE

The Multitasking Effect

DISTRACTION’S CONSEQUENCES

People don’t seem to do just one thing at a time anymore. Maybe busy people never did, but the proliferation of computers and hand-held devices have made it that much more tempting, if not actually necessary, to keep at least partial attention on multiple streams of thought simultaneously. While some argue that this can be an opportunity for real-time problem solving and efficiency,1 a wealth of research shows that the costs of this behavior are actually quite high, and both attention to immediate tasks and interpersonal relationships can suffer as a result. This temptation affects people differently and to a greater or lesser degree; we all know people for whom having a face-to-face conversation involves not meeting the other person’s eyes but watching that person watch a screen instead. The resulting frustration you may feel in this situation can wreak havoc on both the conversation you were trying to have and your opinion of the distracted person. This chapter is a review of the facts on multitasking, and its effects not just on you, but on those around you.

MULTITASKING: MORE PROBLEMATIC THAN YOU THOUGHT

The sad truth (based on numerous research studies) is simple to summarize: multitasking does not work as well as most people think it does. Warnings abound cautioning against trying to carry on a cell-phone conversation while driving, for instance. Even when using a hands-free arrangement, the focus of your attention on something not physically present in your environment effectively “turns off” your brain from processing critical information coming at you from the road.2 What you are doing when you simultaneously engage in multiple lines of thought is not really multitasking, but is more accurately described, on a cognitive level, as rapidly switching your attention from task to task. Simply put, our brains cannot think about two different things at the exact same moment. If you think of your attention during multitasking as a lever, then, what you are actually doing when trying to attend to two things at once (like a meeting and an e-mail message) is pulling the lever back and forth many times quickly. This action does not occur without cost in terms of your ability to function cognitively, or in layman’s terms, to think clearly. Your brain gets tired doing this, and will do everything more slowly and less completely than it would if you were only focused on a single element at a time.

The single most convincing piece of evidence for this effect is the surprising fact that people who consider themselves to be “expert” multitaskers (those who engage in this behavior regularly and fully defend their ability to “handle” and even thrive on the cognitive overload that results), are actually worse than average at absorbing and retaining the information presented to them during this practice. Instead, they simply get accustomed to treating ideas on a more superficial level and so the process feels more successful to them, when in fact it is less effective.3 Many of these self-proclaimed experts also try to hide behind the idea that when they want to, they can apply “laser focus” to one idea and return to high levels of concentration and effective thinking. In fact, they are wrong about this too—the brain, now wired for multitasking, seeks out forms of distraction and can no longer focus as it once could.4

Now that you understand the problems associated with multitasking, let’s switch and look at the effects on the other side of the conversation. There are two elements inherent in the act of someone interrupting your conversation to focus on something else, such as checking or responding to a message on a hand-held device. The first is the time-delay that results, and the second is the reaction that people have to being put “on hold” while someone focuses elsewhere. First, delays are costly, as they ruin the rhythm and thought processes of all parties in the conversation.5 Second, evidence exists showing that people not only notice, but react emotionally, to the multitasking behaviors of others. Though you may (unconsciously) expect people to be “paused” while you attend to a momentary interruption from our mobile phone, much in the way a DVD can be paused during viewing to answer a phone call, people are instead likely to be actively annoyed by the interruption.


Quotes from the front lines: “A team leader I once worked with, Robert, was routinely texting on his cell phone instead of listening to the ideas that the team was discussing in a meeting. After several meetings in which Robert followed up his texting activity by asking us to go over something that we had in fact just recently stated out loud, the whole team decided to stop talking entirely when Robert took out his cell phone. Team meetings from that point forward regularly contained moments of total silence as Robert attended to his phone and we all just rolled our eyes at each other.”



When you do not pay attention, not only might you miss content, but the emotional tone of the interaction may change as well. A study of negotiations,6 for example, showed that when one person repeatedly picked up a cell phone to attend to an incoming message, even if just for a brief moment, the other party reacted strongly. Let’s call the two parties in this negotiation the “message-checker” and the “insulted party” (the partner who watches while the other side pauses the negotiation at hand to read a message). After the negotiation ended, insulted parties reported lower levels of trust in their message-checker partners, as well as rating them as less professional in general and someone with whom one should not work again, if given a choice. Insulted parties were also less satisfied with the overall experience, which can have lasting effects for how the interaction unfolds going forward.7 Finally and most dramatically, these feelings translated into more mercenary tendencies by the insulted party during the negotiation, leading that person to claim more value in the deal than was received by the distracted message-checker. Quite simply put, this means that the message-checker earned less money in the deal than did (a) their partners, or (b) other non-distracted parties negotiating the same case. Message-checkers thus lose out in two ways:

1. By being too distracted to keep track of the complicated conversation, and thus missing out on opportunities to claim more value, and

2. By losing the goodwill of the other side, and thus being “taken” for all they have. Overall, a very consistent pattern emerges whereby the message-checker ends up with a raw deal simply because the other person does not wait without reaction while the phone task is being attended to.

Distractions are a particularly strong problem during conference calls. Here, the temptation can be overwhelming to work on secondary tasks when the other team members can’t see you. Even an early solution to add a video component to the interaction seems to have backfired in many cases, as meetings with more than two people can lead to a screen full of small pictures of too many people doing too many different things, creating a distraction of its own. See Sidebar 3.1 on creating effective conference calls for tips about how to make these meetings and conversations clear and useful.


Sidebar 3.1.

Creating Effective Conference Calls

Rare is the job that doesn’t entail conference calls, and rarer still are the individuals who actually enjoy this process. Conference calls can be thought of as a necessary evil: they are generally nobody’s favorite way to have a conversation, but they are much more efficient than trying to wait until everyone can meet in person. Here are 10 tips for keeping conference calls on track and getting the most value out of the time people spend on the phone with each other.

1. Don’t use speaker phones. In fact, you’ve probably experienced this exact phenomenon: you are on a phone call with someone (let’s call him Sam), and after a minute Sam says, “I’m going to put you on speaker so that Jody can also participate.” Admit it, your heart sinks when you hear those words. You know that what is likely to follow is a scratchy, distant-sounding set of voices from which you will only catch about half of the words, and to which you will have to now spend your time shouting to make sure they can hear you. Unless you have excellent technology at your fingertips, make sure everyone picks up an actual phone.

2. Set an agenda and materials/visuals ahead of time, and stick to them. Focusing is hard enough when you aren’t in the same room. Don’t make it harder by wandering off topic.

3. Know that some types of conversations may be less well suited to conference calls (like brainstorming or idea-building) while others are easier in this format (like updates or creating a shared understanding of next steps).

4. Be as succinct as possible. Half-hour calls are ideal; 90 minutes is a good guideline for the maximum length.

5. Make rules clear. For example, everyone should introduce themselves at the beginning of the meeting; late entrants are expected to announce their presence when they join; and all participants should respect set time limits for each agenda item.

6. Make goals clear. What is expected by the end of the call—is it input? Is it agreement or consensus? Is it just to know what others are up to?

7. Specify how participation is expected. Is a round robin format to be used, where each person speaks in turn? Or is input required only when requested? While “cold calling”—asking for someone’s comment without warning—is probably a source of unnecessary anxiety, you can certainly announce ahead of time that you will want to hear from certain people. An extra kindness is to use first names at the beginning of the statement or question instead of at the end, to alert the focal person that input will be required. For example, “Joe, what are your thoughts about whether XYZ or ABC makes more sense as our next step?” rather than, “We can either go with XYZ or ABC. Joe, what do you think?” In the latter construction, there’s a good chance that upon hearing his name, Joe’s first reaction will be, “Wait, what was the question again?”

8. Always have a facilitator, and have that person be very active in running the meeting. If reasonable, rotate the role among all teammates to get each person involved.

9. Recap often, not just at the end of the call. This is a chance for those whose attention has waned to jump back into the process. (While 90 minutes is a good guess on attention span overall, attention actually zooms in and out every few minutes for most people.)

10. Having some people in the same room and others on the phone just doesn’t work. The people who are “virtual” never catch the entire conversation going on in the room, and so they often feel like the call is a waste of time. Instead, the “virtuals” start doing other work simultaneously, while thinking, “I’ll just catch up on this content later in a one-on-one conversation with someone.” Those in the room often forget that the rest cannot see their facial expressions, or see their notes on the flip chart, or hear their little quips (and they invariably speak more quickly to each other than when addressing those on the phone). Those present nearly always dominate the conversation. If you must have this half-and-half format, make these problems explicit at the beginning and make sure all participants know their responsibilities to each other and to the agenda at hand. If you can avoid it, though, moving all participants to equal footing (all on the phone, for example) is a much better idea.

See http://blog.gcsagents.com/2011/02/15/6-tips-conference-call/ for more on this topic.



E-MAIL ADDICTION: WHEN “CHECKING IN” BECOMES THE END AND NOT THE MEANS

It is a nearly universal phenomenon by now: the itch you feel when you have a free moment and you immediately want to use it to check your work e-mail, even when you’re at home and supposedly off the clock. What does “off the clock” even mean anymore in today’s fast-paced and super-connected world? Even while at work, the overblown instinct to check your inbox can prevent you from fully immersing yourself in other tasks, and can block you from thinking as deeply as you should about your work.

Why do so many people do this? The easy answer is that people can become addicted to online activity in the same way that they become addicted to other activities, such as gambling or shopping.8 Research in cognitive neuroscience has shown that these forms of addiction are no different, physiologically, from drug addiction. All of them light up the pleasure center in the brain.9 And once addicted to the speed of electronic communicating and the excitement of multitasking, it can be frustrating for people to engage in the slower back-and-forth process of a real-time, face-to-face conversation (with its greater tendencies towards social niceties in addition to actual content).10 The deeper question, though, is why checking your e-mail can register in your brain as a reward, when much of the time the news you find there is full of demands, pressure, or inefficiencies.


Quotes from the front lines: “My work is 100% virtual, and my typical day finds me in eight straight hours of meetings via VOIP—in other words, I’m connected to a conference call on my computer, with a headset on for sound and the ability to share documents on my screen, all day long. Mostly, my own screen is not visible to the crowd, and I admit that during slower moments in the meetings I nearly always switch to my e-mail to check on other issues, including ones concerning my children’s schedules. During the few moments when my screen is visible to others, I have to literally remind myself every minute—don’t check the e-mail, don’t check the e-mail, or else I do it automatically without even thinking about it, and everyone else could see it. Once or twice I’ve actually done this when others could see!”



CHECKING IN FROM HOME

There are two schools of thought on why people become addicted to checking in from home. The first has to do with stimulation, and the second has to do with escape. Starting with the latter, it is easy to understand how a home life that is either too busy or too slow can sometimes create its own stresses, and having the release of focusing on work instead can feel like an advantage. The stimulation argument, on the other hand, purports that there is a kind of “high” that comes from dealing with lots of information in a very rapid fashion, and it can be difficult to allow your mind to slow down enough to return to regular-paced interaction.11 Either route can lead to the same two outcomes:

1. Strain on your home life and relationships

2. Resentment of your work life

Ironically, checking your e-mail more heavily from home makes people feel more overloaded at work, not less, and thus your satisfaction with your job goes down.12 As a result, instead of remaining on top of all the details as they arise and thus smoothing out your professional demands, checking in too frequently can have the reverse effect. It can cause, in and of itself, a greater burden on your mind and thus tarnish your feelings about your work in general.

CHECKING IN FROM WORK: THE URGENT VERSUS THE IMPORTANT

Thinking hard is, well, hard work. It takes concerted effort to fully immerse oneself in a problem or project. The “easy” way out is to find something quick to do and simple to think about, thereby checking something off your to-do list and making you feel like you have accomplished something real, when in fact you are actually avoiding the true work that requires your full attention. The snippets of time that reading e-mails consume more readily fit our ever-shortening attention spans. Plus, the messages can feel like the introduction to a conversation, and can inspire a wish to answer immediately, the same as you would feel in a face-to-face exchange.

In general, busy people often make the mistake of attending to the things that feel “urgent” instead of the ones that are truly important. This short-term focus causes people to spend their days in reaction mode instead of action mode. In Chapter 2, a classroom exercise was discussed where business school students were asked to step into the role of a busy executive with a long to-do list. In this task, people routinely prioritize the nearer-term and simpler task of organizing a talk at a local event over dealing with the possibility of getting sued by some of the employees, which could potentially shut down operations entirely. People have a general preference for dealing with things that are (a) easier, (b) able to reach completion, and (c) have nearer-term timelines than they do for things that are distant in time, are complicated, or are ongoing in process. Checking e-mail instead of completing other work tasks falls into the former categories much of the time, hence its attraction as a “first order of business” event throughout the day.

Decades ago (in the pre-e-mail era), when referring to the interruption of thought that resulted from a ringing telephone, some management experts lamented the fact that it could take a full 15 minutes after the interruption to truly settle back into deep thought processes. These same experts yearned for a system whereby we could all leave each other silent messages to be attended to in our own timeframes without the need for constant interruption.13 How ironic it has become that most people take this very silent system (e-mail) and feel the need to check messages constantly, instead of conveniently scheduled around the times protected for thinking and working as originally envisioned.

When you become so lost in thought on something that you no longer notice time passing, psychologists say you have entered a state they call flow. Like an athlete wholly engaged in the game or the race, intellectual work also has the ability to completely take over as you focus fully on the problem or work at hand. That, the psychologists argue, is when truly good work gets done.14 Working with constant interruptions, such as checking messages all day long, results in a fragmented thought process and reduced work quality. The age-old observation that people sometimes needed to come in early or stay late (or worse, even take a vacation or sick day) just to get work done without interruption demonstrates a version of this problem. Today, the constant ability to check in can prevent even those formerly quiet times from being productive. In fact, research has shown that while feeling a greater connection to your colleagues at a distance is important for developing trust and working well together, it comes with the negative by-product of increasing the number of stressful interruptions of your work.15

Checking in with some regularity is, of course, required for most jobs; however, workers today tend to overdo it. Give yourself this test at work tomorrow: How many of the messages that you get in a day actually require your immediate attention? Could the issue at hand wait until the end of the day, or at least until the next hour? Breaking yourself of the habit of continual availability to respond to the needs of others can free up your time and your mind to do the work that you were actually hired to do. At the beginning, before you are used to not checking your e-mail all the time, set a schedule for yourself for when you will check and respond to messages. Over time, if this system does prove to lighten your burden, it will become second nature. And the best part of using a system like this is the fact that others will come to know what to expect from you as well, and will not be surprised if your answers come slightly later in time than they used to.

Even better, manage the expectations of your message-senders by updating them on when they can expect to hear back from you. This is another concept that falls under the famous phrase “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” Just as people commonly create a “vacation notice” that auto-replies to all sent messages, you could also consider sending an auto-reply out on days that you are either busy with meetings or are trying to protect time for thinking. One example is a standard reply note (to the first message sent per person) such as, “Please note that I routinely check my e-mail at noon and 5pm. If you need my attention sooner, please call or text.” In this way, you avoid giving others the impression that you just didn’t care enough to answer. Similarly, within a team, it can head off a lot of misunderstandings to have a norm whereby each person updates the others if there are days when messages will go unanswered.

A more extreme example of this principle comes by way of a classic exercise in the classroom as teams of people work on a decision-making task entirely via e-mail over the course of a week. Invariably, numerous teams are unable to complete the assignment because one or more members are unavailable or unresponsive to the messages of others, without pre-informing the team of when they would be focused on the task. By the time these people resurface, several members are typically so disgusted with them that the potential for cooperation is lost.


TIP

Unplug yourself to allow your mind to do other work. It may take some getting used to, but doing only one thing at a time and perhaps using a set schedule for attending to e-mail is better for you, and those around you, in the end.



Of course, some of the need to check in constantly may be due to the expectations of those above you. There are numerous stories from employees whose bosses send e-mails at all hours of the day and night, even when on vacation themselves, and expect the same behavior from everyone else.


Quotes from the front lines: “I had a boss who would send e-mails at all hours and the whole team was expected to be available to answer them. So, what would happen is that the boss would send out something late at night, and then one person would send a reply, and everyone else would add a useless comment each, just to show that they were also responding. It was absurd and I eventually quit.”



Some degree of this problem can be managed by setting expectations appropriately for when you are and are not available. Additionally, it may help to cite the findings to such a person about the value of “unplugged” time on the quality of your work. Or, unfortunately, one small subset of demanding bosses can only be avoided by changing your current position.

It is worthy of one final note on this topic from the other side of the table: the person who checks/responds to messages too infrequently. This, of course, is the motivation for telling people when they can expect a response from you.


Quotes from the front lines: “Over the course of my career, I’ve worked with a small number of people who either don’t respond to e-mails at all, or reply only after a long delay and usually after I’ve sent several requests. Simply put, I hated working with each of these people. I liked them when I saw them face to face, but it was just too frustrating to throw a question or request into the ‘black hole’ of their inboxes, only to leave the item unchecked on my own to-do list for ages afterwards.”




TIP

People are annoyed by delays, or worse, may interpret them as being ignored on purpose. Manage their expectations ahead of time by letting people know when you will and will not be available.



THE ACCESSIBILITY SOLUTION

“Out loud” conversations are often considered the gold standard when it comes to understanding another person’s message. Yet, one estimate places actual retention of spoken language as low as a mere 25%.16 The acts of interrupting, finishing another person’s sentence, hurrying someone along, or simply not paying attention as the mind moves ahead in the conversation or onto wholly unrelated topics can all get in the way of true comprehension.17 In spoken language, even though people can sometimes go back into their short-term memory and “replay” what’s been said most recently, it is impossible to go back and truly re-listen to the entire conversation. In theory, then, having information come in text form should have the edge because the content is more permanent and doesn’t have the same “hear it now or lose it forever” aspect to it. However, this advantage only materializes if sufficient attention is given to the written text, which is not always the case.

The “overload culture” of e-mail thus has yet another consequence, which can be called the skim effect. Because most people get a double-digit (or even triple-digit) number of electronic messages each and every day, instead of reading them all, many messages get skimmed instead. As a result, there is a notable tendency for people to only notice, and subsequently respond to, only one element of a given message. Indeed, despite the fact that it is possible to review the exact content later, people are more likely in this medium to skim, miss things, and only respond to one idea.18


Quotes from the front lines: “Twice recently I’ve had the experience where someone only read the first line of my e-mail, and missed important information (in one case) and a request (in the other) that were presented further down. The new e-mail systems that display the beginning of the message right in the inbox itself seem to imply that that’s all there is to the message. I’ve started putting more information in the subject line itself such as “Two Things” to make sure that people know to keep reading!”



This problem is compounded by the increasing use of hand-held devices for receiving and reading messages. Hand-held devices limit attention in two ways:

1. The size of the screen being used to see the message is much smaller than that of a full-scale computer, making it physically more challenging to see the message and absorb its intent.

2. Hand-held devices mean that people are very likely to be reading the messages you send while somewhere other than at a desk, and while simultaneously doing something else entirely.

Remember Robert, the team leader from the above example, whose team waited impatiently while he ignored them to look at his phone and tap in quick answers to the incoming messages? Now imagine that you’re the sender of that message. How much of Robert’s attention are you really getting, while he actively attempts to keep at least some of his attention (or at the very least, the appearance of his attention) on the meeting going on around him? Needless to say, it won’t be all of it, and it might not be as much as you really need.


Quotes from the front lines: “I admit that I’m a ‘dinosaur’ when it comes to technology, and have resisted using a hand-held device for anything other than the occasional phone call. As a result, all of my e-mails are done from my desk, which makes me forget sometimes that everyone else is getting and sending e-mails as if they were text messages on their cell phones. So even though they would probably prefer shorter snippets of information instead of long explanations, it’s hard for me to remember to get right to the point in an e-mail and not explain all my thinking. As people keep misunderstanding what I’m trying to say, though, I’m getting the sense that I’m working against myself, so I’m trying to change this pattern.”




TIP

As much as possible, keep e-mails to one main point only, and get right to that point as quickly as possible. Remember that as a rule, readers give far less attention to what’s being said than do writers. If an e-mail requires multiple items, number them and ask for responses on each item.



SUMMARY

People spend more time looking at electronic messages than ever before, but use less attention when they do so. Multitasking is tempting and addicting, but in the end can lead to burnout not only in yourself but in terms of what others think of you. Make a conscious effort to do each task in a given day to the best of your ability and with your full attention. This will result in both better thinking on your tasks and better connections with your colleagues. Remember this quote: “Attention is the rarest and purest form of generosity.”19
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FOUR

Crafting Effective Messages

CONTENT AND STYLE

Effective business communication contains two elements: content (knowing what to say) and style (knowing how to say it). The content of what you need to say is driven by your task and needs at hand. It is obviously not only necessary but also critical to be clear in your meaning. However, many an important message is lost in translation because the speaker/writer fails in the delivery, or the how. This problem is magnified for two reasons when speakers are not face to face. First, the loss of nuances (tone of voice and gestures) makes information more difficult to decode. Second, people are less likely to express confusion and ask follow-up questions if not face to face. In the virtual realm, it is therefore much more important to understand the art of effective message creation.

For instance, take a look at the two messages below.

MESSAGE 1:

To: Senior Staff on Project X

From: Manager ABC

Re: Concerns about Inefficiencies in Our Process

In our meetings with the SC, we have been discussing some of the inefficiencies that have come to our attention with the way that we are dealing with our vendors. Some of the time things seem to progress very smoothly, particularly in cases where we have been working with the same vendors for years, but in other cases, things seem to get muddled and we might even be losing business over it, or at the very least wasting time. Based on this, we have been looking into new approaches, and have been trying to compare notes with other firms who are about our size in the industry. We’ve come up with some proposals, and have met with some folks over at the SDC who sell software that may help us to get organized. We will be holding a meeting next Wednesday morning around 10 to go over all of this. In the meantime, if you have any of your own observations about how this process is failing us and what needs to be changed going forward, go ahead and shoot me a line before the meeting, or grab me for a quick chat on the phone. Thanks to everyone and I know we’ll get this all sorted out before long.

MESSAGE 2:

To: Senior Staff on Project X

From: Manager ABC

Re: Meeting on New Vendor Process

The Steering Committee welcomes your input/observations on where you find our process for dealing with vendors to be inefficient. Please contribute via e-mail or in person before next Wednesday at 10 a.m., when we will meet on this topic. At that time, we will:

—Discuss findings from a recent benchmarking study of other firms in our industry.

—Review proposals from several software vendors with products aimed at solving this type of problem.

—Set a date for a final decision.

We hope that the revision of this process will make your jobs easier by improving your interactions with vendors. We look forward to hearing your ideas and value your input.

Message 1 is (probably) an exaggeration of a style of writing that is overly informal. This “stream of consciousness” type of writing is often easier to compose than is a carefully crafted message. But, like being angry and sending off a harsh message, it is satisfying to the sender only at the expense of the receiver. Furthermore, when people write these messages based on their thoughts at one particular moment, they are also more likely to forget important information, leading to the need for additional messages.



Quotes from the front lines: “I had a boss once who would send a general message on a topic, and then send a whole bunch of follow-up messages every time he thought of something else related to that topic. It was so inefficient and annoying.”



While Message 1 may feel warmer (and is certainly more “chatty” in tone) than Message 2, it runs several risks when it comes to comprehension. The first is the risk of losing the attention of the reader partway through the single long paragraph. Remember, nobody reads with the same attention with which they write. Message 2, through the use of lists, breaks up the text more effectively, allowing more information to be captured at a quick glance. Even the two subject lines demonstrate this same problem. Although both messages introduce the topic to be discussed in the subject line, Message 1 has more words, and less clarity, than Message 2.

The next (though perhaps less obvious) risk is the different ordering of information in the two messages. Message 1 essentially says, “We’re having this problem, we’ve been looking into it, and you are invited to share your thoughts and come to a meeting on it.” Note that this message launches first into an explanation of the problem and then ends with the request. This order may reflect the way people think about things, but it is much less likely to make a clear impression on the reader. Message 2 instead begins with the request for action. The rule of thumb is that it is better to start with your conclusions and then follow up with your rationale than it is to walk the other person through all your logic before stating the overall objective. In other words, the more you can emphasize your purpose at the beginning, the more likely you are to help your reader absorb the major message you are trying to convey.1


TIP

Since you need to assume that the reader will skim instead of read your message, put your main point (your conclusions) first, and fill in details afterwards in organized lists.



Another difference between the messages is the connection made between the content and the receiver’s interests. Message 2 directly highlights the potential value to the reader for being interested in/becoming involved in the process (which can be a useful motivator), while Message 1 lacks this entirely. In fact, one of the most common themes in the communications literature is to make sure you sell the audience on the positive impact of your idea for them. However, a note of caution is in order on this approach. While there is reasonable logic behind this—people should be more willing to do what’s in their own best interest—this can be overstepped. If the benefit does not feel genuine, it can lead to resistance instead of compliance. In other words, if you need to stretch too hard to finish the sentence, “This will be good for you because . . . ,” then you might be best off skipping this step.


Quotes from the front lines: “I used to have a colleague who always presented requests in ways that tried to make it seem completely for my benefit. Once, for instance, this person asked me to switch roles on a project, when I had more expertise in my original assignment and had already even started the work! Instead of asking me to switch as a favor for his convenience, he tried to sell it as a great opportunity for me to learn something new. I completely resented that, and I became wary of any kind of request from this individual.”




TIP

Sell the benefits of the idea instead of its features, but be honest about your intentions. Don’t push off requests for favors as advantageous to the other side.



Lastly, Message 1 also contains formatting that might not translate into the user’s system and acronyms that may not be obvious to all readers. Excess formatting is easy to avoid if you stay away from:

• Italics

• Bullet points (note that Message 2 uses dashes instead of actual bullets since they are text proper and thus more likely to retain their shape in any system)

• Drag-and-drop characters such as animated smiles (which might not arrive intact)

When it comes to using jargon and acronyms, the simple and easy to remember rule is: Don’t do it. If you cannot be 100% positive that the readers/listeners know what you mean, you are likely to lose their attention while they try to figure it out. This is harder than you think. As described in Chapter 1, once you know something well, it is extremely difficult to appreciate that others may be in the dark on it. This “curse of knowledge” refers to the tendency to over-assume information of listeners simply because the sender has said it or heard it so many times personally. The use of acronyms in electronic text has exploded, but it is incredibly frustrating for the receiver to figure out what is meant by the letters if it is not immediately obvious. For example, though most people know that BTW means by the way, how many can decode FWIW (for what it’s worth), TIA (thanks in advance), FBM (fine by me), TYT (take your time) and TC (take care)? Though it may be tempting to use these shortcuts, you can’t count on getting through to your audience.


Quotes from the front lines: “I’m a scientist with a PhD in chemistry. I was once giving a presentation to a group that included one of the directors of our parent lab, who was visiting for the day. I knew this man also held a PhD, so I used some technical acronyms and jargon in my talk. About three slides in, the director interrupted me to ask me what some of those terms meant. I later realized that although the man did indeed hold a PhD degree, it was in physics and not chemistry, and so he was completely lost in my talk!”



In this case, the mistake was rectified when the director asked for clarification. But people often hesitate to admit that they don’t understand something that’s being said to them, and the meaning of your message gets lost in the process.


Quotes from the front lines: “In a virtual team meeting, I could see the computer screens of the other participants. A number of times, I noticed other people using search engines to look up words and phrases used during the conversation. Most of the time, it was because non-native English speakers weren’t following some of the words chosen by the native English speakers, but some of them were also technical terms. Without this window, literally, into their minds, I would have had no way of knowing that they weren’t following the conversation.”




TIP

The burden is always on you, as the message sender, to make sure that the information that you are presenting is accessible to the audience. With this in mind, it is best to decide not use jargon, ever.



RULES FOR CLARITY

Some rules of thumb for clear communication are based on common sense, but they are often forgotten in business-writing, especially when the messages are crafted electronically. Start by keeping the overall message as short as possible. Some say that messages should rarely take the reader more than 10 seconds to read. Remember to also use common words instead of complicated ones, and choose familiar words over unfamiliar ones. Furthermore, always opt for shorter words instead of longer ones, and use concise sentences as well (taking care to remove meaningless phrases).2 See Table 4.1 for some examples.

Table 4.1.
Keep It Simple



	Don’t Say

	Do Say




	Endeavor

	Try




	Initiate

	Begin




	Ascertain

	Find out




	Discontinue

	Stop




	Incontrovertible evidence

	Proof




	In the event that

	If




	In spite of the fact that

	Although




	In view of the fact that

	Since




	At the present time

	Now





In addition, be concrete instead of general; provide real examples for any idea that is not immediately vivid to the reader. For example, instead of saying, “Compliance rates for user feedback were quite low,” you could choose to say, “Only 15% of our customers filled out the survey.” It is also best to remove negative words whenever possible (such as mistake, loss, or failure). Moreover, aim for courtesy and personal connection in all messages. Be as personal as possible, and avoid generic phrases that don’t add to the content. For instance, instead of saying either, “Thank you for your time and consideration” or, “A prompt reply will be appreciated,” it would be much more meaningful to say, “Your answers by Oct 15th will help us to move forward with the hiring decision.” Also make a point to notice the phrases and expressions that you use all the time, and try to limit them.


Quotes from the front lines: “This is embarrassing to admit, but it’s a true story. Once, we had a manager who used certain phrases so often (out loud and in writing) that my colleagues and I created Bingo game cards for those phrases, and would mark them off every time we saw or heard them. For instance, every time we heard “outside the box” or “push the envelope” or “last but not least” someone got to mark off a square. It kept us focused on his messages, but not for the right reasons!”



Additionally, organizing questions and providing options for the reader greatly increase your chances for a successful exchange. Numbering your questions gives the reader a clear directive, and also highlights the problem if answers to only some items get attention instead of all of them. In this age of over-scheduled everyone, it can also be a courtesy to cut problems down to size by providing a list of choices. For example, instead of asking the general question, “What should we get Anne for a retirement gift?” you might think to offer three (numbered) choices, making the response that much easier on the reader.


TIP

The aim in every message is to be as short and as direct as possible. Short refers not just to total message length but also to word choices and sentence length. Increase the odds of getting your points across by numbering or listing them, and providing options for replies where appropriate.



One last suggestion about clarity needs to be made, although it will most likely be met with dread. There is just no way to skip the revision process if you want to be a truly effective writer. Look your message over with specific objectives in mind. First, look to make sure it achieves the goals you had for writing in the first place. Next, look to see that it is coherent and direct. Finally, make sure that requests for action from the reader are easily spotted.


TIP

Never send out a message that you haven’t read over entirely.



It is worth noting that the categories direct and indirect communication are not a black-and-white distinction, but are instead an infinite scale from one extreme to another, both of which can be problematic. Indeed, though direct communication is often hailed as the gold standard (even in this chapter!), in truth a more nuanced approach is important. The most direct way of asking someone to do something, for instance, is to order it in a command format, but this is not likely to win any goodwill from the recipient. On the other hand, a truly indirect way of presenting a request may be so ambiguous as to leave recipients unclear on what, if anything, is being asked of them. Look at the following five sentences that proceed from direct to indirect:3

1. I need the report by 5pm.

2. Can you please send me the report by 5pm?

3. If possible, I’d like to have the report by 5pm.

4. I’m interested in your input on the report. If you have ideas to share, how about sending them across this afternoon?

5. Is today a possibility for hearing from you on those issues?

The first might seem a bit rude; the last might not accurately convey your needs. Where you fall in the middle should depend on both the relationship you have with the receiver and the history of the conversation to that point. Topics already discussed at great length can survive an overly direct style, whereas new topics typically need a few more words to get the ideas across.

As this example illustrates, e-mail messages can be used not only to convey information, but also for requests. Some requests are simple and straightforward affairs, while others will require a more delicate touch—explaining the situation, justifying the request, and persuading the reader that compliance is warranted. Messages that must include a persuasive element need even more thought and planning than do other types of communication. The next section looks at persuasion more closely in this context.

PERSUASION

Workers no longer ask merely what they need to do. They also focus on why they need to do it. When most people think of the word “persuasion,” the images that come to mind typically involve either sales or deception, or both. At best, many feel that to persuade another person, they would need to “win the debate” by using a combination of logic, persistence, and personal enthusiasm. While these tools have their place, true persuasion spans far beyond those first impressions. Instead, persuasion involves the act of getting people to open their minds to a new idea or a new way of doing or thinking about something, but not by begging or cajoling. And in the realm of electronic messages, it is critical to create solidly crafted communication since noticing and adjusting to subtle resistance from the other side is much more difficult.

According to experts, effective persuasion starts with careful preparation.4 Planning involves knowing the audience members and their positions, as well as the details and alternative views of their own proposals. You can start by asking yourself preparation questions such as, “What level of information needs to be laid out at the beginning? To what degree are the readers experts in the topic at hand? To what degree are they potentially supportive of the ideas? If not, why not?”

Effective planning and proper argument framing almost always require one-on-one interactions ahead of time with each of the individuals who will be involved with the final decision. Not only will this allow you to gauge where the other side is coming from and which areas of concern you may face (and thus, help in answering the questions listed above), but it also allows you to introduce ideas slowly over time. People rarely latch on to new ideas in an instant, but instead need to get used to ideas and blend them with their current thinking. Just remember to be clear about your intent when you have these one-on-one conversations, either before or during the persuasion process.


Quotes from the front lines: “Recently we had a meeting that a VP was not able to attend, and he was disappointed at our decision. About a week later, I got a follow-up e-mail from him asking me to justify the team’s decision. I felt so out of place being asked to represent the team in this way, until I found out that he had approached all members of the team in a one-on-one fashion like this, to make sure he could address each and every one of our concerns. Once I knew this, I had no problem communicating with him.”



Individual communications can additionally serve the purpose of reminding yourself to keep an open mind about the ideas at hand and think through possible compromises. Remember, it might be the other person who comes up with the best idea for proceeding, but that’s still your “win” in the grand scheme of getting a problem solved.5 Again, this is based on the idea that effective persuasion is about getting things done and is not about forcing a fait accompli onto other people.

Persuaders also need to establish credibility, and unfortunately, most managers overestimate their own credibility with their employees. This is a problem that is magnified in the virtual team setting, where the distant connection between people makes it that much harder to rely on the perceptions of high credibility that people might ordinarily take for granted. Go out of your way to refer to your experience and expertise.


TIP

Persuasion is based on long-term investments in an ongoing conversation, and not just a sales pitch based on dry facts. Forming connections in the virtual setting can also require establishing credibility for the topic at hand.



Choosing an approach for your message may also be based on the combination of your relationship to the material and to the audience members themselves. One model categorizes four different approaches as the Tell, Sell, Consult, and Join methods.6 Tell involves simply issuing non-negotiable statements. This may be appropriate if you need to assign tasks, or if you are sharing knowledge about which you are the expert. The Sell approach steps into the realm of persuasion, and is typically used when the receiver retains at least some of the final decision-making power. Consulting translates into trying to build consensus for an idea, while Joining means that your idea is just one among many, and you may want to fold in your own views with those of the others in the group. As you may notice, the level of authority decreases as you move from Tell through to Join. Note that this doesn’t automatically mean that you don’t have the authority; instead, you may choose to change the tone of your message depending on how important it is to you to get buy-in from others. Similarly, as you move through this chain, the communication itself will likely move from direct to more indirect, as you shift from announcing your own thoughts to asking others for their thoughts.

The next questions you need to consider cover whether and how you expect the receivers to react to your message.7 If you expect them to generally be on board with what you’re trying to say, your work is easy. In this case, the message can be direct and should be coupled with a reminder of the importance of the receiver(s) in accomplishing the idea/task. Negative receivers, on the other hand, are probably hostile and not especially likely to change their minds regardless of what you say. In this case, your best foot forward may be to explicitly recognize that you understand their point of view and then go on to explain why you have elected to endorse a different position. This can, at best, move negative receivers to be more neutral. The hardest work comes with people who start out neutral (or, as is common, those who are mixed in their initial opinions, seeing both some positive and some negative elements in the ideas). These are the ones for whom the exact crafting of your message can make or break an opinion change and the potential garnering of support for your views. One very successful tool is to explain the reasoning that convinced you to support this position in the first place; another suggestion is to reiterate the overall goal that all of you have for solving a common problem.


TIP

To create a persuasively written message, try using these four steps (in order): (1) Recognize the points of the opposition explicitly to disarm their need to state and restate them; (2) State the overall goal you have of moving forward; (3) Explain what convinced you to endorse a particular viewpoint; and (4) Restate the importance of the message receivers in accomplishing the tasks you are proposing.



DELIVERING BAD NEWS

Sometimes, bad news is unavoidable. How should it be broached? The guiding principles are that messages should be prompt, honest, direct (as much as is reasonable), and kind. Chapter 7 will discuss the potential complications involved in delivering certain kinds of bad news (such as negative feedback) via e-mail, but here the focus is on what the message itself should contain to have the necessary impact without some of the unnecessary emotional fallout. Here’s a Top-Ten list for softening the blow of bad news in a virtual setting.8

1. Tell people news as soon as you have it, even if it needs to come in parts. Nobody likes being surprised by bad news. Even if you don’t have any more to say than “I don’t know much about this yet, but in the coming weeks it should become more definite,” people will respect your honest and forthright inclusion of them in the process.

2. Recognize the negative aspects of the situation up front, and get right to the point. As one famous quote put it, “I’ve never known bad news to improve with keeping.” Long introductions will merely serve as stress-builders. But also, balance this need for directness with the need for kindness. Though it is very direct, it seems harsh to answer a request with a one word “no” as a reply.

3. Include specific and concrete reasons for the state of events. As noted earlier, people generally want to know why. Research shows that bad news is accepted more readily if it is coupled with an explanation. These types of “cushioning the blow” statements can indeed help make the news itself more palatable.9 Nevertheless, always brace yourself for “blame the messenger” and briefly explain how this situation is the result of a larger context of events.

4. If possible, frame the situation in terms of “it could have been worse.” This plays in on the innate psychological tendency to feel better with comparison to a worse possible outcome. Without crossing the line into disingenuousness, try to explain any silver linings in the events.

5. Think through whether the receivers would be in a bad position with or without the position you are announcing, and describe this.

6. Offer alternatives and solutions if you possibly can, and invite suggestions for proceeding.

7. Follow up and follow through. Bad news messages are not single-instance events. Updates on what’s happening, check-ins on how people are reacting, and continuing dialogue about what could or should happen next are not only appropriate, they are much appreciated.

8. Think through the specific receiver(s) that you are addressing. The same message will mean very different things to different stakeholders, and should be tailored accordingly.

9. Put it in writing, either initially or as a follow-up to a spoken conversation.

10. Remember that you are dealing with real people with real emotions, and treat them as kindly as you can. Think through how you yourself would like to hear news such as this before proceeding.

There is also an unexpected benefit to delivering bad news in the virtual setting. Research has shown that as compared to face-to-face or telephone conversations, people tend to distort negative information less when they communicate via computers. Positive information seems to remain the same in any channel, but apparently the pressure of having to face someone’s reaction in real time can cause some verbal “hedging” that may muddy the message itself.10 Freed from the imposing thoughts of the other person, message-senders seem better able to get to the point of their bad news.

A last point related to bad news is not about delivering it, but receiving it. Especially if you are in a position of power over others, people may be reluctant to share bad news with you. Be explicit about your willingness to hear problematic messages, and by what means you prefer to be contacted with such news (e-mail, phone, etc.). Breaking the ice in this way promotes more effective and timely communication, and will likely help you to avoid complications down the road.


TIP

Share bad news as early as possible, and make it clear that others should not shy away from telling you bad news as soon as they are aware of it.



GENDER AND E-COMMUNICATION

Several decades of research have noted that men and women use language differently in many situations. Though not all agree, many find that men tend to be more competitive, proactive, opinionated, dominant, and task-oriented in their speech and writing than are women. They also use “strong” words more readily (like “damn” or “hell”). In contrast, women tend to ask more questions, to write longer and more expressive statements, and to choose dominant speech patterns only when in the presence of men of equal status. They also tend to be more emotionally connected, reactive, and focused on the non-verbal communication than are men. Women tend to use more question tags (“is that right?”), more disclaimers (“this may be right, but”), and more qualifiers (like “probably,” “kind of,” or “actually”),11 leading to less direct communication on the whole. Other research notes that power or status—and not gender—guides appropriate language choices.12 Summarizing these differences, typically male speech has been dubbed “report talk” while typically female speech has been dubbed “rapport talk.”13

The next question is whether these types of differences persist in online communication. One study of over 700 online postings on various topics (newsgroups) showed that although men tended to post content more often, men and women offered opinions at about the same rate.14 In another study, the mere expectation that one was communicating with a man versus a woman seemed to change the language chosen by a message sender.15 A third study showed that even when typing under anonymous pseudonyms, women tended to use language more to establish connections between themselves and others.16 A final pair of very convincing studies showed that (1) even when given anonymously, the gender of a message’s writer was correctly identified in more than 90% of the cases,17 and (2) even when specifically told to mask their gender in their written messages, the writer’s gender was still easily identifiable.18 In sum, it does seem to be the case that men and women predictably use language in different ways, even when interacting virtually.

But does this matter, and if so, what should you do about it? It matters only to the extent that noticing and identifying gender differences serves to hold people back. One study showed that task assignments are even more gender stereotypical when group members expected to meet virtually than when they planned to meet face to face. Thus, even the mere suggestion that one was working with a woman in the virtual setting, for instance, may make the team more naturally (if unconsciously) likely to ask her to act in the role of “recording secretary” for the group, regardless of her qualifications for other work.19 Additionally, if gender is made more salient by writing style, it can (in teams of both men and women) potentially serve as a source of natural alliances or divisions among the team members (see Chapter 6 for more on this topic).

One gender researcher has identified four schools of thought on what can be done about these inequalities: (1) Fix the Women, (2) Celebrate Differences, (3) Create Equal Opportunities, and (4) Revise the Work Culture.20 The Fix the Women approach suggests that women should learn to communicate more like men, but this of course assumes that the male types of communication are automatically superior, which is not always the case. The Celebrate Differences perspective aims to teach people that there is value in each approach, and all should be tolerant of each other. This approach, however, has the potential to reinforce stereotypes and doesn’t seek to understand what elements of each style are actually the most effective in various situations. The Create Equal Opportunities and Revise Work Culture approaches say that if different styles are a result of both conscious and unconscious power differences, then equalizing the power roles of men and women will serve to reduce the communication gaps. This model may have a point, but it is not a simple fix to be sure. So what can you do? Take a random sampling of e-mails from your “sent” box and look them over to see if you fall into any of the categories listed above that make the messages jump out as distinctly male or female in style. Then work on removing those elements. You want your messages heard for what they need to convey, and not be clouded by the characteristics of your writing style.

One last point of interest about how gender plays out in the virtual realm comes by way of a study of avatars. Avatars are computer “cartoon” representations of an actual person (of you, in most cases) that can move around the screen and interact with others in the situation (games or meetings alike). Avatars have been shown to create great feelings of closeness between the real people behind them. Many who have used them report that avatars are more effective in creating a sense of closeness than are actual pictures of the real people in real time used in some videoconferencing tools. The interesting twist about avatars is that they don’t necessarily have to physically represent the actual person using them. One study found that when people were randomly assigned to an avatar of either male or female gender, and were then asked to work with another random avatar (again either female or male), the pairs with matching avatars (that is, two male or two female characters on the screen) exhibited stronger team affiliation than did others, regardless of the actual gender of the person behind the avatar!21 This depicts the similarity effect in the digital age. It doesn’t seem to matter if you’re actually alike, just that you seem alike on the screen. While this research may not be imminently practical as a virtual teamwork tool, it is fascinating nonetheless and possibly an area where developments will continue as technologies change.


TIP

Make note of the characteristics of typical male and female types of speech, and then ensure that you don’t only use one type exclusively.



Fittingly, the end of this chapter covers a topic found only at the end of e-mail messages—the use of signatures or disclaimer messages. Though they are generally thought to be harmless additions, this is not universally true.

E-MAIL SIGNATURES AND DISCLAIMERS

It is fairly common to include a standard signature at the bottom of every e-mail message sent. Generally these are fine—it is a shortcut for the sender to not have to sign each e-mail, and it can be a help to the receiver to have your contact information readily at hand if your signature includes these details. Thus, unless your signature veers off into the area of long quotes (even if the quote contains no off-putting content, it is still a distraction for the reader, especially if people get multiple messages from you with the same quote attached), signatures are generally not a problem.

A second type of signature contains some form of disclaimer message within it. For example, a recent trend is to attach a disclaimer (specifically in regards to messages sent from hand-held devices) to the effect of “Sent from my mobile device, typos are inevitable.” This approach falls under the heading of what psychologists call self-handicapping behavior. Self-handicapping is any statement that explains ahead of time why something or someone might not be performing at the expected level. Imagine someone beginning a speech with the sentence, “Forgive me if I don’t make perfect sense, I was up all night with my teething baby.” Self-handicapping behaviors are ways of managing the impressions that others form of you. In essence, you are asking people to lower the bar of what they expect from you and you have given them reasonable cause for doing so. This practice makes some sense, but it contains one danger. Once you have used self-handicapping statements to pre-emptively release yourself from some of the responsibility for high levels of performance, you may slack off as a result. Research has shown that self-handicapping behavior has been associated with a drop in levels of performance, learning, and motivation.22 Applied to the virtual context, then, don’t forget that the messages you send represent you, and you don’t want to come across as sloppy or inarticulate under any circumstances.

Many companies have also started putting formal disclaimer messages as a standard signature at the end of all of their employees’ outgoing messages. To explore the effects of these messages, one study compared three types of messages, sent to three different groups of people. The first had a full legal disclaimer that stated something like, “This e-mail message and any attachments are the opinion of the sender and not necessarily that of ABC Company.” The second contained a signature (but not the legal jargon) that said, “This e-mail message and any attachments may contain confidential information from the sender. Do not distribute without sender’s explicit permission.” The third group of e-mails had no signature whatsoever. Surprisingly, even though the first two signature statements read very similarly, the receivers of each type had strongly different reactions. Receivers of the first type of legal disclaimer signature showed less trust in and discussed issues less thoroughly with counterparts than did those receiving either of the other two types of messages (which contained either a non-legal disclaimer or no signature at all).23

Several important points can be drawn from this study. The first conclusion is that people do in fact notice and react to these disclaimer messages, even if they just seem like harmless “noise” at the bottom of the message. Second, you should not assume that signatures and disclaimers will do no damage to the relationship with the receiver. Still worse, it seems that it is not easy to predict which types of messages will have negative effects and which will have no effects whatsoever. As stated above, the two example disclaimer signatures may feel alike, but they elicited different reactions from the receiver. The second signature (“e-mail may contain confidential information”) acted virtually identically to the message having no signature at all, while the legal signature (“opinion of the sender and not necessarily the company”) had a strong negative effect. The difference in wording is subtle, but the effect was quite sizable.

In our litigious society, it may seem like a wise move to protect the company’s interest by disclaiming liability from any statements contained within, but the above results show that there are risks that need to be weighed before using such statements. Perhaps it is because messages like this give the subtle yet real impression that a big, intimidating company is behind the scenes, ready to step in with legal muscle if need be. Perhaps it is because these signatures give the impression that the sender is not fully trustworthy—even this person’s company seems to want to distance itself from this person’s statements! In other words, the comment may be interpreted as the company stating, “We’re not sure what this person is going to say, so we don’t necessarily want to be associated with it, since it may or may not be what we wanted.” Whatever the reason, the effects are worth noting, and caution is warranted when adding anything to the bottom of your messages.


TIP

Don’t attach anything in an electronic signature that isn’t absolutely necessary. You cannot be certain of the effects that even a seemingly harmless statement may have on the recipient.



SUMMARY

Communicating well is hard, and when you remove face-to-face connections, the challenge of getting your message understood increases. Being clear in your presentation of information, requests, attempts to persuade others to align with your viewpoint, and/or bad news is paramount. Be aware of gender-stereotypical writing styles and seek balance in your own messages. Don’t let needless signatures and disclaimers derail your message. Finally, use the following summary list to make sure you have done the best job possible with your outgoing messages.

Tips for Writing E-Mail24

• Send a separate e-mail for each topic. This makes it easier for recipients to acknowledge and respond to or read and delete the message.

• To make your message stand out in a recipient’s crowded inbox, use the subject line to write a clear statement or specific request.

• Put the most important content at the beginning; recipients don’t always scroll down to the end.

• Make it brief, focused, and specific. Deliver the most information in the amount of least space.

• Keep paragraphs short (three or four lines). Attach files if you need to send something longer or you need to use headings, bullets, tables, graphics, and other formats to make your message easier to read and understand.

• When replying, use your software’s quoting feature to include a copy of the original text. This is a handy reminder for recipients who might not recall what they wrote previously.

• Never write e-mail when your emotions are raging. Anger and sarcasm often come across stronger in text than they would in person. An e-mail is a permanent record that can come back to haunt you.

• DON’T USE ALL CAPS because it looks like you’re shouting.

• Watch out for inappropriate humor.

• Proofread! Always review your message before pressing Send. Think “AAAA” to double-check that your message contains: correct Address, correct Attached files, suitable Attitude and tone, and a statement of the Action you want the recipient to take.
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PART II

VIRTUAL TEAMS


Five

Teambuilding and Networking

WHAT MAKES A TEAM?

Before addressing some of the specific hot points of a team’s potential, including how to get started and how to maximize the effectiveness of networking (both inside and outside of the team itself), it is important to establish some general guidelines on what makes a team successful overall. Much has been written on this topic, and a consensus among many experts indicates a few common themes. A very condensed summary is offered below, to give some scope to what seem to be essential components of professional teamwork.

• Membership must be both concrete and appropriate. Too often, team membership is decided by who thinks they ought to have a say about the team’s work, or who wants to keep an eye on it, and not based on who is best suited to actually do the work required. Experts caution that though the majority of teams all think that they have set unambiguous boundaries, as many as 90% of team members actually have disagreeing lists when asked to identify who is and who is not on the team!1

• Teams need both big picture and specific goals. Goals serve a number of purposes, not the least of which is making sure team members don’t end up pursuing different agendas. Goals must also specify why and how the team needs to collaborate in order to justify and explain the reason for the team’s existence. Goals also help to motivate people, and can focus both discussions and conflict towards productive ends. Finally, teams need to know whether their main objective is to: (a) recommend or decide something, (b) make or do something, or (c) oversee others.2

• Teams need support from the outside and the inside. This includes appropriate coaching, a clearly defined task, norms of openness and constructive interaction, and an organization that both values and rewards the work being done.3 Too much insulation can lead to the common problem of a team that is in love with its ideas, only to be shocked to learn that the outside world doesn’t respond in the same way.4

• Teams work better when they enjoy each other. It is intuitive that people would rather spend time with others whom they enjoy. The interesting thing from a psychological perspective is that enjoyment can be built via a number of different channels, only one of which is to have a meaningful social connection to the other people. Virtual teams in particular are often sensitive to the idea that team members need time to get to know each other (and hopefully even eat and drink together) to form friendships and to further each person’s loyalty towards, and understanding of, the others. Few would argue that this is not time well spent, but physically getting together is not always practical and so a further understanding of the various routes to enjoyment is worthwhile.

a. Both satisfaction and trust are built from successes, even more so than the other way around. Making sure that team members achieve some simple successes early on can inspire a more closely connected relationship among the members.

b. Humor is a valuable tool. While truly funny people walk among us here and there, many others feel ill-equipped to introduce humor and light-hearted fun into the workplace. However, they should know that even when attempts at humor come across as contrived or forced, they still have much of the same the intended effect. Like flattery, even if you know someone is using humor specifically to “butter you up,” it still serves to change our impressions of the sender in a positive way, releases tension, and promotes collaboration. The good mood inspired by humor (as long as it steers clear of anything inappropriate, of course) can also open up team members to be more tolerant of others, more optimistic, more creative, and more accurate in subsequent discussions.5

c. People are generally inspired by honesty. Leaders who explicitly and positively acknowledge the expected difficulties that lay ahead for a team, for instance, are more likely to have driven team members who enjoy the challenge of the task and rise to the occasion to work at it together.

d. People like the team more when they are able to contribute to it, but sometimes need to be invited and encouraged to do so. Leaders who announce to, and then regularly remind, their members that they were chosen specifically for the input they are able to provide create better atmospheres and better outcomes for their teams.6

GETTING STARTED: CRITICAL FIRST MOMENTS

The incredible importance of the first message sent between virtual team members has the potential to set the tone for the entire relationship (see Chapter 6 for more on this topic). Just as first impressions can have a lasting impact in face-to-face meetings, both the first communications and the first processes used in the virtual team can leave their mark on how people expect the rest of their time together to unfold. Therefore, during the team’s early interactions, managing what happens and how it happens is one of the most important jobs of a manager.

Consider this example of expectation and tone setting in the classroom. In a particular type of class, student participation in the discussion is very important. It not only ensures that the time is spent in an engaged and lively way, it also greatly increases the actual learning that goes on. However, encouraging students to participate can sometimes be an uphill battle—many students, even at the graduate level, prefer the lazy way out in which they sit back passively and let the conversation or lecture wash over them, undoubtedly absorbing some elements and missing others in the process.

There are, of course, many ways to change the dynamic in the classroom. Many professors choose to add a “class participation grade” to the evaluation of students, and thus threaten/promise to recognize and both positively and negatively reinforce the behaviors that they want by exchanging them for grades. Some take the immediacy of the feedback one step further and keep a bag of candy at the podium: students offering good comments and insights get instantly rewarded with a piece of candy lobbed into their hands. Sleeping students beware—you might get pelted with a piece!

Both of these solutions provide a reason that’s external to the work itself—they provide an incentive for participation that has nothing to do with the learning or the interaction. Instead, it’s driven by the wish for the reward (which is either the grade, the candy itself, the honor of being singled out by the professor, or all of the above), independent of the value of participating. Psychologists warn that motivating people entirely with external rewards can be less effective than motivating based on true engagement with the task itself. Of course, there is certainly a time and a place for this rationale (how many people would still show up for work the next day without the promise of a paycheck, for instance?). While the issue of motivating people will be addressed in more detail later in Chapter 7, here the focus is on the related topic of expectation setting.

Other professors swear by a different procedure instead: get it right on the first day of class and the rest of the semester is easy. The process begins on the very first day with an easy brainstorming exercise, called a “softball question,” in which the students are asked to respond to a simple question or idea about which they each could have something to say. For example, one professor often starts by asking students: “Think about a great class you have taken and a terrible one. Think about what made them different. Then, when you’re ready, raise your hand and volunteer one reason why either a good class was good, or why a bad class was bad. I’ll start two different lists here on the board and we’ll discuss it all afterwards.” One of the important features of this first question, besides being something that all students are likely to be able to speak about, is that the list is just for the sake of collecting experiences, not answering a question with a right or a wrong answer. In other words, there should be as little fear of evaluation or criticism as possible. Note that asking team members to reflect on their previous team experiences is a direct analogy, and a potentially useful first activity.

In some classes, students jump in instantly and start volunteering answers. In this case, it’s easy and the tone of participation is set seamlessly. If there is silence in the room, there are two follow-up options. The first is harder than it sounds: do absolutely nothing, and just wait it out in silence. Let the quiet stretch for seconds upon seconds (which can feel like an eternity), and usually someone will break the silence and say something, even if it’s just to crack a joke. If even one person jumps in and voices something, others are sure to follow. The first voice is the hardest one to find, and once the ice has been broken, others become eager to join. The norm then has been established: it is the class’s job to provide input when asked, or nothing else will happen. Imagine a professor who, at this critical early juncture in the class, asks a question, waits a beat or two, and then jumps in and starts answering it himself out loud. What message has that professor sent? In this scenario, the message would be that all questions asked are rhetorical in nature, and participation is entirely voluntary and not expected or demanded.

The second option is only for dire circumstances when the class simply refuses to participate at all; no one brave soul will take the plunge and break the ice. As stated above, the worst thing the professor could do would be to gloss over the problem, move on, or state answers herself. Instead, these students might need a practice round before being put on the spot to volunteer answers to the whole class. In this case, the professor next announces the start of a “two-minute buzz,” during which the students have two minutes to speak to the person sitting next to them regarding the question at hand. After two minutes, people are generally more willing to raise their hands and share something they have already spoken about with a peer. If not, it is easy, and perfectly reasonable, to call on someone to share what they have just discussed, since all have now rehearsed for this moment already. Another version of this is called a “write, pair, share,” in which students first write their own thoughts down, then pair up with another classmate, and then share their ideas with each other.

You have an opportunity at the outset of a team’s life together to set the tone for the kind of participation and communication that you expect. How do you get a real team, let alone one that’s virtual to boot, started in conversing with each other? By immediately demonstrating and setting up the kind of communications you’re after. One version of this, particularly for teams with cross-functional membership, is called a “voicing fragments” exercise.7 In it, the team begins with a phone call (although this could be adapted to use a chat-function as well). On this call, team members are asked to voice their brief thoughts, phrases, concerns, and experiences as they relate to the upcoming team project. One team coordinator is asked to compile the spoken words into a list, which is later circulated to all members. Like the first-day-of-class activity above, this exercise asks people to share ideas and first impressions that should be easily formed for each person, and to do so in a context in which they will not be evaluated for what they offer.

Engaging in this activity has two purposes, one driven by content and the other by structure. In terms of content, the idea is to start getting team members to know where the others are coming from in terms of their thoughts on the project and its challenges, their previous experiences, and perhaps even some hint as to their ideas for how to proceed. The intention is to avoid a long, awkward, and probably boring discussion in which each person delivers a mini-speech to the group by trying to describe their thoughts on this in an organized fashion. As discussed more below, people don’t tend to be that good at delivering (or listening to) these mini-speeches about themselves or their thoughts. On the other hand, through this activity, the team has a starting point; the members can review the captured list, address what they feel the challenges may be for the task, and suggest approaches to work most successfully.

Setting the tone for future group conversations is the main structural advantage of this activity. For one thing, it allows all members to hear each other’s voices and ideas. Once people open up, they are more likely to do so again. A second (similar) meeting, later down the line, would be easy on everyone. Additionally, the exercise gives people an introduction to each other in a relevant way. People should be encouraged to follow up with each other to continue the conversation if thoughts from one person trigger ideas or responses in another. Unfortunately, the issue of ice-breaking is a big one. “Never spoken, never will speak” is a rule of thumb that is often accurate. Getting first conversations and contributions out of the way is an absolutely critical part of running a successful team.


TIP

First conversations set the tone for the interaction of the team. Make sure you schedule a discussion early on in which all people feel comfortable voicing their thoughts, such as through a “voicing fragments” exercise, or a frank discussion of the good and problematic areas of teamwork that members have experienced. This will pave the way for easier connections throughout the life of the project.



INTRODUCTIONS AND ICE-BREAKERS

A whole industry has sprung up to address the need that new team members have for getting to know each other and becoming more comfortable working together. There are books sold, consultants available, even a plethora of off-site training programs designed to help a team through these “ice-breakers” and, hopefully, help them to build the trust necessary to carry them through their work together. Depending on the particular circumstances, virtual teams may experience even greater difficulty getting through the getting-to-know-you stage, especially if the team members have not met in person before, or if they are not able to meet face to face often (or at all). Yet this obstacle certainly can be overcome, even without a tremendous influx of money and time (as it might cost to fly everyone to the same place to meet, for instance). As with many of the concepts for effective virtual team management, what the virtual team needs is not necessarily different from what a face-to-face team might, but it needs to be done with more explicit attention to the directions and the execution. What follows here is a description of how basic introductions can and should work to connect people in effective ways, by understanding and applying three basic rules of human behavior.

Rule #1: People hate, and are generally terrible at, public speaking. Of course, this cannot be universally true. But, based on having taught thousands of students (most of whom were already adult professionals seeking MBA degrees), the conclusion that the vast majority of people are indeed terrible at, and typically strongly dislike, formal speaking in front of a group of people is well founded. As an example, take the common practice of everyone in the room introducing themselves before a meeting or a class begins. This seems like a reasonable and a useful way to start, right? Next time you find yourself asked to do just this, however, pay close attention to both your own reactions and those of others while the activity is going on. Here’s what tends to happen: Person #1 begins to speak, saying something like, “My name is Josh Baker, I’m in QA for XYZ Pharmaceuticals, I have a background in engineering, and I’m looking forward to learning about ABC.” During this mini-speech, the other people in the room are trying to simultaneously think about three different things (and you already know, from the discussion in Chapter 3, how problematic it is to assume that they can actually successfully think about multiple things at once):

• First and foremost (and taking up the most brain space), they are trying to psych themselves up for when it is their turn in the spotlight. In fact, as the speaker position moves closer and closer to each individual person, the adrenaline of that person spikes and any attention paid to what the current speaker is saying is greatly diminished, if not totally lost. Extroverts get excited, introverts get nervous, but all are experiencing a rush of emotions which are not conducive to effective listening.

• Second, they listen to what Josh Baker is saying, but mostly to think about how it relates to what they themselves want to say. In other words, they might be thinking something along the lines of, “Oh, name, job, what I want to learn, that’s the protocol. OK, I know my name and job, as for what I want to learn . . . let’s see . . . I guess I could just say the same thing that he said . . . or should I try to come up with something more unique . . . ?”

• Third relates to listening to others after one has spoken already. If all of the stress and divided attention is due to the need to prepare for one’s own turn to speak, then it stands to reason that listening should be easier and more fruitful after this point. This is somewhat true, but not as much as you might imagine. After speaking, the body is still “high” from the adrenaline rush of having spoken out loud in front of people. The mind is reviewing the performance, while also listening to the next speakers; the words often tumble over the busy mind and wash away.

Add to this the problem that many people speak too softly, or perhaps with an accent that is difficult to understand at first, and we get the final answer. Shockingly little information gets retained by anyone in this type of activity or introduction. To hammer one final nail into this coffin, people are actually quite poor at describing themselves in any useful way. Think of people writing their personal introductions for a dating website (take a look at one at random if you’ve never seen any, to see if you agree!): they tend to be either boring or come across as if they are trying too hard, and they rarely accurately represent the person in either case. In short, self-introductions generally just don’t work.

People do a much better job introducing someone else they know as opposed to introducing themselves. This removes the need to carefully step around the issues of bragging, for example. One can easily say: “This is Eleanor. She’s an absolute whiz at making models predicting the economic impact of our decisions, and she’s reliable and easy to approach.” Those are all terrific things to know about a new teammate, but they are unlikely to arise out of a self-introduction. However, when the entire team is new to each other, as so often happens, this process is not as easy, but it is not impossible even then. For example, having teammates interview each other, even in front of the rest of the team, is one way around this obstacle. See below for more on this idea.

Solution #1: Pair off as early and as often as possible for more intimate, and less stressful, connections

Especially in relatively small groups, it is well worth the time to first have pairs of people connect directly, one on one. It will be much easier to build these solid pairs into a larger interaction later than it would be to do the reverse (which is to try and get the whole team to connect and then later expect each pair to automatically feel comfortable with each other). The difference should be notable. How people talk when they are interacting with just one other person is an entirely different experience from how they talk to more than one person.

Rule #2: People feel silly being asked to do silly things

A common theme among options for ice-breaker activities is asking people to do things that take them outside of their comfort zone, or to talk about things they wouldn’t ordinarily bring up, in order to create a bonding moment with the other people present. For example, you might be asked to “tell everyone something that nobody in the group already knows about you” or “describe the best day of your life.” While these might create memorable answers, we still have the two-fold problem of (1) people spending most of their time worrying about what they themselves will say, and (2) people getting information about each other that’s not likely to advance their professional connection to each other. There are more relevant ways to get people introduced and ultimately create that shortcut to having people feel close to each other.

Solution #2: Stay task-focused, even with ice-breakers

Building connections among team members has two overarching goals, both of which relate to creating effective pathways for teammates to work together and to helping one another in productive ways: (1) make sure each member knows what the skill sets are of the other members, so that they know where to turn when they need help, and (2) build enough trust so that members feel comfortable approaching each other for assistance or collaboration when needed. Instead of asking out-of-the-box questions about each other, then, consider staying in the box and having team members interview each other for more task-helpful information. Example questions include:

• Aside from what I could learn on your résumé, what made you decide to follow this career path, including any random (i.e., non-professional) events or people who may have influenced you?

• What problem are you currently working on? What is the most challenging thing about it?

• What does a typical day at the office look like for you, start to finish?

• When you’re stuck on something, what do you do and/or who do you approach?

This kind of information gets right at the heart of how these people work and will help them to connect going forward in relevant ways.

Rule #3: People generally spend more time trying to be liked than trying to like someone else

This is ironic, because the thing that makes people like you the most is the feeling that you really like them. This problem is related to the one described above whereby people spend more time mentally rehearsing for their own turn to talk than they do listening to the other person speaking. Most of us are charmed by someone who is extroverted and charismatic, and many people try to emulate these traits when interacting with others. But unfortunately, spending time enacting these exact traits actively interferes with good listening. So ultimately this is only a short-term fix for the problem of connecting with others.

Solution #3: Search for similarities

Connections don’t come from being admired, but they can come from having something in common with the other person. Teach all the team members to actively search for ways that they are similar to each other when they are in the “getting to know you” phase.

Spending time early on in a team’s life developing trust will pay rewards in lots of very intuitive ways. One additional benefit to this trust-building process may not be as obvious, yet it relates to the reaction people have to the discussion of rules and procedures. An interesting study had pairs of people engage in a problem-solving task (a type of negotiation, but one in which parties could work together to earn a more valuable solution for both) entirely using e-mail. Some pairs were given the opportunity to spend the first few e-mail exchanges getting to know each other, some pairs were told to use these first exchanges to develop rules to guide their subsequent interactions, and some were told to do both. Interestingly, those who developed rules and procedures with each other without also spending time developing rapport ended up trusting each other less than did any other type of pair. Rules and procedures can certainly help guide a smooth process, but given without a context of goodwill toward the others on the team, it seems that they could also be interpreted as signaling a lack of trust.8


TIP

Group introductions can be challenging. To make this process easier, first break the group into pairs and let them interview each other to determine points of similarity (do several rounds if possible to expose people to multiple teammates). The trust that is built during this initial time will help pave the way for success.



BUILDING CONNECTIONS: DEVELOPING AND USING YOUR INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL NETWORKS

Virtual teams are created to allow for access to a diverse set of expertise. In addition to unique skill sets, bringing together people from different locations also expands each team member’s network of contacts through their own connections. For instance, imagine a team of seven people all drawn from a single location of 50 employees. In all likelihood, all seven team members will each know most (if not all) of the other 43 employees in the larger group. If needed, any one of the members might volunteer to approach one of these external (to the team) colleagues for information, input, or advice. In the networks literature, these are what are known as redundant ties, because the connection to any one external individual can be made by multiple internal team members.

However, imagine now that the seven team members in this focal team reside in seven different locations, each of which has about 50 employees. In this case, should the need for external expertise arise, each member will probably have a much larger pool of non-redundant ties to draw from. In other words, each person has access to more unique individuals. In order to capitalize on this advantage, members of virtual teams need to be especially adept at creating and maintaining their professional networks both within and outside of their immediate job. And while this idea feels intuitive to many, the actual science behind managing your network connections may not be as obvious as it seems. The rest of this section is devoted to understanding the ins and outs of how networks work, and how they can best serve you, to help both your virtual team and your career.

Based on formal organizational charts, everyone knows who is supposed to be in contact with whom. Reality, though, often looks quite different as the informal network connects people in sometimes very different ways. This is not necessarily a problem, but it is worth knowing what kinds of networks work the best for helping to promote access to the most useful information. Early research on networks identified that there may be entirely different people whom you would approach based on what it is you wanted to know or discuss. Friendship networks, trust networks, and advice networks have all been shown to be distinct from each other. This probably rings true for you as well, as the people whom you consider your friends at work might not be the same ones you would go to for career counseling advice, for example.

Part of what a network analysis does is figure out where the “bridges” are between various networks.9 In other words, do you know two people who don’t also know each other? Of course you do. Now imagine that your first colleague has some information that the second colleague has been looking for, and you are the only one who might be in a position to connect the two of them. Should you do that? Some say no. By keeping them apart, you maintain a position of power whereby they both need you to find out new information. While this does have some logic to it, newer studies maintain that those who go out of their way to make these kinds of connections help the entire group to innovate.10 As one connection blossoms into others, the resulting knowledge flow can help everyone.

One of the most interesting things to come out of the networks research is the idea of “the strength of weak ties,” which means that having a broad network of people whom you don’t know very well (friends of friends, for instance), can actually provide you with access to better information than can those in your close networks.11 This makes sense—if you’re looking to find out about new job openings, for instance, you may instead already know about the things that your close friends and colleagues know about, but someone tapped into an entirely different network can let you know about opportunities you wouldn’t otherwise have heard about.

Some people spend lots of time actively trying to build their external networks with strangers. Others spend lots of time trying to maintain ties with people whom they’ve met or used to work with but don’t see regularly. Both can be useful pursuits; however, both also take an awful lot of time and energy. Good news surfaced from some recent research in this area, though, that can lessen the burden of that task. Researchers set out to find out about what they called dormant ties, or those that have “gone quiet” for quite some time.12 They asked executives to contact two people with whom they used to work (one close, one more distant) who might be able to help with a current work problem. What they found is that trust fades little, if at all, across the years. Even someone whom you haven’t spoken to for ages (decades even!) is likely to (a) remember you, (b) be happy to hear from you if you should choose to reconnect, and (c) be willing to help you, if possible, with information, with expertise, or with introductions to others. In fact, the study participants were generally shocked at how efficient it was to reconnect with people, as opposed to trying to build brand-new ties. Remember, the thing that connects people together the most readily and the most strongly is similarity, and by nature of the fact that you and this person have a shared past of some sort, you are likely to feel similar to each other, at least in this one regard. In fact, this research found that on average, the reconnected ties helped people more with their current work problems than did their current colleagues. This may be due to the fact that someone not already closely connected to the work may have an unexpected approach or insight. Finally, these researchers found that the pool of dormant ties was surprisingly deep. Even when asked to list and contact 10 people with whom they had lost touch, the tenth was as useful, on average, as the first. Given all of the drawbacks discussed so far about the electronic age we live in, this is one of the advantages. It’s easier than ever to find contact information for old connections, and it’s not nearly as daunting to drop someone an “out of the blue” e-mail as it would be to call or arrange a visit.


TIP

Don’t hesitate to reach out to people you used to know. They can be very useful to you and you to them.



The last piece of the network puzzle is reciprocity (as introduced in Chapter 2 ), or the incredibly strong instinct people have to help out others who have helped them in the past. What’s even better is that reciprocity does not need to work in directly equal quantities—in other words, someone else is likely to say yes to a big request from you, even if you have only helped this person with something small in the past. In part, because of this, some suggest that the way to think about building and maintaining your networks is by valuing them as an opportunity to help others, not as a chance to get help yourself. Being helped yourself (when you need it) will come naturally as a by-product of having helped others in the past and built trust with them (by connecting them to information or ideas, to other people, or by offering personal support). In fact, the psychological need to repay others who have helped us or gifted us in the past is so strong that people will actively seek out opportunities to help you in return.

“Networking” is sometimes used as a verb, but when used this way, it can lead to some incorrect assumptions. Sometimes called the “coin-operated network” approach,13 this vision implies that one should be able to enter a room full of strangers, spend 15 minutes getting to know someone new, and then expect a direct return on that time, perhaps by way of making a sale or by following up with a request for help. This is the wrong assumption and doesn’t take advantage of how powerful networks can be. Looking for the direct bottom line, or thinking of it in terms of a one-for-one exchange, can work in the short term. But this approach may also “use up” the power of the new relationship in mere minutes instead of creating ties that can help you across your entire career.


Quotes from the front lines: “I was a consultant for a short time early in my career. I clearly remember a colleague I met at my first job in that industry. After I moved on from the job where we briefly worked together, for a while he would call me faithfully every six months, just to ‘check in’ and say hello. It was so transparent that he had been schooled in the art of networking and went through his Rolodex twice a year to maintain this tie in case I might be useful to him someday. It was really off-putting.”



Instead, and perhaps ironically, reciprocity works best when you don’t try for it, but just know in the big-picture sense that having a personal policy to help others as often as possible can and will result in more valuable and useful connections for you than will any other approach.


TIP

Try to freely help others, without regard for what they might do for you. You will be repaid with a solid and generous network of ties throughout your career. The question “How can I help you?” can be the most important one you ask.



And how do you help people? Often people assume that they know what others want and need, when in truth, all relationships, even the closest ones, contain a cognitive gap whereby you probably don’t know other people as well as you think you do. Starting from this assumption can help you engage in conversation, and active listening, with the sole purpose of understanding what the other person is trying to say. Nevertheless, stripped of body language and eye contact, this process is much more difficult when you are virtual, and may well require more back-and-forth exchanges to make sure true clarity is reached. Similarly, investing in others takes different forms when you are not face to face and cannot so easily share a “human moment” with each other. You can certainly do more than nothing, though. For instance, forwarding a relevant article to a colleague with a note along the lines of “I thought this might interest you—hope you find it useful” maintains the idea that you have that person’s interests on your mind. Some even find it easier to connect in the online environment—and online dating is a testament to this idea as well!


Quotes from the front lines: “I may be in the minority on this, but I actually think that electronic communication makes me feel closer to my colleagues. We can be in touch at all times (if we want), and it actually promotes the conversion of professional relationships into friendships. If I notice something on a weekend that I think may interest a colleague, I’ll e-mail or text it to her, and that opens up new avenues in our relationship. If I run an evening meeting that goes poorly, I can text my colleagues and bosses for immediate moral support (as my colleagues have texted or called me after tough meetings). I try to be sensitive with after-hours communications—as I expect others to be sensitive to me—but I think my colleagues and I (most of them) have a pretty good sense of our boundaries and what works for each of us.”



SUMMARY

Teams need very concrete definitions of who they are, what they need to do, and what support they will have to do it. Getting team members comfortable with each other and having meetings run smoothly takes an active hand in the first few encounters. Tone and norms, set in the very first interaction, can pervade the rest of the team’s work together. Start with relevant questions but ones easy enough that all members can respond. Also allow people to get to know each other in pairs instead of assuming they will approach each other later as the need arises. Make sure all team members know that good networking skills are built around freely giving help away to others.
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SIX

Building Trust and Cooperation Online

THE TIMING OF TRUST

What does it mean to trust someone? According to experts in this area, to truly trust another person, you must be able to answer “yes” to all three of the following questions:1

1. Will this person make a good faith effort to uphold any commitment made?

2. Is this person honest?

3. Can I feel sure that this person will not take advantage of me, even if the situation presented itself?

Building trust in virtual teams is the brass ring—elusive but a high predictor of overall success on a number of dimensions. Teams with higher trust do better at joint goal-setting, are better at allocating and rotating power among the group members (depending on the project stage and the level of expertise of each person), and more readily share information with each other.2 When virtual teams first arose, some people thought that “trust needs touch” and that it would be nearly impossible to ever trust someone without face-to-face interaction.3 There was even good science behind this idea. In one study, face-to-face team members judged their fellow teammates as more competent, reliable, trustful, and dependable than did those who worked in a dispersed setting via electronic means.4 While it may be true that trust develops more easily in face-to-face encounters, it is clearly not a deal-breaker. So the question becomes, what does it take to build trust in virtual teams?

Research on this question shows us that there are several key elements to team trust-building. The first is the most intuitive, relating to team size. The smaller the team, generally speaking, the easier it is to form trust in, to communicate with, and to cooperate with the other members. On the other hand, large teams are overwhelming, both logistically and psychologically, for their members. So the first and most simple rule of thumb is to keep the team as small as possible for the best chance at team cohesion.5 The more complicated drivers of trust can be reviewed in turn based on when they influence the team in terms of its lifespan. They are addressed below under the labels of the fast, middle, and slow routes to building trust.

The fast route, not surprisingly, refers to the things that happen right at the beginning of the team’s life together. It seems that the implications of the first impression that team members make about each other can run quite deep. In a case study of newly formed virtual teams, it was shown that the first messages sent by team members set the tone for how the team interrelated long after the moment itself has passed. This mirrors observations of face-to-face teams, in which behaviors demonstrated as early as the first few seconds of a group’s life have a tendency to persist far beyond that first meeting.6 Indeed, in the first message, enthusiasm for both the project and the team nearly always set the team on a course toward trusting one another. Part of the reason for this is what’s called the “swift trust” response, which means that in the absence of better information (that would build by getting to know people over time), early decisions about trust are extrapolated from whatever information you can get your hands on.7 In face-to-face teams, it often means snap judgments based on how people look and sound.8 In virtual teams, it means an over-reliance on the tone of those first few messages exchanged. Positive, can-do messages seem to be the key to early trust development.


TIP

First-ever messages have an outsized impact on others. Make sure this opportunity is used wisely to demonstrate your skill and enthusiasm for the project.



The middle route refers to the actual behaviors that the virtual team members engage in to inspire trust in each other. In other words, actions generate trust as confidence is built that the team can and will be able to perform well together. Some say that in the absence of having any physical interaction to draw from, trust within virtual teams is determined almost exclusively in terms of reliability. This can take the form of task reliability and communication reliability. In terms of task reliability, it can be of great use to have the team start early with simple tasks and interactions that give them a chance to develop this reliability-based form of trust. Once they see that they can count on input from the others, team members will be ahead of the game when the work becomes more complicated. Leaders can help by establishing clear definitions on task procedures and interactions, and by making sure that these kinds of early collaborations happen, even if the team members won’t integrate their work until later down the line.

The second important element to reliability-based trust development is the reliability of communication patterns among members. Note that reliability is the key facet here, not frequency. It does not seem to be necessary to have everyone communicate with each other daily, for example, but it is absolutely necessary for team members to be able to count on the times when they do expect to hear from one another. In a very literal sense, team members need to be able to trust that they will remain connected for the duration of the project.


TIP

Not surprisingly, trustworthy behaviors build trust. If possible, start off with simple interactive tasks that allow team members to know they can count on each other.



Finally, there is the good old-fashioned slow route to building trust in teams based on the idea that teams should stay together as long as possible once they are formed. There are two complementary reasons why long-standing teams are better off than newly formed ones, and they both relate to members knowing each other better. For one thing, people who know each other well are more likely to feel socially comfortable with each other, and this in and of itself can build trust. Social engagement (that is, getting to know something about each other’s lives outside of the work setting) can certainly inspire trust. While this can sometimes feel awkward at first, it can make the difference between having team members who seek out interaction with each other and those who avoid each other except when absolutely necessary. However, successful teams need to know how to balance this with the actual work content that needs their attention.9



Quotes from the front lines: “Simply put, you are willing to call your friends for help, but not people who are just your ‘associates.’ When I feel like I’ve crossed the line into knowing someone as a person, I know I can ask for help without feeling like a burden.”



There are three kinds of knowledge that a team needs in order to function effectively:10

• Who knows what

• What needs to be done

• How to work together

People who know each other well also know what the other people know about (that is, what they are experts in) and thus, where to find certain types of knowledge. They also tend to have a sense of how to work together, giving them a leg up on two of these three types of knowledge.

All three types of knowledge increase over time within a team. In seminal work studying cockpit crews in airplanes, it was found that 73% of serious mistakes were made on the very first day that a new team flew together. Of those mistakes, 44% occurred on their very first flight together that day. Even when fatigued, cockpit flight teams with longer group histories made fewer mistakes than did well-rested newer teams.11 The very same expertly trained pilots were thus performing their own work very differently depending on how well they knew the others on their team.

Why would this be? The answer relates primarily to what’s known as tacit knowledge, which means the things people know how to do without necessarily being able to explain it in words. For example, if we asked a hobby-level tennis player to describe the way that he knows how to hit the ball to one side of the court or the other when returning a shot, it might be difficult for him to do. Indeed, he might have to go out on the court and hit the shot, while trying to pay conscious attention to the angles at which he turns his body, feet, shoulder, and racket before he could describe the process in words to someone else. This indicates that he is using tacit knowledge—things he knows how to do by rote—to accomplish this process.

Teams have a similar effect, and they learn together over time. In addition to feeling more comfortable with each other over time, teams also come to rely on each other for specific skills and jobs without necessarily intending to divide work in such clear ways. Just as married couples learn, over the years, to finish each other’s sentences and count on each other to take on certain tasks in their daily lives, so teammates learn to lean on each other. Tacit knowledge may build more slowly in virtual teams, since members have the added constraint of not being able to observe each other at work. The information they learn about each other must be transmitted in much more explicit forms to be communicated and understood by others.12



Quotes from the front lines: “In my experience, a team that’s working well together can easily survive the added complication of communicating electronically. What being virtual does is show the cracks—if you don’t understand and trust each other and have systems in place for effectively handing off work, trying to work together over e-mail will be a total disaster.”



To get a jump start on the type of team connections that create the benefits seen by long-standing teams, one option is to have teams train together to practice their tasks if possible. Research shows that teams that train together perform better afterwards. This phenomenon is attributed to a transactive memory system, which means that teammates learn, from the get-go, what they can count on someone else to remember and what they should focus their own attention on. In this way, they have access to more and better knowledge than they would have on their own. In addition, they have less trouble coordinating their actions, and count on the information that they get from each other as more credible than from other sources.13

Recently, cognitive psychologists have observed that having access to near-limitless information through search engines has caused individual people to remember less about the world.14 To be more specific, these researchers found that if people knew that the information they were being taught was contained in a search engine (and thus easily accessed through that means at a later point), they were less likely to recall it later. Instead, they were more likely to think of a computer when asked to provide the information. The Internet seems to be acting as a giant external hard drive for our brains. While this seems like it could be problematic, in truth it is evidence of the same type of effect. As people come to rely on someone (or in this case, something) else to provide certain pieces of information, they are released from the burden of holding on to such knowledge personally, just as you allow yourself to forget phone numbers that are stored on your phone (when a few decades ago, most people could probably have recited dozens of phone numbers at will). Team members who have trained together have an easier time relying on each other to store information or possess skills, and thus tend to trust each other more.

To demonstrate this effect in teams specifically, one study had participants trained either individually or in groups of three to assemble a transistor radio. The individually trained participants were then assembled into newly formed groups. Afterwards, groups were tested on their ability to recall the instructions and then actually assemble the radios. Groups that had trained together outperformed those that were trained individually, both in the memory test and in the quality of the production function.15


TIP

The efficiencies gained by having teams together for longer periods of time are significant. From training onwards, the more time teams spend together, the fewer errors they make and the more efficient (and higher quality) their work becomes. Lesson learned: keep teams together for the long haul.



So while building transactive memory systems is a worthy goal, it may not always be practical to have teams present for common training sessions. Indeed, oftentimes, far-flung virtual teams are created specifically to take advantage of a breadth of expertise that has already been learned by the team members. Fortunately, some research on this exact topic has discovered that to a decent degree, transactive memory can be artificially created by distributing lists of who is good at what. This may include evaluations of the member’s levels of performance (for instance, Person A is proficient in these two areas, and expert in this one), or can be a more generalized list of experiences and expertise.16 This is a delicate task for a virtual team leader. It is critical to find the right level of detail to provide on each teammate. Too little and the information may read like a boring list of buzzwords or topic headings; too much and you may lose the attention of the readers.


TIP

Interview each team member at the beginning of the project and create and distribute a chart identifying the expertise of each. Pay attention to finding the right level of detail. Provide examples if possible, and stay away from just listing topic areas.



CULTURES OF TRUST

The general culture of the team is something else that can trigger a sense of trust (or distrust). Organizational scholars have identified four basic types of cultures that exist: the clan, the entrepreneurial, the bureaucratic, and the market.17 Trust develops differently in each of the four types.

1. Bureaucratic culture is one in which the hierarchy is strictly enforced and team members typically have very little say in what they do or how they do it. Overall, trust may be lower in these teams, in no small part because individuals may feel that they are not trusted enough to take responsibility for their own work. But, there is some trust that can potentially be generated in the sense that members can count on their managers (and the entire system) to provide reliable direction and oversee the details of the project.

2. Market culture values and rewards the achievement of specific goals. Managers tend to shoulder the responsibility for establishing the goals, but team members generally have the freedom to set the course for how they accomplish them. Competition (sometimes friendly and sometimes not) is common in these types of teams. The trust challenge here comes from the “winner takes all” mentality that can ensue when goal achievement is the only rewarded element. This can be adjusted, however, by recognizing and rewarding the ways that interaction among teammates helps the overall goal process.

3. Entrepreneurial cultures are the ones in which group members are given the most freedom, and risk-taking tends to be the most acceptable. Some people thrive in this kind of environment, while others do not. Trust can suffer in this type of team if people find themselves at a loss for what to do. However, as long as people are inspired by their work and their own sense of how to accomplish it (both alone and collectively), trust can exist.

4. Clan culture is the one in which the team is thought of as a family. Relationships between the members are highly valued, and long-term commitment and traditions within the group are respected. These groups go out of their way to make sure that trust is one of the fundamental elements of the group.

In managing your own team (or even in being a team member), some features of the group’s culture may be outside of your control, but some may be open to your influence. Especially in the virtual environment, the signals you send, the types of interactions you initiate and facilitate, and the expectations that you have for the team can all slant the team’s experience toward one or another of these categories. In reality, the type of culture that is optimal may be a combination of the ones listed above. As mentioned, however, the initial meetings and conversations among the members can have a very long-lasting effect on how the team interacts for the duration of its time together. Give some forethought to the type of culture that best suits both your style and the work that needs to be accomplished. Then, think about what is needed to encourage trust within that model, and describe this out loud to the people on the team. Especially in the virtual environment, people are actively looking for clues about what’s expected of them and what tone and behaviors are appropriate. Do your best to both tell them and show them—it will make them feel more comfortable with you and with the team. It will also help generate trust.


TIP

Think about what kind of team culture best matches your own style and the work that needs to be done. Explicitly explain this culture to your team members at the outset of your group’s work.



In Chapter 4, the use of avatars (graphical representations of the self on a computer screen) was mentioned. Avatars seem to have an impressive impact on how people think of themselves and others. For example, in a research study, participants assigned to more attractive avatars tended to be friendlier with others and engage in more self-disclosure, while participants assigned to taller avatars behaved more confidently.18 Avatars have also been identified as a potential trust-builder, because interacting in this way increases what psychologists call social presence. This refers to the degree to which people feel connected to the others with whom they are communicating.19 Face-to-face conversations naturally have the highest degree of social presence, and text-only communications tend to have the least. Interestingly, avatars seem to amplify social presence (even more than seeing someone’s actual face on a screen in a video conference) even though the representation is not of the actual self. Though they are not commonly used for virtual meetings at this point in time, there may well be an increase in the use of this type of tool to facilitate trust-building as the technology develops.

THE BLAME GAME

In the introduction to this book, the idea of social loafing was introduced, which is the tendency for people who work on teams to exert less effort than they would if they were working alone. This is due in part to the sense that others will “pick up the slack” in the work, reducing the need for them to work as hard as possible. This problem is exacerbated in larger teams, as members feel that their unique contributions are both less identifiable and less important to the finished product. Teams with dispersed members are even more likely to see less-than-stellar efforts made by its members.

To add to the troubling nature of large and dispersed teams, not only do some individuals tend to work less hard themselves, they also blame each other more readily for the failures that the team encounters. This is thought to be due primarily to the fact that when a team is small and physically present with each other, the whole team is thought of as one unit, and as an extension of the self for each team member. Thus, shortcomings are absorbed as part of the whole team’s failures, not any one individual. However, when individuals are parts of large dispersed teams, the self re-emerges as the primary unit of consideration instead of the whole team. When problems arise, they can be more easily thought of as someone else’s fault. As mentioned before, people tend to feel less of a human connection to those whom they can’t see, thus allowing them to blame each other more easily.20

CONFLICT AND SHATTERED TRUST

Thus far this chapter has primarily described the ways that trust can form over time. The next question deals with what happens if something specific has broken the trust between team members. Unfortunately, trust is much more easily broken than built. For example, years of honest business dealings with an individual or company can be lost in a moment if you discover that they had tried to cheat you even once. Deception of any kind, it turns out, is the strongest trust destroyer out there. Of course, while major acts such as deception and cheating are possible on a professional work team, much more likely are the run-of-the-mill reasons for trust to be called into question: ineffective collaboration, shirking responsibilities, or over-claiming credit for accomplishments. Virtual teams may be particularly susceptible to these types of breaches, since the absence of the general good will that comes with having a face-to-face relationship may lead people to jump more quickly to sinister conclusions.

Repairing trust is a slow road and comes generally through repeated trustworthy acts, but there are some more explicit ways that you can try to help with the process. One set of ideas involves a 10-step process.21 Imagine that you are managing a team in which one member has violated the trust of another, and you are attempting to help them repair the damage. This list may offer some guidance on how to approach the job of repairing the breach.

1. Make sure the two people make personal contact and have a one-on-one discussion free from interruptions (or a one-on-one discussion with you additionally included as a guide).

2. Have the parties re-emphasize the value of the relationship and the commitment each party has to the ultimate goal.

3. Let the wronged party vent. People get a tremendous amount of closure from being able to say things and feel heard.

4. Make sure that apologies are offered when appropriate, once all the issues have been put on the table. Apologies mean a lot to people, and research shows that apologies given at this stage (that is, once the wronged party has made clear what the actual offense consisted of) are much more effective than ones that are given too early in the conversation.22 Apologies can range from full acceptance of blame (“I’m sorry that I did the wrong thing; I made a mistake”) to acknowledgement of the actions (“I’m sorry that I didn’t consult you”) to simply acknowledgement of the difficulty faced by all parties involved (“I’m sorry that this has gotten so out of hand” or “I’m sorry that this happened”). Given this range of options, most people can find an apology that they feel they can give in full sincerity.

5. Have both parties state their original intentions and the motivations that drove their behaviors.

6. Ask for clarifying information from both parties.

7. Have each party re-state the position of the other side, to make sure that both recognize that the other understands their point of view and can empathize with why they felt/reacted the way they did.

8. Formulate a plan for moving forward. What can each party do to make this right?

9. Articulate ways to prevent this from happening again.

10. At the close of this meeting, plan an interaction for the near future to check in with the parties. This not only allows for a check-up on the relationship, but reminds them that they are still interacting team members.

MANAGING TEAM CONFLICT

Unfortunately for virtual teams, conflict may escalate more quickly when communication happens over e-mail than when the team members are able to meet in person.23 This is thought to be due to a number of factors relating to the particulars of e-mail exchanges. For one, e-mail often strips away non-essential exchanges of pleasantries. Without these moments of chit-chat or greetings in their relationships, people may lose the buffer that comes with giving the other side the benefit of the doubt. Combined with the lack of quick back-and-forth exchanges as found in real-time conversations, misunderstandings (including comments perceived as overly negative in tone) can go uncorrected and can spiral into larger issues and conflicts. It doesn’t take very much for one person to assume that the other is speaking harshly, and to respond in kind. In fact, it can take a lot of conscious thought to avoid these negative reactions. Finally, e-mail affords the opportunity to sit and re-read and re-write long e-mails alone, which can serve to further entrench people in their own point of view, without the chance for the other side to influence their opinions.



Quotes from the front lines: “In my experience, conflict definitely happens differently in virtual interactions. Over e-mail, disagreement makes some people just keep saying (sending) the same thing over and over again, and completely ignoring the other people’s input. Other people just keep cc-ing extra people on the exchange until someone agrees with them. On the phone, conflict can be seen when people who normally speak up just go silent instead. In all these cases, the conflict tends to be really indirect. In face-to-face meetings, conflict tends to be much more interactive.”



Not all conflict in teams is the same, however, and not all conflict in teams is automatically bad. When conflict does arise in teams, it tends to focus on one of three distinct areas, known as task conflict, process conflict, and relationship conflict.24 Task conflict is based on diverging views about what should be done in the team. Process conflict centers on disagreements on how work should be accomplished. Relationship conflict is just what it sounds like—interpersonal strife.

The usefulness in separating conflict into these three types comes from understanding the different effects that each type can have. In moderate amounts and in settings where the tasks are complex and non-routine, task conflict can sometimes actually help a team.25 Picture a team actively engaged in debate about aspects of its work, versus a team that just accepts the first idea on the table. Having differences of opinion can help all team members to stretch their thinking and more rigorously evaluate all of the ideas on the table. Process conflict, on the other hand, can be deadly for teams. People confused in any way about what they are supposed to be doing, or who is supposed to be doing what, often just resort to doing nothing at all until the conflict is resolved. Finally, and not surprisingly, relationship conflict is quite detrimental for teams as well. Open hostility does not encourage anyone to work up to his or her highest potential.


TIP

People need to know exactly what’s expected of them. Ambiguity stops virtual teams dead in their tracks, as can anger and hostilities. However, civil disagreement on work topics can promote better thinking all around.



This typology is a good place to get started, but real conflict in real work teams does not stay put neatly in separate columns. Instead, one kind of conflict can easily bleed into others. For example, people who just don’t like each other often find themselves choosing opposite sides of a task debate, whether consciously or not. This is an example of relationship conflict crossing over into task conflict. And the reverse can be true as well, with task conflict bleeding into relationship issues. Thus, even though it was noted that task conflict can be good for teams in certain settings, there is a clear threshold effect whereby too much task conflict can cause negative outcomes for the team (instead of positive ones). Why? At some point, even a healthy debate starts to get taken personally, and people will start to feel attacked and defensive. Before long the discussion has taken on an emotional weight, and no one is happy. Nobody enjoys working with people they don’t like, and many people tend to disengage from the hard work required of the team when they find themselves in this situation.


TIP

Keep this guiding principle in mind when overseeing discussions among the group members: Healthy debate is useful and important, but it can easily spill over into personal-feeling attacks. Step in to keep conversations focused.



Another school of thought divides strategies for dealing with conflict into five categories: avoidance, accommodation, competition, collaboration, and compromise.26 Selecting among the strategies may naturally give more weight to either protecting the relationship or pushing for a particular decision.

• Avoidance: Ignoring the conflict entirely and hoping it will just go away on its own

• Accommodation: Conceding to the other side simply to maintain harmony (often occurs when people value the relationship over the issue at hand)

• Competition: Placing your own needs above the other person’s, and driving hard to get your own way

• Collaboration: Attempting to work with the other person to find some solution that fully satisfies the concerns of both people

• Compromise: Looking for an expedient solution that at least partially satisfies both sides, but typically wholly satisfies neither

These categories can be thought of as individual differences—that is, some people are just more comfortable using an avoidance strategy, while others are inclined toward collaboration as their first attempt. Most people tend to have one or two dominant responses, which they use in most situations, regardless of the problem at hand. Needless to say, it is much more effective to gauge the situation to determine the best response. All people can understand and even use the various approaches, and can work toward being flexible and choosing among the strategies in a case-by-case manner (overriding the natural tendencies towards accommodation, for example, when collaboration might be more effective). Different situations clearly call for different approaches, and savvy communicators know how to read the situation and know when to switch among the various approaches.

The traditional logic of conflict style effectiveness in teams says that collaboration and compromise are a group’s best defenses in times of conflict. Accommodation and avoidance strategies may be detrimental to team decisions, as they prevent rigorous debate in decision processes. Additionally, competition can escalate conflict by having one party ignore the input of another. However, moving from traditional teams to virtual teams has changed the ways some strategies are interpreted. One set of researchers decided to ask two questions of conflict-handling strategies in virtual teams in particular:

1. What are the (potentially different) effects of each style of conflict handling in virtual teams?

2. Does anything change if the team has a set and rigorous process delineating exactly what they should do and when and how?27

Some elements of the research results mirror traditional wisdom. Avoidance was found to be detrimental, and collaboration was helpful. Others were in direct contrast. Compromising did not seem to help team outcomes in this setting, perhaps because in virtual work, compromising was accomplished by merely “cutting and pasting” to use some ideas from each member without working to fully integrate the ideas. Additionally and surprisingly, competing behavior actually seemed to help. This may be because while the sender is attempting to make a power play and drive decisions based on personal motives, in the text-only virtual realm, the receivers may only see, and may indeed welcome, the use of direct statements and increased participation. This does not mean that a competitive tone is universally recommended based on this one study, but it is yet one more bit of support for the idea that direct, effective communication is a key driver to success in the virtual team setting. Finally, accommodation did not have an effect either way on the teams studied. As for the pre-set rigorous process, it did seem to help particularly in one sense: the two strategies that worked least well (avoidance and compromise) were less severely problematic when the team used a prescribed method.


TIP

Conflict can be addressed in many ways, depending on whether protecting the relationship or successfully accomplishing the work at hand is prioritized. In the virtual setting, the best approaches seem to stem from direct focus on the problem at hand by either advocating for a particular solution (which in a face-to-face setting might be interpreted as competitive behavior but online can be a helpful approach) or by using a consensus-building collaborative focus.



SUB-GROUPS

Until now, the team has mostly been discussed as one complete unit, with one culture, and it has even been implied that the entire team would either feel trust or distrust universally. Of course, this is an oversimplification. Not only is the team made up of individual members each with unique experiences, insights, and reactions to each other, but oftentimes a group will break up into alliances along what are sometimes called “fault lines.”28 Fault lines are natural divisions within the team across perceived boundaries. For example, picture a face-to-face team with five men who are all engineers and two women who both come from marketing. It would not be a tremendous surprise to find out that the two women speak with each other more often outside of the team meetings, feel more comfortable with each other, and perhaps even end up in an alliance of sorts on the work content itself. Multiple overlapping similarities (such as in the example above with the gender and the department variables combining) make fault lines all the more stable.

In the literature on diversity, characteristics are divided into those that are visible and those that are invisible. Race, gender, nationality, and age are examples of the visible types—readily apparent upon a first meeting. Invisible types might be things such as educational level, department or area of expertise, or even risk-taking propensity. Regardless of its source, people feel more comfortable with others who seem similar to them, even in terms of superficial variables such as style of dress.

In the virtual team, sub-groups can be a tremendous problem. Given the more ambiguous interactions coupled with the desire to feel connected to some of the team members, fault lines are not only possible but probable in this environment. Somewhat ironically, in a virtual team where distance is not supposed to matter at all, one of the most common types of fault lines is based on geography—three team members in America and four in India, for instance, or even two in the New York office and three in Chicago. Who you are sitting nearest, literally, is the most natural cue for who you will likely feel is your ally. Of course, though this division is the one that virtual team members bring up again and again, it is by no means the only variable on which members can divide themselves.

People have a strong natural tendency to create “us versus them” distinctions, even within a team. This can happen almost instantly. It is a predictable problem, and one that can have severe consequences. Research shows that teams with fault lines can have more conflict and less trust. In fact, the tendency towards sub-groups is so strong that one study found that teams that were entirely mixed on the dimension of nationality performed better than those that were only somewhat mixed, because the formation and strength of sub-groups was so intractable in the groups with, say, only two types of team members in terms of nationality. On the other hand, groups where each person uniquely represented a country had no easy sub-group to retreat to, and so members were forced to find a common identity within the team itself. These groups seemed to perform as well as entirely homogeneous teams in this study.29

Yet it is worth noting that people often feel secure nestled in their sub-group, and this can help with the ever-present problem in virtual teams of people not feeling connected enough. The trick is to allow the formation of these sub-groups for the benefits they may provide without falling prey to the risk of real rifts between teammates.


TIP

Recognize that natural fault lines, especially based on geographic divisions, are likely to occur. Try to mitigate the effect by creating cross-boundary interactions between specific team members.



SUMMARY

Team members don’t have to trust each other, but everything goes more smoothly if they do. Trust formation starts as early as the first message exchanged between virtual team members (and/or first face-to-face meeting), and continues through the observation of one another’s reliability. Teams take quite some time to truly hit their stride, so longer-running teams tend to be more effective than newly formed teams. Trust is fragile, however, and is easily broken if the wrong kinds of conflict or other untrustworthy acts surface. Repairing trust is a slow but necessary process that needs to be addressed very explicitly. Finally, groups do not always act as a whole unit but instead can break into sub-groups that can increase trust within the sub-group and decrease trust across the dividing lines. In sum, trust needs to be noticed, cultivated, managed, and repaired when necessary for a virtual team to thrive.
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SEVEN

Mastering Motivation

INSPIRING ACTION

Most managers struggle with how to effectively motivate the people who work for them. Managers of virtual teams face an even bigger challenge, since virtual work comes with more uncertainty, and in some cases more resistance, than work in a physically co-located environment. Simply put, virtual workers seem to give up more easily than do physically present employees when challenges are faced. Understanding the basic psychology of motivation, and learning from the lessons of many decades of research in this area, can help build insight into how to get people to want to do the things that need to be done. This section will start with a general overview of several theories of workplace motivation and then focus more specifically on how to use them in this setting.

Motivation is defined as a willingness to exert effort to accomplish work. When asked the question “What motivates people to do their jobs?” the first answer to arise is usually money. While it is true that money can motivate people to some degree and in some situations, the reality of what motivates people at work is actually much more complex. Think of all the people you know. Do the ones who are paid more uniformly work harder and better than those who are paid less? That’s unlikely, so while it’s true that very few people would continue to work in their present jobs if they were to win a mega-millions jackpot in a lottery, it is also true that money can’t tell us the whole story behind what motivates people at work.

Instead of asking “What motivates you?” directly, it is more fruitful to change the question to “What makes a job a good one, as opposed to one you dislike?” Thinking back on their experiences, most people can now produce a much broader and richer list of answers. Typical responses include: interesting work, the opportunity to challenge oneself and learn new things, not being micro-managed, and the chance for growth and promotion. Note that these answers are all about the work itself, as opposed to the paycheck associated with it, which is an entirely separate matter.

MOTIVATION THEORIES

One school of thought on motivation makes a distinction between being actively satisfied and being simply not dissatisfied. According to this theory, an entirely different set of variables has the potential to create satisfaction compared to those that cause dissatisfaction. Employees will only be satisfied, this theory explains, if the work itself is challenging and they can achieve recognition and advancement. On the other hand, a second set of factors (external to the work itself) exist in the job environment that have the potential to make people dissatisfied. These include: relationship with the supervisor, working conditions, company policies, interpersonal relations among peers, and even things like the benefits available. The insight realized by this theory is that even perfect scores on this second set of variables will never, on their own, lead to job satisfaction without true engagement with the work itself. Wonderful medical benefits, a kind boss, good colleagues, and a pleasant workplace are definitely nice things to have, but boring dead-end work will not lead to satisfied and motivated employees.1 In the virtual setting, the potential for dissatisfaction could additionally stem from things like frustrations with the technology or poor communication among team members. But like other work situations, in virtual teams as well, true satisfaction will only come with engagement with challenging work that is both recognized and valued, along with a supportive environment.

Next, the needs fulfillment theory is one that starts to take into account the personalities of the people involved, and notes that people may differ from each other in terms of what motivates each one. This theory is based on the idea that people apply extra effort only when it can fulfill a psychological need that they have, but while each person may be driven in part by many different needs, individuals may be stronger or weaker in any one given area. One researcher stated that most people have three main needs:

1. The need for achievement

2. The need for power

3. The need for affiliation2

For example, one person may love the feeling of accomplishment that comes from solving problems (achievement). Another may thrive on the ability to organize and influence what other people do (power), and still a third may be driven to maintain close connections with teammates and colleagues (affiliation). Understanding each employee’s need style can help match the person to the right job task.

Keep in mind that although not on the list above, the need for autonomy is one universal need that most people feel (at least to some degree). Nobody seems to like being watched and controlled every step of the way.


TIP

Pay attention to whether people seem most engaged with tasks, organization, or other people, and use that tendency to your best advantage. But also remember that everyone needs some independence.



In the virtual context, however, autonomy is a double-edged sword. The most pressing danger in this type of work can be described as “drifting,” and occurs when people disengage from the task and/or each other. Creating a concrete schedule to define how (and how often) people need to engage and to determine specific job roles will help to avoid this kind of drifting. Some of the worst-performing virtual teams have members who are entirely enthusiastic and eager to help, but don’t know what to do. This problem is exacerbated when a clear leader is not defined at the outset. Think of the post-funeral problem as a metaphor. After someone dies, friends and relatives typically offer, “Please let me know if I can do anything to help.” Eager, enthusiastic volunteers willing to engage in any manner of heavy lifting abound, but structure and assignments are missing. Thus, rarely do these offers actually result in any help being given. Now imagine instead a scenario where a leader emerges and creates a list of helpful activities (cooking, cleaning, shuttling children around or taking them in for play dates, helping with house repairs, etc.), and then assigns them out systematically to those willing to help. Clearly, more is going to get done in the second case than in the first.


TIP

While people do like the freedom to choose how to accomplish a task, very few people thrive on the freedom to choose what they should be doing.



A third motivation theory, called expectancy theory, has to do with the perceived link between efforts and outcomes.3 This model says that for people to become and remain motivated, they have to perceive an unbroken chain among three elements:

Effort → Performance → Reward

In other words, people need to believe that if they put in their effort, then they will attain a certain level of performance, AND if that level is achieved, then they will be rewarded in a certain way. It sounds obvious, but this chain is commonly broken in real organizational settings, leading to many motivational problems.

The first link is between effort and performance. If an employee does not feel able to achieve the performance goal, then the motivation to try will decrease. Let’s take the example of a fictitious salesman named Dave. If Dave is given a product to sell for which he believes there is no market, and no amount of effort will make the sales happen, in all likelihood he will just stop trying altogether. Note that it is the perceived link between effort and performance that matters to the employee, which may be more pessimistic than is necessary. If someone believes that something cannot be done, effort drops to zero. But demonstrating a course towards success can open the doors for improved motivation—showing the salesman that sales can in fact be made on the product, for example. It also helps to define the goals for performance in very precise ways, including by making them each:4

1. Specific

2. Challenging

3. Measurable

4. Time-Bound

5. Prioritized


TIP

People need to believe that they have it in their power to attain a well-defined goal.



The second link is between performance and rewards. Here, the employee needs to believe that if a certain level of performance is attained, then a reliable reward will follow. Back to the example of Dave the salesman, he now needs to understand that if he sells 1,000 units of his product, he will receive a bonus of $5,000. There are two critical elements to this link. The first is that the employee believes the reward will actually materialize and the second is that the reward needs to be something the employee cares about. If a promised reward fails to happen, even for just one person in a team or organization, it can have disastrous effects across the whole team. If, for example, Dave is told that he will receive a promotion if he meets his sales goals for six months, but he knows that previous promotions have been awarded on the basis of seniority instead of performance, he may fail to be motivated by the goal. Additionally, if the reward is a promotion, Dave also has to want to be promoted. If he thinks, “Why would I want to get promoted? It’s a little more money for a lot more aggravation and time spent on the job, and I would hate that,” then the resulting effort to try harder for that level of performance should drop accordingly.

Making sure that the performance element (or goal) is clearly defined and focused on exactly what needs to be accomplished is one difficulty in making this theory come alive in a real organizational setting. Dave the salesman is a vivid case of a job where performance can easily be measured: number of units sold. Though some jobs have this highly quantitative aspect to it, most others do not. In many jobs, especially those where employees could be considered “knowledge workers,” it can be difficult to know exactly when the expected level of performance has been reached at all, let alone accomplished well.

Virtual work can also hide the day-to-day activities of employees, making it that much harder to know what people are doing. For that reason, it is even more important to make sure that the goals are clearly articulated and that everyone knows what needs to be done by when.


Quotes from the front lines: “Sometimes the volume of work that’s being done, and the obstacles faced, is not recognized on virtual teams. It’s helpful to have direct contact with all employees and have guidelines for monitoring work and volumes. It makes the whole system feel fairer to everyone to be recognized.”



Defining goals is part of the solution, but so is making sure that rewards are only given for what it is you want to have happen, and not for what you don’t.5 People learn to “game the system” when the rewarded goal is not perfectly aligned with the actual desired behaviors. What do you think happened when a frozen food manufacturer started rewarding employees for the number of bugs that they collected from the line of vegetables moving past them? Some employees began bringing in bugs from home, adding them to the line, and then removing them, collecting handsome rewards in the process! We can see evidence of a disconnect between goals and rewards across a number of domains. Examples include athletes on professional teams who are rewarded for individual statistics instead of team performance, elected officials endorsing decisions that look good as opposed to those that do good, or doctors who order many expensive and worrisome tests to prevent the possibility of missing a diagnosis, which can be much more costly to them personally.


TIP

Make sure that (1) employees know ahead of time exactly what rewards will be based on, and (2) rewards are based on the things that actually need to be accomplished.



Another vivid example of this problem comes in the area of corporate governance. In the wake of many of the ethics scandals that came to light in the last decade, several companies decided that one safeguard against this was to have their board members elected to shorter terms. The logic was simple: if someone doesn’t seem to be headed in the right direction, the company and the shareholders have less time to wait before ousting that person and moving on to a new path with someone else. However, the change unleashed some unexpected behaviors. Now, instead of focusing on the long-term health of the organization, board members had a personal incentive to boost the bottom line in a shorter-term timeframe. As a result, major investments into things like new equipment or switching to more environmentally sound practices, which could have had immense benefits in the long term, were deemed too expensive, since they would have a negative impact on the more immediate balance sheet upon which these board members felt judged when up for re-election.6

One last interesting study on the nature of rewards is worth noting. In a paper called “I’ll Have One of Each,” researchers reported finding that people were more motivated to keep working towards rewards if the rewards were separated into different categories (even meaningless ones) than if they were all presented on the same list.7 The explanation is based on the thought that people felt like they might be missing out on something good if they were not able to earn a reward from each of the categories presented, which in turn kept their motivation high. This concept won’t necessarily be enough to sustain high motivation forever, but if you find your team in a rut and feel that you need to jump-start motivation with some external incentives, this might be a trick worth keeping up your sleeve!

EFFECTIVE PRAISE

Now let’s drill down a little further and look at one area of specific interaction between managers and employees that can greatly influence day-to-day motivation, and that is praise. Praising people seems simple enough. After all, most managers tend to understand that people thrive on praise, and need it both to feel successful in their jobs and to keep motivation high for future tasks. And most people understand the demoralizing effects of negative feedback. Even on a neuro-scientific level, there is evidence that negative feedback inhibits future learning. Students exposed to the words “clever” and “smart” before taking a test not only performed better than those exposed to the words “ignorant” or “stupid,” but brain scans also showed differences in how they responded to mistakes. Essentially, those who went into the test with thoughts of being competent had heightened brain activity (indicating surprise or conflict) after making a mistake, while those who felt less competent had no reaction at all. This indicates that brains that expect to perform well take note when they do not, and are more likely to learn from their mistakes going forward.8 But unfortunately not all praise is equal. Choosing the right words can make a tremendous difference in both the short and the long haul.

To illustrate this, look at a common management situation outside the employee-boss dynamic: parenting. Like managers, parents want to encourage high levels of motivation in their children, as well as a strong sense of self-confidence. They also understand that praise can be an effective tool for achieving these goals. Unfortunately, many parents have fallen prey to a common mistake by issuing the wrong types of praise. In essence, parents tend to over-praise abilities and under-praise effort. Groundbreaking work in the area of child psychology has demonstrated this effect in no uncertain terms. In an experiment, young students were given a complicated set of tasks to complete. Afterwards, they were all told that they had accomplished a certain (standard) amount on the tasks. Half of the kids were told that their performance was because they were so smart, and the other half were told that it was because they had worked so hard on the task. Then, the students were offered the chance to complete a second set of challenging tasks. Surprisingly, those who were told they were smart generally refused the chance to continue with the hard task, and those who were told they were hard workers generally elected to continue on with the challenge. Why? Psychologist Carol Dweck asserts that it is because people have one of two different mindsets, which can be activated through different triggers. These mindsets are either fixed or growth oriented. If your mindset is fixed, you feel that your capabilities are relatively set, and all performance feedback reflects on those capabilities. If your mindset is oriented towards growth, you are always seeking to improve and change your current capabilities.9

If you are told that you have accomplished something impressive because you are smart, the fixed mindset is activated. The high level of performance is an indication that your capabilities have shone through. A new challenge now poses a risk: What if the outcome isn’t as good as it was the first time? In that case, the fixed mind worries, it might indicate that the term “smart” was misapplied, and will I now be branded as “average” or even “unimpressive”? Thus, if people feel that others’ overall judgment of them is at risk every time they embark on a new task, the fixed mindset will put pressure on them to rest on their laurels instead and avoid risking their accolades. On the other hand, if praise comes in the form of highlighting the process—the extraordinary effort, the hard work, or the willingness to try out new ideas—the growth mindset is activated, and the process itself becomes the source of inspiration. In that mindset, the mind becomes eager to keep at work, always seeking more chances to demonstrate these abilities. Growth mindsets push you to continually increase the level of challenge you face.

The differences between fixed and growth mindsets have far-reaching implications. The practical application to management hinges on the idea that whether people think of their mindsets as fixed or growth oriented can change from one situation to the next. Thus, based on the idea that growth orientation can lead to improvement while fixed mindsets don’t, managers are now given the task of trying to encourage that particular viewpoint. This can indeed be done, in no small part by the type of praise that is offered.


TIP

Praise the effort, not the result. State the value of learning and meeting challenges as opposed to impressive outcomes.



The mindset of the manager also changes the way he or she treats subordinates. Managers in a fixed mindset don’t tend to take criticism well, tend not to mentor their subordinates, and don’t recognize enough improvements or signs of growth. This is based on the fixed mindset mentality that says that people are what they are, and little can or will change about them (so why try?). Instead, these types of managers overvalue raw talent as the single best predictor of an effective worker, which can send the wrong signals to employees about the need for hard work.

Needless to say, placing emphasis on outcomes over processes also (unwittingly) encourages unethical behaviors. For instance, in one experiment, those primed to be in a fixed mindset (by being told they were intelligent after a difficult test) were more likely to lie and cheat about reporting their performance afterwards. In fact, as many as 40% of them exaggerated their accomplishments; such is the pressure to stay on top when the way you feel your value is through your accomplishments.10 The message is clear—when people value their intelligence, the theme is “look smart or talented at any cost.” And even worse, when in the fixed mindset, people seem to assume that they shouldn’t need to work very hard, and indeed hard work makes them feel less smart! Clearly, this is not the motivational tool that will help people stretch for the job. Instead, when one values effort and the chance to learn, new opportunities are considered challenges instead of threats.


TIP

Make it clear that you value good old-fashioned hard work, that skills are acquirable, that mistakes are learning opportunities, and that passion, effort, and teamwork are what make for a successful enterprise.



ACCOUNTABILITY AND COMPETITION

These ideas are short and sweet. Accountability works because generally, people like to preserve their reputations. If they know they will be “on display” about what they have accomplished, it can be a very strong motivator to work hard and be impressive.


Quotes from the front lines: “We have weekly check-in meetings, and nobody wants to be the one to have nothing to show for themselves on what they have accomplished that week.”



On competition, the key is to make the point of comparison external to the team and never pit one person against another inside the team. Good benchmarks for competition could be current versus past performance, and focus on an external competitor in the market or even another division within the company. This question also ties in to the reward system used—as much as possible, you don’t want people within one team competing for the same reward pool.


TIP

Make accountability as visible as possible. Keep competition external to the team.



GO BIG: BIG PICTURE AND BIG COMMITMENT

People like to feel part of something bigger than themselves. In any job, the sense of greater purpose (as opposed to just the daily nitty-gritty) can make the difference between a “just get it done” attitude and being inspired to work above and beyond the call. This factor is especially important for virtual workers, who are at the greatest risk for feeling disconnected from both the work itself and a sense of belonging on a team. The value of specific and challenging goal-setting was presented earlier, but here the topic is more about the impact that the work will have in some bigger picture sense. Yes, it is motivating to try and create software in X amount of time with as few bugs as possible, but it is that much more motivating if you can explain why this particular software is important to the company, and to the end users, in a very vivid way.


Quotes from the front lines: “Every other week, during our weekly check-in meeting, I bring in someone from our company who works outside the immediate team. These people are given 10 minutes of our time to describe how what we’re doing relates to their job, and to tell us ways that we could help them even more. It’s very useful to see how what we’re doing relates to other areas in the company and has an impact on the work of others.”



In addition to the larger goals and vision that can be so important to motivation, there is also the question of commitment. Here, companies in general and many managers specifically fall short. We live in an age of high turnover—rare is the employee who works an entire career in one industry, let alone at one company, anymore. The reasons people give for jumping around typically range from the more career based (I wanted the chance to develop new skills) to the more people based (I wasn’t being treated well under that boss). Contrary to popular belief, rarely does someone leave solely for the sake of more money. In fact, in the headhunting industry, it is well known that it is nearly impossible to move a happy employee, regardless of the new offer. One small change in management values can have a very big impact on retaining employees, and that is a change in attitude regarding commitment.

Contrast these two managers. Manager A believes that talent comes and goes, and you do the best you can with what you have at the time but always keep your eye out for newer and better talent. Manager B believes in hiring for the long haul, and that employees should be given every chance for growth, development, and advancement, even in cases where early evidence seems to indicate a poor fit between employee and job. Most managers fall somewhere in between these two extremes, but with a stronger tendency toward Manager A’s attitude. It is much harder to truly make a commitment to your employees and follow through on that. However, avoiding this commitment entirely is akin to asking someone on a date by saying, “You’re beautiful, come be with me until I no longer find you attractive (or find someone else more attractive), and then you’re out!”11 While there is certainly the possibility of going too far and throwing away time and resources on the wrong person, a healthy dose of Manager B’s perspective will improve the team.

Manager A’s and Manager B’s approaches are based on different assumptions about what humans are and how they work. Called Theory X and Theory Y,12 they identify sets of traits that lead to very different experiences in the workplace. Theory X describes a view of people as essentially “effort averse” and always looking for a way to do the least amount possible. In this view, people are considered to be opportunistic, and will lie to get what they want. They need constant monitoring, and a manager’s job under this view is to set up surveillance and incentive systems to keep people in line. In keeping with Manager A’s perspective above, employees in this viewpoint are merely thought of as a means to an end, and are thus more interchangeable (especially since they would leave you at the drop of a hat if given an even slightly better offer).

By contrast, Theory Y assumes that people are fundamentally interested in participating in the work if given the opportunity to engage with it and make decisions. In this view, people generally like to be challenged. They enjoy the chance to learn new things, and they want to make a positive contribution to their work environment. They are essentially responsible. In keeping with Manager B’s view above, these people are more likely to be in it for the long haul. What you (as a manager) believe can fundamentally change the way the team reacts to you and to the work. While of course there will always be a few bad apples who are entirely out for themselves, there exists ample evidence that believing in and committing to the growth and advancement of employees will make them rise to the challenge. This idea parallels the work done on the growth mindset described above.


TIP

People respond to challenging environments and to working towards a larger goal.



The next topic explores the feedback process for insights into how this can influence motivation. This is done in two parts, with the first focused on how evaluations can get derailed, and the second on the feedback delivery itself. In both cases, special attention will be given to the virtual team and electronic communication contexts.

FEEDBACK PART 1: BIASED EVALUATIONS

Evaluation processes are the bane of many a manager’s job. They are unpleasant at best and wholly dreaded activities at worst. For many people, the process is mandated by the company as a yearly exercise in which performance feedback is given to subordinates, along with ratings that tie the results to a tangible outcome such as a bonus or raise percentage. Though this process has enough problems and complexities to warrant a book of its own, here the focus is on the issues that result when parts, or all, of the evaluation and feedback processes are taken online.

There are two players in performance evaluations: the rater and the one being evaluated. The rater’s job is to engage in a decision-making process to establish what evaluation is appropriate for the target employee. The rater must then communicate the feedback in such a way as to (a) make it clear what was decided, (b) encourage positive growth and change in the target based on the feedback given, and (c) make sure that what happens feels fair to all. Unfortunately, all three elements are changed for the worse when the process is moved to an online format from a traditional paper-based evaluation form with a face-to-face feedback element.

First comes the evaluation itself. As you can imagine, evaluating others is a tough thing to do completely objectively. Instead, many people find themselves overly swayed by a single event that was particularly vivid, or by what has happened most recently. People can even be permanently biased by their first impressions of another, even if that proved to be an inaccurate representation of that person in the long run. And beyond the immediate behaviors, some people are even unconsciously biased by generalized assumptions about fairness, such as “more senior employees deserve better ratings since they have put in so much more time.” Some universities are starting to use external evaluators, or even software, for grading student assignments to sidestep the enormous problem of bias in the evaluation process in that context.13 So far, the problems described may occur with any evaluation processes conducted in any mode. There is an additional concern when evaluations are done using online forms, and that is another version of the negativity bias.

Earlier in the book the tendency towards being more negative in the language used when typing than when speaking or writing longhand was described. Unfortunately, this same bias seems to cloud evaluations conducted online. In a research project designed to explore this exact issue, two groups of people were asked to conduct a peer evaluation appraisal of their teammates after completing a big project. Half of the individuals were asked to rate their teammates on individual paper forms, while the other half were asked to fill out (and return electronically) an identical form sent to them online. Though there was no reason to think the teams themselves differed in any meaningful way, those who filled out their forms online gave systematically lower ratings to their peers (on average) than did those who filled out the paper forms. To make sure that the difference observed was truly just a factor of the type of form used and nothing about the teams themselves, the next batch of participants all rated the exact same individual performing the exact same tasks—in other words, all raters watched the same video of a person at work in his job, and were then asked to rate his performance on identical forms—except one group got the form on paper, and the other got the form online. Again, the online raters gave lower ratings for the man’s job performance than did the paper evaluators.14

There is no reasonable explanation for this other than the fact that making decisions online encourages people to act somewhat differently than making decisions recorded in other ways. This is not necessarily a problem if all evaluations are done online. Ratings may indeed go down, but it should be an across-the-board effect. In fact, some may argue that this force may be a good balance for the “grade inflation” culture that we live in, whereby anything less than “five star” ratings feels like a failure in many domains. And, as mentioned earlier in the book, people may be more willing to offer bad news in less distorted ways when they can write it online instead of calling or talking face to face,15 so this may even provide better or clearer information than would a conversation.

There is also the question of fairness. To be considered fair, employees must understand what went into the selection of any particular form of rating or feedback. Too often, and especially in online systems, the focus becomes fixed on a complicated numerical scale with little transparency for anyone about what went into particular decisions. Unfortunately, choosing how to evaluate people is never a fully objective process. In a classroom exercise, MBA students are asked to allocate a fixed bonus pool to six employees with varying performance metrics on several dimensions, including everything from very quantitative measures like “waste rates” and “overall production” to more subjective items like “job effort” and “human relations skills.” What’s most interesting about this exercise is that rarely do any two groups ever allocate identical amounts in their system of dividing the fixed pie among these workers. Even capable people cannot seem to agree on exactly how much each evaluation factor should matter, despite the presence of objective performance data.

To put these concerns into the language of expectancy theory described earlier in this chapter, these feedback problems break both the effort-to-performance and the performance-to-outcome links. Imagine, for example, that the ratings themselves were biased by being overly influenced by events that unfolded in the last month before the end of a 12-month rating period. In that case, effort before the last month of the next rating period might feel unnecessary. And if good performance metrics don’t reliably lead to predictable rewards in a transparent way, then motivation to achieve those levels of performance also suffers.

The point here is that it is valuable to remember that evaluations are almost always going to be at least partially subjective. Unfortunately, this allows bias to creep into your decision making (especially when the process is conducted online), and can lower motivation accordingly. If you are in a position where you need to conduct online evaluative ratings, you might want to make sure you have a system for recording true glimpses of the performance of the employees over time, and then step away from the screen and think first about what the decision should be, to avoid these potential sources of bias.


TIP

Know that making your evaluation decisions in front of a computer screen may encourage a more negative slant on your views. Make your decisions based on objective criteria as much as possible to avoid this bias and present a fair decision.



FEEDBACK PART 2: DELIVERY

The appraisal process is not just about choosing your words (and/or rating numbers), but also involves communicating the feedback to the focal employee. This process can occur through a number of communication channels, each with its own set of advantages and disadvantages. The traditional gold standard is the face-to-face conversation. Yet many people, if not most, wince at the prospect of being on either side of this talk.

• From the sending side, managers hate delivering criticism because it risks their relationship with their employees. Many, intentionally or not, even downplay the negative news just to spare your feelings, which could potentially limit your improvement at your job.16

• From the receiving side, most people find it just plain miserable to have to hear negative things about themselves. There are those few exceptions who seem to actively seek information about their weaknesses with an eye towards improving them, but these people are the exception and not the norm.

When faced with criticism of any kind, people generally respond with three types of reactions, sometimes in succession. The first reaction can be thought of as bracing for the bad news. Even if the speaker starts with a list of positive attributes about you and your work, you may just be nodding blankly, and waiting for the speaker to get to the “but . . .” and transition into the criticism. While you’re bracing and waiting to see how bad this conversation is going to get, you may well miss important content, including well-deserved accolades.


Quotes from the front lines: “I had a boss once who followed the pattern of ‘start out with something good, then slip in the criticism’ to the letter. Each time she gave feedback, she’d start with something nice, but these nice words were always followed by the bad news. It started to feel like the first sentences weren’t even genuine, but were just a way to segue into the real reason for the conversation, which was for her to air her complaints. Eventually, my colleagues and I noticed that we didn’t even listen to the introduction, and only tuned in once we got to Part 2.”



The second reaction type is emotional, whether it be anger, sadness, resentment, or even joy. It is not appropriate to react strongly in a professional meeting, so whatever emotion you may be feeling, your primary job at that moment is to dampen it by masking its effects on your face and body language. Managing an emotional response in this way is hard work. It can take all of the cognitive resources you have available, making you that much less able to absorb and learn from whatever information comes next in the conversation.


Quotes from the front lines: “Once I was in a restaurant in a city and was uncomfortably close to the next table, where a young woman was getting feedback from her boss. He said something nice of course, but then launched into the ways that the more senior people thought her work needed improving. It was so painful to sit there and watch her trying not to cry through this whole conversation . . . I really felt for her!”



The third major reaction is to become defensive and want to explain your side of the allegations. Again, by focusing on formulating your own next arguments in the conversation, your mind is relatively unavailable for listening to and absorbing new information.

Based on this, there is actually a reasonable argument to be made that sending feedback over e-mail is both kinder and ultimately better for learning.17 Think about it: If you got the same information in an e-mail, you could have your emotional reaction in private and then decide how you would like to respond afterwards. You would know the scope of the feedback (positive and negative) in one quick reading, and then could re-examine the text afterwards for a deeper understanding of all of the points. It might even allow the sender to make the message clearer for you, as that person would not be as concerned with your reactions and could focus on the message itself.

However, in practice clear and effective feedback delivery is more complicated than this. People seem to have an emotional response to the use of e-mail in and of itself for this process. For example, in a research study, participants were asked to imagine that they were an employee receiving feedback that included positive and negative aspects. Examples of the identical feedback that they all received include: “We know that you are a competent specialist and you have proved to be a good manager of your department . . . [and have done some] excellent work” on the positive side, and, “However . . . it has also been recognized that you have a tendency to leap through things without getting into all of the details” on the negative side. The evaluation was summed up by the sentence, “You are a smart and hardworking employee, and we expect you to have many future successes in this company, once you settle down and learn to take time with major decisions.” The participant was then informed that the rating received was a “3” out of “5” and the bonus would be adjusted accordingly.

Though all participants in this study read the exact same feedback, some were told that the feedback was given in an e-mail, and others were told that the feedback was given either face to face or on a paper form. In measuring their reactions to the feedback, the study showed systematic differences based on the medium chosen for the message delivery. Those who supposedly received the information over e-mail were the most negative about the feedback itself, the manager, and the whole company. When asked why, participants called the manager a “coward” who was “hiding behind e-mail.” They felt it was “aloof, cold, terrible, lame, and harsh” to use e-mail for something like this. Sounds like they all wanted the manager to bite the bullet and have the uncomfortable face-to-face conversation, right? Well, partially. Interestingly enough the most satisfied participants were those who received their feedback on a paper form. Paper forms seemed to be the best of both worlds. They had the formality that signaled that the manager was taking this seriously, but avoided the uncomfortable pitfalls of having to stare each other down through the awkward conversation itself.18 This can perhaps be followed up with a spoken conversation for clarification, a chance for the employee to respond and be heard, and to make sure that the relationship remains intact.

Even when text may be more appropriate and useful than spoken conversation, such as during difficult or emotional conversations, the overall sense that people have that e-mail is first and foremost a tool of convenience can work against you. The image is, unfortunately, of someone dashing something off without serious thought or review, even though that might not be the case at all.


TIP

Uncomfortable or delicate conversations do not belong in e-mails. When text seems kinder or more effective than a face-to-face conversation, write it on letterhead and send it (either digitally or printed out). This touch of formality will remove the concern that you are not taking this seriously.



Lastly, there is one unfortunate tendency that has been noted on the topic of feedback in virtual teams, and it has to do with the type of feedback given (formal versus informal). Managers of virtual teams seem to give less informal feedback when their primary channel of communication is e-mail, and instead wait to give formal feedback only at the specified times. This is a failure of the system on two fronts:

1. People are not getting the regular, timely, and low-key feedback during the work process itself, which is the kind that actually helps promote positive changes.

2. They are instead getting formal feedback through a channel that makes them less likely to appreciate what’s being offered as constructive.

This is a classic lose-lose situation whereby the chance for feedback to do any good is being missed.19 People need to know whether and how their work is meeting expectations.

The concept of MBWA, or Management By Walking Around,20 suggests that by simply being physically present now and then in someone’s work space, conversations, questions, connections, and feedback would spontaneously ensue. While this is no cure-all as a management technique, there is something real to the benefits of spontaneous conversations. These don’t have to be left by the wayside when a team moves to the virtual realm, but it does take more conscious work on the manager’s part to keep this kind of informal channel active.


TIP

Give regular, informal feedback and have discussions on what’s being done while it’s still “in the works” by whatever means available to you—e-mail, phone calls, etc. The kind of thing you might do if you just drop by someone’s desk shouldn’t get eliminated just because there is no longer a chance to physically stop by.



SUMMARY: THE MOTIVATION AUDIT

Getting and sustaining high levels of motivation from employees is a constant balancing act. When you feel motivation to be waning, use this checklist to perform an “audit” to see if you can diagnose the problem and move towards fixing it.

If people aren’t performing, think through:

• Do they understand how to accomplish their goals?

• Do they have the ability and resources to perform?

• Do they see the relationship between performance and rewards?

• Do they care about the rewards?

• Do they have appropriate goals (specific, challenging but attainable, and paired with feedback)?

• Is the feedback delivered in a way that they find effective and fair?

• Are their needs getting met?
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EIGHT

Virtual Team Leadership

LEADERSHIP

Do we need managers at all when there’s no one in the office? Can you manage people whom you can’t see? Fortunately for the worried managers out there, the answer to both questions is a resounding yes. Management of virtual teams is not only necessary but also critical for effective functioning. And luckily, an entirely new skill set is not required to do this job right. Many of the ideas and elements that go into successfully managing a face-to-face team apply to this environment as well. For example, one well-known list of the five most important skills for a successful leader to have includes:1

• Modeling behaviors by personally acting the ways that you want others to act

• Inspiring others by describing the future and enlisting them in the process of getting there

• Challenging people by seeking out opportunities for experimentation and risk

• Enabling others by fostering collaboration and seeking input on decisions

• Encouraging people by recognizing their successes and the value that they add throughout the work, not just at the end and not just based on the final outcome.

While it is easy to see how each and every one of these areas may still apply in the virtual team context, they will require some adjustment in that setting. Here, these techniques will need to be implemented more explicitly by being concretely demonstrated earlier, more strongly, and more often. The first shift when moving to the virtual world is to stop thinking about managing time; instead, start thinking about managing work and the connections among the team members.2

One research study demonstrating this point found that the best predictor of whether individual virtual team members felt connected to their groups was the frequency of reciprocal (that is, two-way) communication with the team’s leadership. Why? First, more frequent communication most likely comes with more information about the team’s mission, values, and the interests of the individuals and the team as a whole. After all, most of this communication is likely to be about the team’s work and its progress towards meeting its goals. Additionally, more frequent communication may also make people feel more included in the decision making of the workgroup, which in and of itself makes people willing to engage more with the team. These researchers concluded that virtual communication can be as effective as face-to-face communication at solidifying team-member engagement, but it needs to be a reliable and often-used channel to have the desired effects.3



Quotes from the front lines: “I had a boss who would just forget to drop us a line when he got news that concerned the team. If you were there in person in his office, he’d tell you what was going on in a heartbeat, as soon as it happened. But he just wasn’t any good at remembering to take the time to sit and write to us in messages. He was really hard to work for in that way.”



Imagine that you are heading up a face-to-face team, but of people you don’t know well. What would you do first? Probably some combination of team meetings and individual conversations with the team members, in which you would observe each to see if you could get to know something about who each member was as a person, how each person worked, what motivated and excited each one of them, etc. This kind of information is, in many cases, exactly what’s missing when a virtual team kicks off. To counter this, team leaders have to reach out in much less subtle ways to get to know the team members.

Telephone calls can be helpful in this situation, as they provide more information about how people are thinking and reacting in real time than you would get from a typed message. Plus, as mentioned earlier, it is much easier to call someone and have a good conversation about a work issue if you are already accustomed to speaking to that person on the phone. However, it can feel awkward to call someone without a true and immediate purpose at hand. It might make you feel foolish, or even potentially alienate the other person if it felt like you were wasting time.

Consider the following method as a tool for helping to get the best out of this potentially awkward conversation. Instead of calling with a hidden agenda to “feel out” the other person, what if instead you came right out and stated your purpose out loud? Something along the lines of this: “I’m calling to chat with you to get to know you a little better. I’m particularly interested in hearing about how you think this upcoming project fits in with your other work and what you’d like to be doing and learning going forward. Also, just so you know, I’d like to have a couple of conversations like this at the beginning, so I can get a sense of how you think about things, and so that we’ll be used to speaking with each other if and when we need to discuss issues as the project unfolds.” If you didn’t want to deliver that speech out loud in the first phone call, you could also introduce these ideas in a message sent ahead of time. In this way, something that might be done subtly and easily in person can still be done, but only through conscious planning and explicit discussions. These types of calls can be encouraged not just from the leader to the team members but also among the teammates themselves.


TIP

Be explicit in forcing early conversations, if for no other reason than to “grease the wheels” for easy communication later.



Identification

In the introduction to this book, the issue of virtuality as a state of mind was raised. In part, this means that people may well feel more or less connected to a team (and to each other) regardless of whether they sit across the hall or across an ocean from each other. The underlying variable of interest when considering this variability is identification. How much does any one person identify with the others on the team, and with the team as a whole? How much does that person identify with the job itself? Sometimes the key to identification is as simple as feeling like you have something in common with the others (such as profession, gender, ethnicity, or political views), which can offer common ground, reduce uncertainty, and provide the benefit of the doubt in terms of trustworthiness.4 Classic research states that identification with the work hinges on three elements:5

1. Experienced meaningfulness: feeling that the work is important, valuable, and worthwhile, and knowing how the individual tasks fit into each the larger project and the organizational goals as a whole

2. Experienced responsibility: feeling personally accountable for the results

3. Knowledge of results: having an understanding, on a regular basis, of the effectiveness of one’s performance.


TIP

Make sure that people feel connected to the work they are doing, by reviewing the elements of meaningfulness, responsibility, and feedback with them directly.



In traditional face-to-face work arrangements, the need to feel connected to the work can sometimes be replaced by the connections that people feel with their colleagues.6 In other words, feelings of strong alignment, loyalty, respect, and even friendship between team members can drive motivation right alongside commitment to the work itself. In the virtual setting, this can be harder to establish. It is important for leaders to actively cultivate connections to the work itself and to the other people. And while it is also important for people to feel comfortable with the technology that they are using, if the connections to the people and to the work are solid, then the distance and the use of technology tend to become minor distractions instead of major obstacles. Thus, leaders need to take a hands-on role in making sure that connections remain vibrant. And team members need to simultaneously be doing at least two completely different things at all times: one is moving forward on the tasks themselves, and the second is supporting each other to promote the well-being of the group.7

DIAGNOSING PROBLEMS AND CREATING SUPPORTING STRUCTURE

When you turn on a light switch and the light above you shines bright, what caused the light to turn on? There are many different answers that could be considered equally true. You could describe the wiring in the wall that allows electricity to flow to the light bulb. You could speak to the activated electrons in the bulb itself. You could also mention that you have paid your electric bill, which keeps the utility company willing to supply you with power from its plants, or solar panels, or wind farms. Similarly, if you flip your switch and the light fails to turn on, what went wrong? It could be that the bulb burned out, that the wiring is faulty, that the power company has cut you off for failure to pay on time, or any one of a number of other possibilities. When things are not going well in an organizational setting, figuring out what’s going wrong can similarly be more difficult than it initially seems.

Who or what gets blamed for problems can sometimes unintentionally be based on the wrong signals. More specifically, it is critical to be able to distinguish between problems where a person is at fault, and problems where some of the surrounding context, or structure, is at fault. To demonstrate this, some researchers described the true story of a ferry boat that sank in 1987 off the coast of Belgium, a mere half mile away from the dock and in about only four minutes, killing 193 people on board.8 What went wrong? The mechanical answer is easy: The boat sank because the rear doors of the ferry, opened to load cars on board, were not closed before the boat departed. The boat instantly filled with water, capsized, and sank. Many passengers were trapped in the cabin and died from hypothermia. The more complicated question is, why did this happen? One fact may provide all the answer you need: the assistant boatswain, typically responsible for closing the doors, was on a break after cleaning the car deck, fell asleep in his cabin, and failed to hear the sound that should have alerted him to the fact that the ship was departing. Clearly, the sinking of the boat was this man’s fault, was it not? Yes, certainly, but the story is more complicated than this. The first officer’s job requires him to stay on deck until he sees the assistant boatswain take over. The officer claimed he saw his replacement approaching, but clearly the assistant (asleep in his cabin) was not seen, and the first officer left anyway. Another boatswain was on deck, but he claimed it was not his job to check the doors, so he did not. The captain of the ship merely assumed that they were closed, since this particular boat was not equipped with mirrors or safety light indicators (which had been requested but were not installed because the parent company did not feel that it was worthwhile to spend extra money just to make sure employees were doing their jobs correctly). Further compounding the problem, the ferry did not fit into the port in question (because this ferry was not on its usual route), and so it had to be filled with dead weight in the lower sections of the boat. Thus, it sank more immediately once water entered the vessel. The design of this type of ferry had a known flaw in it (and two like it had previously had major problems), but it had not yet been deemed unfit for service by either the authorities or the company. Rescue efforts were limited as well, based on the conditions of the rising tide. So was this problem explained away, after all, by a single faulty employee who fell asleep on the job, or is there more to the story that you found relevant?

People are both easier and more satisfying to blame than are structures, even when the truth usually contains elements of both being at fault. The key question used to differentiate between the two is this one: “If this person was fired, and another person put into this role, what are the odds that the problem would recur?” If you can answer with confidence that another person would most likely not have the same difficulties, then a personnel issue may be all that is going wrong. More often than not, though, this is an over-simplification of the problem. If you can imagine another person (and remember, all people make mistakes) getting into similar difficulties, then you might need to look at the systems in general and see if fixes can be offered through changes in policies and procedures.

Here’s another real example (and the last one involving a transportation disaster!). A plane crashed less than a mile from the airport because it had been circling for an hour and ran out of fuel. A transcript of the in-flight recorder demonstrated that a lower-level pilot tried repeatedly to tell the captain about the fuel issue, but the captain didn’t respond. Perhaps the captain didn’t hear him, or perhaps he had a total failure of competence at a critical moment. Who is at fault here? The captain for sure, but also the military-style culture and policies used among cockpit crews, which prevented an “underling” from shouting down his boss or attempting to tell the tower about the problem himself. To ensure that this never happened again, the correction needed to deal not just with the individual at fault but also with the supporting context.

One last wrinkle on this topic is what’s called the team halo effect, which means that teams as a whole tend not to be blamed for their failures (yet they are given credit for their successes). Instead, individuals are typically identified as the cause of failures, even if the whole team’s performance might have been the more appropriate explanation.9


TIP

People are easy and satisfying to blame for problems that arise, but there is usually more involved in solving and preventing problems in terms of the work environment, rules, procedures, and incentives.



Turning back to virtual team leaders, they have a similarly complicated job assessing the causes of the behaviors they observe. In fact, a good leader observes and needs to interpret even very minor issues such as the possible causes of silence, misunderstandings, and delays.10 For this reason, before the team actually begins its work together, it is critical for the leader to do an inventory of sorts about the structure, or background context, in which this team will be operating. Questions in three different categories may help the leader map out the team and anticipate the areas of strength and weakness:11

Team Formation and Goals

1. How was the team formed? Were members recruited or asked to volunteer?

2. Who is on the team? What are their skills and experiences?

3. What does the team need to do? By when? How?

4. Do team members represent different areas within the organization, different regions of the world, etc.?

Organizational Policies and Resources

1. How are team members rewarded? Is it the same for all team members if they are at different locations or in different countries?

2. Is training available for team members?

3. What communication technologies are available? Which do the team members each prefer/which are they familiar with? (See Sidebar 8.1 on adopting new technologies.)

Degree of Complexity

1. Temporal distribution: How easy or difficult is it for teams to communicate in real time?

2. Boundary spanning: Are people from different functional areas? Different organizations? Different national cultures?

3. Team lifecycle: Has the team been created for a single issue, or for ongoing work?

4. Member roles: Is each person there to do one thing only, or to serve multiple roles? Do they also have roles outside of this team’s work? A greater number of roles tends to be associated with higher levels of negative attitude towards work. Sometimes, leaders even find it useful to line up “alternates” if one person is overly in demand yet also serves a critical function on the team.

5. Work interdependence: How much interdependence does the team need to complete the work? Look at the scale in figure 8.1 below as it moves from the least to the most interconnection among the teammates.12
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Figure 8.1.
Work Interdependence Levels

As complexity increases on other dimensions, the need for more work interdependence often also increases. (As an aside, one faculty member has noted that with MBA student teams, the “intensive interdependence” work should be renamed the “pizza stage” since it so often only occurs right before a deadline and when teammates realize that they will need a marathon meeting to finish up the work all together, so they order in pizza! While virtual teams probably cannot share a single pizza, the increase in interdependent work nearer to the deadline probably remains the same.)

Note that the temptation is particularly strong for virtual teams to break their work into smaller, less interconnected (that is, more independent) pieces. This can make the task easier, but it may limit the amount of value that can be realized by having team members work more interdependently. In fact, most teams are created so that the work products can benefit from multiple perspectives on each piece; thus to break the work into a serial-assembly-line type of arrangement may violate the mission of the team. For example, MBA student teams assigned to create a project or case analysis as a group often fall prey to this trap, and the resulting project then contains abrupt and visible seams where the work has clearly been created by different minds and then fails to be fully integrated.

In addition to the problem of integration, working in this way also limits the ability of the team to create something different as a group than what they create as a series of individuals. Team synergy research shows that teams can and regularly do surpass the sum of their parts and can create new ideas and knowledge together. A common classroom exercise is used to demonstrate this effect. In it, students are asked to make decisions about which items would be most useful if they found themselves stranded somewhere. Individuals rank the items, and then groups need to come to consensus on what to prioritize. Not only do most teams outperform the average of the individual decisions, but most even outperform the level of the best individual, indicating that there is value in both pooling insights and discussing issues.

After assessing the team’s context, the next step is to decide what level of relationship will need to be developed for each individual team member. While of course it seems ideal to have a close relationship with each and every team member, this is not always practical or efficient. In some cases, it pays for the leader to strategically develop sub-teams. Then, the leader can create and nurture close ties with the sub-team leaders instead of trying to connect with every individual on a larger team.

To move towards this view of leadership as a facilitation or coordination effort more than a power position, it can be helpful to recognize that power in the virtual team means something slightly different than it does in a traditional team. The real power in a virtual team is driven by what can be thought of as “knowledge power,” or the person who is best able to take charge of a project at a particular moment in time. The very best teams transfer this power from member to member as needed throughout the life of their work together. The role of the formal leader is to help the team build trust at the early stages of its work together and then to promote shared understandings among members as the project progresses.13


Sidebar 8.1.

Adopting New Technologies

Virtual teams sometimes must begin with a process of convergence on which technological tools they are going to use. Thus, some members may need to adopt and learn new systems to achieve a common platform for the team. What makes people more willing to try out a new system for communicating digitally? More specifically, what types of introductions make people more or less predisposed to like the new system? Researchers in the area of innovation adoptions aimed to answer just this question by experimentally testing different phrases when introducing a new technology. Participants were divided into four groups. Two of the groups were introduced to the technology by hearing about the features themselves, and two heard about what other people thought of the technology as a whole. Within the features-specific introductions, one group heard positively framed messages (such as, “This tool works well most of the time, and can be easy to learn”) and the other heard equivalent but negatively framed messages (such as, “This tool fails only occasionally, and could be a bit difficult to learn”). The groups that heard about what other people thought similarly had a positive version (“This tool has been widely accepted by others, and the majority have found it invaluable”) and a negative version (“This tool has been rejected by only a few people, and only a small minority have found it worthless”). What made the biggest difference? In general, people paid more attention to the sentences that referred to what other people thought than to the ones that described the technology itself. Additionally, people responded more strongly to any kind of negative statements than to the positive ones. So the worst condition was having people hear that others have disliked the tool before, even if the sentence stated that only a small number of people disliked it. And once formed, these impressions lasted long beyond the initial period of trial and learning. Hearing positive statements about the features themselves also had a potential problem—sometimes, expectations were raised too high and the actual features then fell short, leading to disappointment with the tool. The bottom line: the most convincing statements to sell new technology are those that report on the success that others have found with it.

Vishwanath, A. (2009). From belief-importance to intention: The impact of framing on technology adoption. Communication Monographs, 76(2), 177–206.



LEADING VIRTUAL TEAMS AS A 12-STEP PROCESS

Leadership means first developing and then monitoring team activities. Policies can also help to set up a successful virtual team, especially when team members reside in different areas (both in terms of physical location and content area). As stated above, one of the most critical insights needed to successfully lead a virtual team is that whatever management techniques you think you need to use with people, you need to use them more boldly and explicitly in the virtual setting. Subtlety simply doesn’t come across when you can’t see people’s faces and don’t have the opportunity for spontaneous interactions. What follows are 12 topics with which virtual managers need to contend,14 presented as a set of problems, and then a list of ideas to help address each issue.

1. Timing. The timing of both work and interactions can be unpredictable in the virtual realm. Some things can happen very quickly and efficiently; other times people may wait eight hours for a response to something that is holding them up. Virtual teams also have a natural tendency to be more deadline driven.

Solutions:

a. Set expectations appropriately. Make sure all people know to alert each other about when they will give their attention to the work and to each other.

b. Avoiding timing issues also requires an upfront commitment on the part of the team members to make time for each other as immediately as possible. For busy people, seeing an e-mail from someone not present, but who needs your attention, could mean that you have your assistant schedule a half-hour call two weeks out. This approach is not likely to work for the team as a whole. Instead, have people commit to giving 5 to 10 minutes of attention ASAP once a request has been made.

c. Virtual teams work better with a more well-defined temporal structure. In addition to concrete suggestions or policies about the length of time permissible between a message sent and the reply, other formal procedures for accomplishing work will help to regulate the pace of the interactions among the teammates. All of the mechanisms used to manage a team’s time, including the use of deadlines, specifying the needs for when and how collaboration of team members (synchronization) should occur, and allocating defined amounts of time for specific tasks can all help to align people’s focus and the pattern, timing, and content of their communication for the better.15

d. Leaders need to plan well, not just for the team’s meetings, but for the times before and after each meeting as well. The process of the work should be on the leader’s mind at all times, not just the next deadline or final product.

2. Evaluation. Often, team members are divided between their “regular” work and their work on a virtual team, and performance appraisals may only be done by their “regular” managers and not the ones from the virtual team. This imbalance can cause both stress and a lack of dedication to the virtual team.

Solutions:

a. As a virtual leader, make sure to evaluate the performance of each team member and communicate this report to the “regular” manager. All team members should be told at the outset that information will be communicated regularly in this way, especially notes of commendation for any job well done.

b. As much as possible, have each team member’s performance evaluation on this virtual team count towards his or her overall performance in the company.

c. Plain and simple public thank-yous for jobs requiring large efforts should also not be overlooked.

3. Virtual vs. Face-to-Face Interactions. Many virtual teams operate by scheduling occasional face-to-face meetings to let people meet or reconnect with each other, and to make progress on the work while members are all together. As mentioned earlier, however, some research has found that this structure can actually impede overall progress on the work. The logic is that if these in-person meetings exist, too much work gets pushed off “until we see each other,” and then once together, too much time is spent reviewing what has been long forgotten since the last meeting. Some studies even suggest that once accustomed to interacting online, later meetings in a different way (such as face to face) can actually have a negative impact on the relationships, because “modality switching” can be a source of stress and new ways of relating to each other must be established.16

Solution: Contrary to some other perspectives, one option is to ban travel entirely for the occasional face-to-face meeting. Some who have tried this method report that when forced into the 100% virtual status, teams will find better ways to make progress. Personal disclosures or discussions, when offered via text, also tend to have a stronger impact than the same types of comments offered out loud.17 So, there is something to be said for allowing the relationships to develop electronically, and then leaving them alone in that medium. A middle-ground idea is to have one kick-off meeting in person so that people can put names to faces, and then proceed from there in an entirely virtual way.

4. Choice of Medium. Even setting aside face-to-face communication, there may still be disagreement about how to communicate. Some people are just “phone people” and prefer to make a call rather than answer an e-mail. Others prefer text, but have opinions as to which types of programs work best. Still others swear by group platforms that allow for documents and comments to be organized, saved, and accessed by all.

Solution: This one probably needs to be negotiated on a case-by-case basis. By way of example, some teams have chosen to ban e-mail in favor of a group virtual workspace for posting comments, since discussions between only two people can cause more misunderstandings and leave other people out of the loop. Others have chosen to have all members available via an Instant Messaging platform all day long for immediate access to each other. Whatever the team decides, it is helpful to have individuals discuss the pros and cons of each platform at the outset and then establish expectation guidelines.

5. Development. Even in the virtual realm, people need challenge, and generally thrive on being stretched. In addition, it is good for the team and the organization to have its employees become proficient at new skills.

Solution: Create policies that reward both the accomplishment of the work itself and the learning and development of the members. While this may include mastery of technologies and processes to work with others virtually, it can also include developing specific skills and expertise to aid work across lines/areas within the company. Team members will naturally gravitate towards those activities that give them the most benefits. Be on the lookout for emergent leadership, and support and encourage it.

6. Role Clarity. People certainly need to know exactly what they are supposed to be doing, but in addition to that, they also need to know why each, specifically, is on the team at all. For instance, were team members (located in other countries) chosen to represent their country, their department, future customers in their local region, or some other specific expertise? Were they chosen primarily because the leader knew and liked them from previous interactions or personal friendships?

Solution: All team members should be very clear about their independent roles and the roles of other team members. This also means that the “old way” of choosing team members based on whom the leaders already know needs to give way to a more thorough justification of each person on the team (matching a need established in a skills matrix, for example) to ensure the correct fit for the work that needs doing.

7. Diversity. The idea that people are more comfortable with others who are like them is well established. Diversity can breed not only a fear of the unknown, but misunderstandings and missed opportunities for effective collaboration.

Solutions:

a. Identify and discuss differences among teammates early and often. Not all problems will surface before the work starts, but team leaders should reserve (and use) the right to publicize different approaches as they arise. This can include anything from personality-survey type results to different cultural approaches (national culture or even departmental culture) to solving problems.

b. Encourage members to identify their processes out loud, as in, “I tend to like to discuss things and then take a break to think it all over before I’m ready to make a decision,” or even, “I prefer to pick up the phone and discuss an issue as opposed to send an e-mail about it, so expect plenty of calls from me.”

8. Technology. While it is reasonable to assume that most people are at least functional on tech systems for virtual communication (such as e-mail), it is not a universal truth and switching platforms can cause all kinds of problems. The big concern is not just that problems will arise, but that they will be hidden from view. Actually getting people to speak up when they don’t understand something is a tall order, and a rare occurrence.

Solution: Encourage questions when processes, or the technologies themselves, don’t make sense. Monitor what’s happening, and be ready to step in if, for example, it seems someone is using the “comment” function on the documents too rarely, or incorrectly. This can be addressed directly, in a one-on-one training session, or indirectly, by pairing the teammate with a more experienced member for a portion of the work. The aim would be to have the two work together in real time and thus the techniques would be demonstrated naturally.

9. Momentum. Know that all teams lose steam at some point, and need to be re-energized. It is a normal part of the human experience to lose excitement for a project (or other people) once the newness has worn off and the real challenges emerge. In addition, the “out of sight, out of mind” problem can make virtual teamwork lower on the to-do list for many members.


Quote from the front line: “Typically when I first start working with a new virtual team their work is solid and the response times are pretty fast, but over time things start to get more drawn out and the work can slip up a little. I think initially there’s motivation to demonstrate value, but once they’ve been with me for a while, they get comfortable and the work suffers.



Solutions:

a. Shake things up occasionally by having a different kind of meeting (a more social one, for example). Other ways to change the pace are to invite a guest speaker with expertise relevant to the team, invite someone else in the company to talk about related work, or even work on an irrelevant but fun task or puzzle together.

b. Note that at about the mid-point of a team’s timeline, people are more receptive to stepping back to assess the progress so far and potentially re-group for the plans to complete the work.18

c. Make electronic check-ins and progress updates frequent and mandatory. Find reasons to contact the team regularly with updates of your own. Encourage team members to send mini-updates (sometimes called “Eureka!” and “Oh Shoot” messages) as they progress through their work, to keep others connected with what they are doing in real time. Don’t just wait until there is an official update at a meeting.

10. Virtual Meetings. Anything routine can become something that people tune out. So while regular check-in meetings are important for team functioning on lots of levels, they can stop being effective if the meetings lose the attention of the attendees.

Solutions:

a. Establish the “rules of engagement” for each meeting. Some conference calls can tolerate people being half-focused and half-distracted, for example, while others need complete and total focus. (Remember that immediate attention can wane as often as every few minutes, and overall burnout for a topic starts after 20 to 40 minutes without a break. After that, you probably can’t count on full focus from the meeting attendees.19 Design meetings to cover only what is critical so as to not drift off into “The Land of Lost Focus.”)

b. Be clear with everyone ahead of time about the expectations for each meeting. This can be as detailed as telling people what and how they are expected to contribute, who is charged with facilitating that particular meeting, who is responsible for recording and posting the decisions made at the meetings, and what sort of follow-up is required.

c. Each meeting should be ended with three items: a specific to-do list that is posted visibly for all, a defined timetable for people to post their progress on identified tasks, and a plan for what the next meeting should accomplish.

d. Plan meeting agendas precisely. The ability to “wing it” might work in the face-to-face setting, but doesn’t work in the virtual world.

e. If possible, include the ability for members to vote on items during the meeting, with either Instant Messaging or even good old-fashioned “say ‘aye’ ” types of questions.

11. Norms. People are both very social animals and creatures of habit. Both of these traits can work against productive behaviors if the wrong ones are established at any point in time. In other words, it is important to know that any of the team’s “rules” can slide if so little as one person, one time, does not follow them and no repercussions result. People are very attuned to noticing what others are doing and what happens afterwards.

Solutions: Remind everyone, for example, that if you have asked them to check the team’s discussion board daily and report on their work, that you expect them to do so and will notice if they do not. Then notice if they do not! Additionally, negative behaviors often happen for a reason, and it is worth the time to see if the norm-breaking behaviors may indicate the need to change processes. Ask lots of questions and listen to the responses before deciding if it is the person or the process that is at fault.

12. Evolution. Lastly, understand that no matter how well it has been planned and executed, no team will ever get their processes exactly right on the first try. Teams change, their needs evolve, and the first solution isn’t always the best one.

Solution: This can be helped by two different levels of approach—one big picture and one detail oriented.

a. On the big picture side, advocate an attitude of experimentation about all of your processes, and even the technologies themselves. Be prepared to adapt if the original models aren’t best serving the needs of the team.

b. On the details, make it a concrete agenda item in meetings regularly to discuss the process issues—what’s working and what isn’t? Does everyone feel that they are sufficiently kept in the loop about the relevant work progress? If not, what would they prefer to see happen to ensure that the problem is solved? Are the technology choices working, or is (for example) the team over-relying on e-mail for things that should be communicated on a discussion board?

Together, these 12 issues start to paint a picture of what leadership means in the virtual setting. Though not entirely specific to virtual teams, the issues do change and come into focus differently under these circumstances.

EMERGENT LEADERSHIP

Before concluding, it is worthy of note that leadership in teams is not always based on a formally assigned position, but instead can emerge from a team of peers. This process can happen in either a more structured or a more organic way. One study showed that in face-to-face groups, for example, those with assigned leaders (like groups with no leader at all) were actually less cooperative with and less trusting of each other than were groups who were encouraged to select their own leader.20 However, this process may be more difficult in virtual teams, as it can take longer to get to know the members’ strengths and weaknesses and converge on opinions about selecting a leader. Left to their own devices, online groups may be more likely to have multiple leaders instead, though not necessarily at a single point in time. In these groups, leadership conferral may be a more dynamic process that changes over time as the needs of the group and the expertise of the members becomes more defined.21 Thus, the structural roles that a leader needs to take, as described above, may still best be served by a single defined leader from the outset. Expertise-based leadership can still be shared among team members as needed.

SUMMARY

Leadership in the virtual world is both the same as and very different from leadership in a face-to-face setting. Thus, while it has much overlap with managing a face-to-face team, it can also require a different focus on managing the process (the relationship between team members and their work) as well as developing and maintaining connections among the team members themselves. Therefore, more frequent and effective communication is a required tool in the manager’s arsenal. Virtual leaders must also be cognizant of potential team problems. To avoid future headaches, it is suggested that these managers take the time to assess the team members before the group even begins its work. The 12-step outline can guide virtual team leaders to establish helpful policies so that the teams can be both efficient and successful.
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NINE

Electronic Decision Making

FACE-TO-FACE TEAMS AND THE PRESSURE TO CONFORM

Before discussing the ways that decision making may change in the virtual environment, it is necessary to explore how decisions get made in teams at all. While even individual decisions can fall prey to any number of biases based on seemingly innocuous details (like which piece of information you happen to see first), decision making in a group is a whole different animal. The first and most influential type of pressure that people unknowingly place on each other is the pressure to conform to the majority. While it makes sense that people might easily be swayed by the opinions and judgments of others when the situation is particularly ambiguous or confusing, the pressure to conform has proven to be even more demanding than that.

A series of experiments, undertaken in the 1950s, demonstrated how persuasive the pressure to conform could be. Participants were taken into a room containing a group of people who, unbeknownst to them, were actually confederates of the experimenter. The group was then asked to make a judgment call. For instance, together they were shown a single line, and then separately were shown three other lines labeled A, B, and C, where one of the three was identical to the first line (let’s say it was B), and one was shorter (line A) and one was longer (line C) than the first line. The focal participant was always seated so that the majority of other group members answered the question, out loud, first. For the first few cases, all the confederates gave the right answer, and the focal participant went along with what the majority and common sense dictated. But then the rest of the group started to give the wrong answer. Instead of saying “B” as in the example above, person after person gave the answer “C.” This experiment was designed to ask, “What would the focal participant answer”? Now, you are probably thinking (like the vast majority of people would), “If it were me, of course I would stand up for what I believe to be the right answer, even if everyone else is saying something else.” And, many times, you’d be right, since in these experiments, only 5% of the people conformed every time (that is, agreed with the majority of the group, regardless of what they actually thought). But your resistance to group pressure may not be as complete as you think. On average, only 25% of people never gave the wrong answer. That is to say, in 75% of the cases, on some questions they stuck to their personal views and on others they gave in to the pressures of conformity and gave the blatantly wrong answer that everyone else was giving. And across many trials, people tended to give the wrong answer about 30% of the time.1

Over 50 years later, cognitive neuroscientists followed up on this question and asked a related one: Do people do this on purpose or not? After all, people like to be liked, and if a room full of people all think that Candidate Jones is the perfect choice when you were initially in favor of Candidate Keats, won’t they like you better if you also voice support for Jones? Is the need to “go along to get along” so strong that you might just tell a lie to be accepted (or at least to not ruffle feathers)? Perhaps, but people also like to be right! So in this room full of Jones supporters, it may occur to you that perhaps you’ve overlooked some of the good qualities that Candidate Jones has to offer, since everyone else seems to see them.

Evidence points to a more subtle mechanism instead. What scientists found when doing brain scans of people during these types of experiments was that their brains retroactively changed what they thought they saw. In other words, the brain re-wrote the memory of the length of the line (in the above example) to produce a different image than what they had previously seen before they heard all those other wrong answers. In another stark example of the fact that human beings are very social creatures, we see here that people literally change their minds based on what other people tell them to think about the world, even without meaning to.

The pressure to conform can be a useful instinct. Indeed, sometimes it is safer to trust the group than your own impressions. But this tendency can also bias the decisions of a group. In extreme cases, when the need to agree supersedes all other motives, a condition called “groupthink” can result, with potentially disastrous consequences. Famous examples from history, including the doomed launch of the Challenger spaceship, indicate that the pressure to conform and to self-silence opposing viewpoints can be incredibly risky. The freedom to voice concerns or dissenting opinions is absolutely critical to effective team decision making. And the good news is that it does not take a lot of dissent before the “conformity spell” is broken: if even a single other individual gives the objectively right answer in a task like the line-matching one mentioned above, the percentage of people who will proceed to agree with the wrong answer (even if still given by the majority of people), drops to about 5%.2

The pressure to conform also unfolds in a slightly more surprising way. As described above, people are most comfortable agreeing with others, and less comfortable offering differing opinions and thoughts. This behavior also seems to extend into the realm of information sharing in a group setting. Without consciously trying to edit themselves, people have a strong tendency to only discuss things that the others in the group already know about, and to resist adding information that is truly distinct. As you can readily imagine, this does not serve the interests of the group well at all. Groups are formed, after all, to capitalize on the pooling of uncommon information, talents, and skills of the individual members. Members themselves enter group discussions with good intentions of sharing their knowledge, yet study after study has shown that the group tends to converge on discussions of shared knowledge, and not unique knowledge. The psychological drive for this is the need for acceptance, and the risk that one takes when introducing a new idea is that it will be ridiculed. Again here, many people, upon learning of this tendency, think “Not me! I have no problem speaking up and bringing up new information.” Perhaps, but then again, while most people think of themselves as forthright in this way, only a few actually are in a real situation.

To demonstrate this point to MBA students, an activity is commonly used whereby individuals are given various facts about a fictitious murder that has taken place. Each participant reads a set of materials that summarizes the police’s findings thus far in the investigation. The police have ruled out all but three suspects and have provided some of the transcripts from the interviews that they have conducted with the remaining suspects. Unbeknownst to the study participants, not all team members have received the same set of transcripts. If the information in all of the transcripts was discussed in the group’s meeting, they would, by process of elimination, identify the actual murderer. Should be a no-brainer, right? But, a surprising number of groups (as many as 60%, by some estimates!) don’t put all of this together. Why? One reason is the one raised earlier, whereby people feel better and more comfortable talking about the information that the others already know. It’s very validating to have someone else confirm what you are saying.

There is a second obstacle, though, and that is the idea of escalation of commitment. Many people decide on their opinion or vote on an issue before the meeting itself. Instead of learning the perspectives of and listening to information shared by other people, they spend the meeting time trying to refute this new information and convince the others that they had the right idea all along. Thus they hope to convince others to vote with them. How do we know this happens? In the murder task described above, groups occasionally decide that a fourth suspect, no longer under suspicion, is actually the culprit, though this one would be clearly ruled out if any information shared had been absorbed.

Though the murder mystery exercise is very vivid, it’s not very realistic in terms of a business setting. To make these points even more strongly to business school students, a second activity is sometimes used in which a team of people are asked to play senior managers in a company making a high-level hiring decision.3 Each of three candidates is reviewed for the position prior to the meeting, and again, unbeknownst to the team, each manager has slightly different information about the strengths and weaknesses of the three under consideration (though many facts are held in common). This activity gets more interesting when you realize that taken in isolation, each individual manager’s information makes candidate #2 seem like the best choice, but if all information were systematically pooled and compared, there are actually more benefits to choosing candidate #1 (the knowledge of those benefits was more spread out among the managers doing the hiring, so the benefits don’t always get considered in total). In other words, let’s say each of four managers might know of five benefits for hiring candidate #2, and two for hiring candidate #3. If all the managers already know the same five benefits for candidate #2, that leads to a total of five advantages. But if the two benefits that each knows about candidate #3 are distinct, then there would be a total of eight advantages to hiring that candidate. When doing this activity, a solid 90% of groups end up hiring candidate #2. This is doubtless in part because they fail to realize that there may actually be more benefits to recommending candidate #3 if they had all systematically shared their information and kept open minds about who they themselves wanted to vote for—that is, had they been willing to change their minds and their votes as a result of the discussion and the new information gleaned therein.

Most participants in this exercise prepare for the meeting by thinking through how they will argue for their top choice, convince others that their opinion is the right one, and then “win the day” by getting their top candidate elected. In the meeting itself, most groups engage in the following process:

• They begin by taking some sort of vote, or straw poll, of each member’s initial opinion.

• Quickly the group finds out that the vast majority of members (many times, it is even unanimous) prefer candidate #2. Occasionally a group will quit there and hire #2 immediately.

• But most groups take the time to do their “due diligence” and at least have a discussion about the other candidates. They talk some about the pros and cons of each candidate, and, as mentioned above, they tend to reiterate and agree with the things that others have already said. Even if someone does choose to say something that the others do not already know, research shows that these new facts are less well remembered by the rest of the team.4

• All the team members then feel good about themselves, the process that they used to arrive at their decision, and their teammates. They then proceed to make the sub-optimal decision.

What teams fail to do is two-fold: (1) Keep an open mind before making a final decision—after all, isn’t the team gathered for the express purpose of pooling expertise to create something better than what one individual could have done alone? And (2) be systematic in the collection of information, repeatedly asking everyone if they have anything to share that hasn’t already been covered. These two tools together can help tremendously in avoiding this trap.


TIP

Don’t firm up your opinions before a meeting, and don’t ask others to commit to their opinions at the outset (in other words, don’t vote too early). Use the meeting itself to systematically gather all information from everyone, repeatedly soliciting remaining thoughts.



Similarly, even when sharing new knowledge, people are much more likely to tell their peers things that relate to something that they already know about. Called incremental knowledge, these ideas build on conversations or topics that have already been established, and thus feel more approachable. Brand new knowledge or ideas are of uncertain value, and thus may feel riskier to offer. In fact, research shows that entirely new ideas are most often discussed with superiors instead of with peers—these ideas seem to need to be vetted from above before they are raised in the team itself.5


Quotes from the front lines:“I was in a meeting once where some opinions were raised that made me question my original plan for an important vote. But I felt truly uncomfortable flipping that quickly the decision I had come up with during my preparation based on the objective materials I had studied ahead of time. I ended up voting the way I had planned to, but to this day I’m not sure it was the right thing to do.”




TIP

Consider separating meetings for sharing information from meetings for making a decision (or allow for final decisions to be made at a later point in time). People are much more comfortable both accepting new information and changing their minds after they have had a chance to get used to new ideas.



Now consider these concerns in light of the fact that team members engaging in electronic conversations have an even weaker tendency to share information at all (especially at the beginning of their work together),6 and the problem for virtual teams becomes quite clear. Team members need to be encouraged to share ideas and thoughts that might, or might not, end up useful in the end. This can be accomplished through dedicated time in some team meetings, or (in line with the strengths of virtual interactions) virtual teams can utilize a postings page for ideas that might or might not be relevant to others, just to get more ideas circulating.


TIP

Find ways to specifically invite all ideas to surface, especially on virtual teams.



A final problem is meeting participants who do not speak up at all. Often, this is driven by a power dynamic. Look around the room at the people speaking the most often, and you will probably be able to correctly identify those with the highest positions of power. In addition, even a single person with great expertise on a topic, or one person offering a strong argument, can be enough to unintentionally intimidate and silence others at the table.


Quotes from the front lines: “At my first job, at big meetings, the top-level managers always sat around the conference table and talked, while the more junior-level associates sat on chairs pushed back against the walls of the room and said nothing unless specifically asked. At my second job, everyone sat around the table together and joked and talked. The senior people even solicited opinions from the more junior ones before they themselves voiced their opinions, so they could speak without the fear of disagreeing with a superior.”



Especially in virtual groups where team leaders might not know all of the members well at the outset of the project, soliciting opinions from every person is a critical step. In fact, some argue that this process is actually easier in a conference call or an online conversation than it is in person. Face-to-face meetings have the extra burden of politeness to contend with, whereas virtual meetings of any kind are afforded a level of directness, out of necessity. For example, oftentimes, in person, people will nod along with a statement, due to politeness more so than agreement. This confusion is avoided if people (a) don’t see each other and (b) have a chance to have the floor and state their thoughts and opinions.7

The conformity pressure in groups can also make people feel “egged on” to make more extreme choices than they would be willing to commit to on their own. The extreme choices can go in either direction, more risky or more cautious (or even less ethical). There are four parts to the explanation of why this tends to happen.

1. Accountability is spread out when more than one person is associated with a decision. People are just more willing to “take a flyer” on a wild position if they feel that others also believe in it.

2. There is a general tendency for group discussions to intensify the actual opinions held by the individual members. Hearing other people agree with you can make you that much more sure that you were so right in the first place. And who doesn’t like being right?

3. Both actual and imagined conformity pressures exist, as discussed earlier. Pressure to conform can certainly be real, but it can also stem from what is called pluralistic ignorance (but could also easily be called mistaken conformity pressure instead), which is the sense people have when they think that “everybody else wants this,” even if in fact each and every group member is only going along with a decision because each feels the others want it, and not because of an internal belief in it.8

4. Lastly, conformity pressure can also manifest itself in the faulty decision to “stay the course” when instead change is warranted. This is another version of the escalation of commitment effect, and this problem identifies the strongly held desire to stick with a decision or course of action once it has been established.

How to fix this? Personal accountability is one answer, but beyond accountability for the outcomes, research shows that having to be responsible for the process used to make decisions also leads to better decision making.9 Another element in the solution has to do with what is called psychological safety, or the feeling that the team is characterized by open, supportive communication, speaking up, and risk taking.10 Studies show that teams that can create this atmosphere are less likely to fall into many of the pitfalls presented by the virtual team structure, and these teams are more likely to have innovative end products to boot.11

One conclusion drawn by some researchers is to do away entirely with consensus as a goal of any decision-making process, to avoid the added conformity pressure. More specifically, striving for consensus can easily lead down one of two fruitless paths.

• It can lead to endless haggling as members try in vain to shout down others with opposing viewpoints and fail to adequately consider changing their own minds. Prolonged haggling such as this can result in either a minor annoyance or a major problem whereby decisions are delayed unreasonably. Individuals may also become so embroiled in the fight that they end up disenfranchised and look to leave the team (or even company).

• It can lead to a false consensus, whereby people cave in to the majority opinion because they simply do not care enough to have the fight over their true opinion. In this latter case, what passes for consensus may actually be disengagement with the task. It can be hard to know whether consensus is truly indicative of harmony or whether it is actually just a display of apathy.12 In particular, decisions that come too easily or too quickly are candidates for being re-examined.

Using a “majority rules” decision criteria is the other most popular norm. Yet this too can be problematic, as it can encourage coalitions and politicking internally to get the majority on one’s side, as well as an unhappy minority.

Yet before a decision is simply handed down from above, people do need to have a sense of fairness about the process by which their opinions are heard, even if they do not translate directly into the final decision. To help ensure that false consensus isn’t driving the results, it is important to make sure that all perspectives have been heard. A few suggestions for making this happen are presented here.

• Appoint a “devil’s advocate,” or someone specifically assigned to argue for a point of view contrary to the ones already on the table. Rotate this role so that no one person gets associated with being overly negative.

• Make sure that all people understand that it is part of their responsibility to create and present options that satisfy not only their own point of view, but also the needs of the rest of the team as well. To get in this habit, people can occasionally be asked to represent and speak up on behalf of a different constituency, just for practice in changing frames.13

• Give chances for new perspectives to be raised. Ask questions like, “Are there any perspectives we haven’t heard yet or thought through completely?” If you feel that ideas may fail to surface in the group setting (even at something dedicated to the process like a “second chance” meeting), poll people privately to make sure relevant concerns are aired.

• End the discussion of decisions with the question, “Who can’t live with this proposal?” This can help pave the way for buy-in even for non-preferred ideas.14

Remember that the ultimate goal is not consensus for its own sake, but having integrated team perspectives that will likely encourage better solutions.


TIP

Consensus is a nice outcome, but not a required one for good decisions (and striving for it may even hamper the process at times). Make sure a decision structure is in place to move decisions forward with input, but without the blind need for unanimity.



Finally, a related problem (and one that is especially relevant to virtual teams) is having the right people involved in the decision at the time it is being made. Too often, in virtual situations, people end up having smaller phone conversations or e-mail exchanges in pairs and omitting the input of people relevant to the topic.


Quotes from the front lines: “In my experience, decision making goes badly on virtual teams because of the joint problems of miscommunication, not having the right decision makers in the right meetings, and not having the right data/information at the right times to make good decisions. As a result, things get decided, then reversed, then confused, then changed again as better information and relevant people get included.”



VIRTUAL DECISIONS

Earlier chapters in this book have discussed the ways in which moving to a virtual setting from a face-to-face one can change the nature of conversations, relationships, and even judgments. Decision making is no exception, and it is important to understand how the psychological distance afforded by virtual interaction can change both the processes and the outcomes in predictable ways.

Certain tasks are better suited to the electronic realm. To begin, a theory in psychology called construal theory explains that people have different tendencies towards thinking in more concrete or more abstract terms (on a number of dimensions) depending on how close or how far away they are from the topic in question.15 People tend to think in very general terms about an event that will occur far in the future, for example, but will think in very detailed terms about an event on the immediate horizon. Imagine that you are planning a conference for a year from now. Your thinking at this point in time will probably center on the overall goals of the conference. A week before the conference is to take place, however, your thoughts are much more likely to be focused on the logistics of the event instead.

While this example demonstrates the shift from abstract to concrete thinking as you approach the event in terms of time, further studies into this effect demonstrate that the same shift in thinking can happen for other kinds of relative distance as well. Physical distance from others can trigger the same kinds of responses, as can feeling socially connected or disconnected from others in a conversation (such as in-group and out-group members). This has great implications for virtual teams, who are nearly always separated from each other on at least one dimension, and often more. More abstract thinking (or “higher level” construals) tends to be less detailed, but may be capable of synthesizing and representing ideas and processes in new ways. Research has shown that distance can thus inspire greater objectivity, less emotion, and clearer big-picture thinking than can people who are close to each other in physical or psychological ways.16


TIP

Understand that distance can change thinking style towards the more abstract and away from the concrete. When detailed tasks arise, make sure the individuals in question first renew their sense of focus on each other and the task to help facilitate this frame of mind.



Creativity in the Virtual Setting

One distinction made in the decision-making realm is between divergent and convergent tasks. Divergent tasks are idea-generation tasks (like brainstorming), and have the specific goal of generating many different options for consideration. Convergent tasks involve the selection of ideas, or the narrowing down from a whole field of options to choose the most viable one(s) for proceeding. A review of the research in this area comes to a clear conclusion: computer-mediated discussions are not only effective, but are potentially even more effective than their face-to-face counterparts at divergent tasks, but are less effective on convergent tasks.17

A classroom exercise on brainstorming gives some clues as to why idea generation might happen more effectively online. In this activity, a class is divided in half, and each half consists of a number of distinct teams of about four people (let’s call the two halves of the room Side One and Side Two). All teams are given the same task to do, in which they have 20 minutes to develop as many ideas as possible for applications for a brand-new technology (for example, electronic ink that can be programmed from afar to change its message at any time).18 Side One is told to use a typical brainstorming process whereby they discuss ideas out loud and have at least one person act as a recorder to capture all ideas on a list. Side Two is told to engage in an activity called brain-writing instead. In this process, all four team members are asked to start with a piece of paper and a pen, and during the allotted 20 minutes, each person writes down an idea and then passes the paper to another teammate. Upon receiving a new piece of paper, each team member reads what is already on that paper, and then adds a new idea (related or unrelated to the other ideas on that page). Students on Side One may have more fun laughing and talking aloud, but those on Side Two nearly always end up with more ideas collectively. Some of the reason is the more efficient use of time, since everyone is working at once, but it is also due to the increased stimulation that each person gets by being exposed to more of each other’s ideas. The text-based format that many virtual teams use for communicating is more closely aligned with the brain-writing task than the traditional out-loud brainstorming.

When it comes to the topic of innovation, having communication and interaction happen across time and space also affords people the opportunity to get used to ideas. To understand the potential strength of this opportunity, the problem must first be explained. A paradox has been discovered in the area of creativity, whereby people often say that they support and seek novel ideas, but in reality they resist them when actually presented with them. In fact, even with full support from the top for the concept of creativity, both creative ideas and creative people seem to meet more than their share of opposition. Though it is not openly acknowledged, people seem to have an implicit bias against creativity.19

The reason this is so hard to spot, even in yourself, is because this is what psychologists would call an “approach-avoidance” problem. Your instincts are, at the same time, telling you to approach and to avoid creative ideas. This problem seems to be rooted in people’s inherent discomfort with uncertainty. New ideas, by definition, present a challenge to the status quo. Though everyone may like the idea of innovation, when it actually comes time to heave out the set of ideas and processes (and even people) that have been in place, it can make them uncomfortable. Instead of recognizing this discomfort for what it is, many people end up blocking the recognition of creativity. In other words, one might say, “Of course I’m in favor of creative ideas and innovative methods, but this particular idea just wasn’t the right one.” Those placed in the role of decision maker suffer from this affliction even more strongly, and unfortunately tend to signal to those below them that practical ideas will “sell” better than novel ones.20

Fortunately, the processes used by virtual teams can mitigate this bias. To make new ideas seem less uncertain and less groundbreaking, they can be introduced early and often. As described above, given time to get used to an idea, it will become familiar and may cease to be as intimidating as it might otherwise have been. Termed the familiarity or the mere exposure effect by psychologists, it has been well documented that while the unknown creates a fear response in all types of organisms, the known creates a sense of well-being. Studies on this effect range from those on baby chicks, who will gravitate towards certain musical notes that were played before they hatched, to people attributing better moods after observing the same set of Chinese characters they had previously seen, to people attributing more positive traits to pictures of others after repeated viewings. The effect is so strong that some argue that it drives an instant emotional response to either like or dislike a particular stimulus. This reaction is quite hard to break once set.21 Based on this, it is a grave mistake to wait until ideas are fully polished before introducing them to others who will need time to buy in.


TIP

Everyone needs time to warm up to new ideas. Introduce ideas early, and repeat the discussions on them until the concepts feel comfortable and familiar.



Another reason for the relative success of brainstorming in the electronic realm is that people feel more comfortable “speaking up” in this format. Whether communicating with peers, subordinates, or the boss’s boss, when online most people seem to lose the sense of intimidation or inhibition that might hold them back when face to face. In this way, electronic conversations seem to promote more equality of contribution, which is a strong asset for these types of interactions.


Quotes from the front lines: “Questions that you don’t dare ask someone in person can be done through e-mail. For example, you can ask a question almost as a faceless person (especially if you haven’t met face to face yet). Later, even when you cross paths, they won’t remember that you were the one who needed to ask about those things.”



E-MAIL, PHONE CALL, VIDEOCONFERENCING: WHAT TOOL TO USE WHEN?

Oftentimes, team members may have a choice as to how they contact one another, and so it is worth reviewing the potential effects of this selection. As noted earlier, face-to-face encounters are the most “rich” channel, allowing for immediate give-and-take and for visual, aural, and linguistic signals to be sent and received. However, this does not tell us whether all these channels are actually necessary for effective communication at all times. Modern life has provided us with the means to explore this question in detail, as some channels (such as instant messaging) provide the more immediate give-and-take feature of speaking without the visual cues or tone of voice, for example, while e-mail can also remove the element of synchronicity.

Research on this topic has shown that the choice of medium can matter in some cases, but not in others.22 Right away, this indicates that the general perception that face to face is always the preferred medium is not accurate. Perhaps not surprisingly, the choice of medium seems to matter the least when the team has a solid base of cooperation and goodwill on its side. With trust and a clear sense of what they need to accomplish, teams are equally effective at making high-quality decisions through any communication medium. Thus, groups with high levels of cooperation seem to be able to perform well even without seeing, hearing, or immediately responding to each other. However, for groups with a negative orientation toward each other and toward their path forward (that is, one where at least some group members feel antagonism), having more cues available actually seems to hinder effective outcomes! This is thought to be because antagonism can be incredibly contagious, and the ability to see or hear this negative attitude can inspire it in others, leading to a cycle by which it exacerbates the negative attitudes present in all. Thus, neither phone calls nor face-to-face meetings seem like good choices in this case. Not that this open antagonism is different from the way more mundane messages may be interpreted as more negative than intended as discussed in Chapter 1.

In short, it seems that the filters provided by e-mail can actually help to diffuse a negative situation and keep it from getting derailed, to help preserve the team’s focus on a productive path forward. Only when team members started out neutral (that is, neither positively nor negatively predisposed towards the team and the work) did the richer channels seem to help. This is consistent with the commonly held notion that meeting team members in person (or at least on video) is important early in the team’s interaction. However, once the team has reached a level of cooperation and mutual respect with each other, leaner media such as e-mail can suffice. More conversational turn-taking can help to build rapport and trust. What is potentially new here is the idea that when things get hostile, more is not always better in terms of the interaction. Sometimes it may be best to hope that the anger and hostility get “lost in translation” to give each person more distance from these negative emotions.


TIP

Having richer communication (like face-to-face or video) helps when team members start out neutral towards each other and the task. It doesn’t add anything when the team is already positive, and it can actively hurt the process if the team is already negative. Be thoughtful about what you need to use when.



BIG PICTURE STRATEGIES AND DECISION-MAKING MODELS

Teamwork is based on the ability of the members to identify and solve problems together. Since you can’t solve a problem that you don’t understand, experts on topics from teamwork to creativity to negotiations all recommend starting with defining the problem (from the perspective of all relevant parties). The main theme in this book has been to make everything explicit in the virtual team setting, and figuring out how to define not only the problem itself but also all of the relevant contextual factors is one of the most important jobs that a virtual manager has. An analogy can be found in the new product development literature. Years of research has yielded a codified process to make sure that the decisions reached are thorough and effective. This allows it to be repeated with more consistent results. In addition, it also allows it to be carried out more independently, since each person is very clear on where the project is, where it is headed, and what the expected jobs are at each point in time. These features make this model very useful for a manager of a virtual team—and many of the identified features are indeed copies of topics covered elsewhere in this book, but are worthy of review here. The initial planning is the biggest and most critical hurdle for most virtual project teams. General and specific questions you might want to use to guide you in this stage include:23

• General/Initial Planning Phase

• Who will use the end products that we are going to create? What needs do they have that this project will fulfill? Is it possible to have these outsiders involved at key points to make sure the team stays focused on the right goal?

• What features, attributes, or characteristics will make our final product be a big success, and what would make it merely adequate (or worse, useless)? Separate out the list into “must have” and “would like to have” elements.

• What limitations do we have economically, logistically, politically, or otherwise to accomplishing our work? Are resources committed initially, or do they have to be re-earned throughout the project?

• What is our overall timeline, and at what points do we need to lift our heads and make sure we’re working towards the right ends? Who gets to decide if the whole project isn’t working and needs to be re-grouped? Based on what criteria, specifically?

• Specific/Rules of Engagement

• What are the tasks assigned to each member of the team? Does each member understand the role not just of him/herself but also of each other person? Are team members responsible for more than one role? Is there a defined and accountable team leader?

• What elements are “due” at which points in time? What are the criteria for success for each of these stages?

• What decisions are the team members authorized to make, and for what others are they merely in an advisory role?

• Is decision making done by consensus? Majority? Leader finalized but based on the input of the team? Will all team members share the responsibility for implementing the decisions?

• How are team members supposed to collaborate—circulate virtual documents for comments, for instance, or engage in collective brainstorming sessions, or use more of a sequential relay approach where work is passed from member to member, or a silo approach where each works independently and the product is assembled at the end?

• When and how are team members supposed to be available to each other? Are there “phone hours” when calls are expected? What is the meeting schedule and type?

• Are various communication technologies to be used for certain types of needs? For example, e-mail for sending reports, chat rooms for discussing project issues?

Having a list of this sort completed, and understood, by all team members at the outset of the team’s work together is incredibly important, and sidesteps all kinds of “dead in the water” traps that can otherwise impede progress or successful completion.

SUMMARY

People have a natural inclination to want to be on common ground with each other, both in terms of the information that they share and the decisions that they make. Coupled with the pressures to have consensus in decisions, this can result in an unintentional bias away from good decision making. To counteract this problem, people need to be encouraged at various points in the process to express their views, in a more private setting if necessary. Virtual discussions tend to encourage people to take a bigger-picture view of problems, which can be useful or problematic, depending on the circumstance. Similarly, creativity can cause psychological conflict in people because of the competing needs for familiarity and novelty. Choosing the right channel for the right topic is important, but it is good to know that most topics and most conversations can thrive in most settings, especially if the group members already have a solid foundation with each other.
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TEN

Cross-Cultural Complications

THE OBVIOUS AND THE SUBTLE

Teams with members from multiple countries go by many names, including international, global, transnational, cross-cultural, geographically dispersed, multinational, and multicultural.1 Whatever they are called, they contain different cultures, which are defined as “characteristic ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving shared among members of an identifiable group.”2 Their use has not only arisen out of convenience or economic efficiency, but also to promote better work products. Indeed, researchers have found that culturally heterogeneous teams tend to outperform single-culture teams on many tasks, including identifying problem perspectives and producing higher-quality ideas and solutions. But others have observed that information sharing drops significantly in these teams, and decision making can suffer as a result.3 Before proceeding, note that this chapter does not aim to identify how specific cultures act and react; it instead generalized areas of misalignment are presented that can trip up the multinational team not seeking to sidestep these pitfalls.

Some may think that as global interaction becomes more commonplace, the problems that result from cross-cultural interaction may naturally lessen, as all people become more familiar with the way things are done in different places. However, others have observed that increased globalization can actually make people become more entrenched in their own ways, leading to more divergence between cultures and customs.4 Even now, you can’t use an American appliance in a European outlet without an adaptor—similarly, behaviors need adaptation to function properly in other settings.5

Why does culture cause problems? There are both obvious and subtle issues at work here. First, on the broadest level, there is the innately human tendency to react to anything different from oneself as “weird” or “wrong.”6 Even once this reaction is overcome, cross-cultural interactions require a whole extra layer of thought about each interaction. In a single-culture discussion, your job is to think through the content of the topic at hand, and form and share your opinions on it. In a cross-cultural situation, you have the added task of piecing together what the other side has understood of your statements, and how accurately you have understood the other side. As discussed below, language itself as well as silence and “agreement” can be used to signal very different things in different cultures, so what you might be used to taking for granted could need to be double-checked when an international dimension is added to the team.

One of the most immediate difficulties encountered with cross-cultural interactions is having different languages present on the team. While teams do, of course, generally manage to find a common language with which to get their work done, it doesn’t come without a cost. Those working in their non-native languages are at an incredible disadvantage. It takes them longer to communicate both in terms of getting their own messages across and in understanding what’s being said to them and around them. Words don’t always translate precisely. The ideas of non-native speakers are likely to come across as more simplistic than they probably deserve. They get less credit, and they are often treated with less respect.7 And even if the language itself is fluent, speaking with an accent is often enough to derail a meeting or conference call. Lastly, even emoticons are used differently in the East and West! Together these problems are cumbersome, but they are also readily recognized by most everyone, as are the best solutions: tolerance and a willingness to ask for clarification. This is especially important because if information is difficult to interpret, it tends to lead to less experimentation overall on the team, and a subsequent lowering of the quality of decisions and final products.8


TIP

Take your time and give others the benefit of the doubt about what they are trying to say. Follow up on either side when things don’t flow easily or don’t make sense. More specifically, the following practices should be encouraged:

• Rephrasing

• Checking for comprehension by asking concrete questions and asking listeners to explain back ideas

• Repeating information with different words

• Using visual aids

• Following all spoken interactions with written follow-up material (written while thinking as the reader, not as yourself).9



A second obvious problem is the fact that global teams work in different time zones, and have trouble coordinating their efforts. In fact, one researcher mapped the entire globe in terms of time zones and working hours and noted that “the American workday is a terrible time to try to get the rest of the world on the phone.”10 And the stakes are even higher in terms of getting it right—delays in responses can end up meaning lost days instead of just lost hours in this context.11


Quotes from the front lines: “The time-zone problem does not end when we find a workable time to have a phone call. It also creates problems because where your head is at 7 am from home is just not the same as where your head is at 1 pm from your office. People who are out of sync just don’t engage with each other to the same degree.”



Similarly, different rules and regulations can cause problems in coordinating work and setting goals. Clearly, different countries have different laws that guide business activities, and not having the relevant elements laid out at the beginning can cause tremendous difficulties later down the line.


Quotes from the front lines: “Sometimes our foreign colleagues do not understand the laws or procedures that are required and have difficulty in accepting our requirements as this is not something they would need to deal with in their own country. Whether it be a pricing issue or a compliance issue, it has led to some long conversations, and even some lost business, because the foreign colleague cannot properly explain or understand the requirements.”



Again, though these types of problems are cumbersome, most teams manage to find solutions (even if not optimal ones) that can work, since many of the problems themselves are so readily apparent.

Additional complications can sneak up on people, though, and catch them unaware. A major source of these complications is one’s unspoken expectations about how things should be done, based on different standards of what is customary and acceptable in different cultures. Though these are not necessarily the miscommunications associated with not understanding one another’s words, they are similar in the sense that they reflect different assumptions that parties may hold about how to express ideas. To illustrate this point,12 first consider the costly error made by two teams of NASA scientists, called the “metric mixup,” which resulted in the Mars Climate Orbiter disintegrating entirely. The spacecraft position was miscalculated due to the fact that the flight system software was written to take data using one set of metric units (Newtons) while the software on the ground that generated those instructions used a different unit of measure (Imperial pound-force).13 This example mirrors the issue of speaking different languages discussed above. Here, these two groups were using different scales, or “rulers,” to measure force and thrust.

Global teams may also be using different rulers of other sorts for measuring all manner of work issues. For example, how long is a week? Is it five days, six days, or seven days? How long is a workday, even? What does the calendar of the year look like, in terms of who is able and willing to take vacation at what times? What time is “on time”? Does a team meeting mean that all stay until the work is done or that people do their part and then leave? It is easy to imagine different cultures having different assumptions about the right answers to each of these questions, and that these problems might not be identified until after they have already tripped up the team’s progress. Take the very vivid example of the team asked to estimate how long their project should take: members from one country estimated that six weeks was an appropriate timeframe, while those from a different country estimated six months instead!14 Similarly, what does it mean when someone on a conference call is silent? Is it a sign that the silent party:

• Needs a moment of “think time”

• Doesn’t understand what’s been said

• Is waiting to be invited to share an opinion

• Is expressing implicit dissent with what’s been said?15

This problem is complicated by the fact that not all cultures feel comfortable with open discussions, or with being put on the spot when specifically asked to comment. Additionally, reaching “agreement” may, for some, mean the absolute end of discussion on the topic, while for others it may be considered wholly appropriate to revisit the topic yet again further down the line.


TIP

Be explicit about the ways that discussion will progress, including telling everyone ahead of time if each person will be called upon to voice an opinion on the matter being discussed.



Americans, along with some other cultures, are known for their work-work-work tendencies and their assumption that vacation can only be taken during “slow” times at work. Other cultures have no qualms about shutting down an entire project while the team (and indeed, sometimes the whole country!) takes the month off. U.S. culture also has a tendency towards terse e-mails, coupled with expectations of rapid replies, while others may find this process rude and ill-advised.16 These issues can become very problematic if the differing assumptions aren’t fully understood.


Quotes from the front lines: “I do feel that the culture in the United States of doing everything as quickly as possible and treating everything as massively important does not translate around the world. The laid-back culture found in other countries has caused slow downs and obstacles that we must factor into our timelines in order to properly plan our projects.”




TIP

Especially with issues of timing and communications norms, err on the side of spelling out expectations.



Besides just the concrete issues of timing and planning, many other areas of work can reasonably be done through many different approaches. One prime example of this is the difference between cultures about how important a personal relationship is to a business interaction. In some places, it is perfectly reasonable to enter into a business discussion, and even a complex deal, with a total stranger. In others, the topic should not even be broached until a solid personal relationship has been founded.


Quotes from the front lines: “It took us some time to learn that relationships are crucial to our foreign partners for doing business, and need to be established before any work-related issue is addressed. If it is not, the work results will be noticeably less than expected.”



Beyond the effects of relationship building on business practice, this topic also relates to the differences cultures display when engaging in trust development.17 Different cultures rely on very different mechanisms for deciding whether others are trustworthy. For one thing, right at the outset there may be differences in whether strangers are assumed to have good intentions until proven otherwise, or whether trust is non-existent until earned. And over time, while some cultures rely more on performance as the basis for trust, others may lean more heavily on the personal connections such as shared meals and lengthy discussions on non-work topics to build trust. Similarly, some cultures routinely use intermediaries to make trust-building go more smoothly, in part because of the endorsement and lending of one’s reputation when introductions are made, while others prefer directly making one’s case to new contacts. Use of intermediaries may persist far past the point of introductions in some cases.

Even conflict itself can go unrecognized in cross-cultural settings. Like other aspects of human perception, the decision of when and whether a conflict exists (not to mention how it has been handled) can exist in the eyes of the beholder. For example, one person may believe that a meeting contained a lively discourse, while another member of the same meeting might have felt entirely attacked. Even asking directly for one’s opinion can feel confrontational to some but necessary and productive to others.18 Similarly, one may feel that a conflict between team members was resolved appropriately using the utmost delicacy while the other side felt that a more direct apology was required. One’s “direct addressing of a problem” can be seen as aggressive behavior by another. One’s polite withholding of criticism can be interpreted by another as passive and non-contributory resistance. One may phrase rejections in such delicate and positive language that they may be misinterpreted as agreements by another.19 Even how loudly you speak is often culturally determined! A related issue is the use of meetings—are they used to hash out issues and decide on a course of action, or do they exist to solidify a decision that’s already been made? Different answers to these questions will result in very different expectations about what is appropriate interaction and progress in a meeting.


TIP

If possible, consider allowing team members to observe/listen in to a meeting within a single (other) culture before they are asked to join in meetings across cultures. It will give each person a chance to understand what the others will be expecting.



One last tip seems worthy of mention, since it seems to be universally agreed upon.


TIP

Avoid humor in international settings. It rarely translates.



In addition to general observations about the individual features of different cultures, there is also a wide-ranging school of thought about how various cultures align or misalign on whole clusters of dimensions. Thus, research has established that there tend to be groupings of traits that coincide, which can be used as a shortcut for beginning to understand cross-cultural issues. What follows is a description of one of the larger groupings identified, and how that relates to work in a global virtual team.

INDIVIDUALISM AND COLLECTIVISM

It is certainly true that every person on earth is a unique individual with particular needs, tastes, and work-style preferences. It is also true that depending on what country you are from, there is a strong chance that your preferences will have much in common with those around you. This is not to say that you are completely like any other person, just that the chances are high that you will have more similarities in the way that you act and react to situations with someone from your own country than with someone from across the globe. Researchers in the area of cross-cultural studies have taken these ideas and created a useful set of generalizations and categories on which to base explanations of typical behaviors in various areas around the world.

One of the most common groupings described is the difference between individualism and collectivism.20 Individualist cultures (like most Western countries, America among them) are defined by members who primarily think of themselves as unique and independent beings, with the right and the expectation to promote their own well-being. Collectivist cultures (like most Eastern countries), by contrast, emphasize the interdependence of people, and stress the importance of the group’s goals as opposed to the individual’s goals. Social cohesion is strongly valued in these cultures. In addition, there are several other traits that tend to coincide with this individualism-versus-collectivism distinction. Collectivist cultures tend to have more respect for hierarchies and for people in positions of power than do individualist cultures. They also tend to use more “signaling” in their communication patterns. That is, as opposed to asking a lot of questions to size someone up or to understand a message, for example, they can learn from the context (dress, bow type, facial expressions, etc.) who someone else is and what is being communicated without the need for as many words.

The terms individualism and collectivism are used as a shortcut for two distinct styles that seem to pervade many business interactions. Given these distinct fundamental viewpoints, it should come as no surprise that everything from communicating to motivating to resolving conflicts may require a different approach to make each cultural type comfortable. What follows is a description of some of the main differences that may interrupt the workflow for a global virtual team with members from diverse cultures,21 and then a list with a summary of the major points. Suggestions for trying to prevent these potential problems follow afterwards.

Motivation

People the world over all have some common elements to what they find motivating (such as striving for a feeling of self-efficacy, which is defined as a sense of one’s own ability to complete tasks and reach goals). However, motivating workers from different perspectives can require very different messages. Individualistic workers, driven by their own personal goals and aspirations, show an increased willingness to work with others toward a collective goal based on how much that goal coincides with their personal goals. These goals can include reaching one’s own full potential, as self-actualization is highly prized. Put another way, it is much more important for team members from these cultures to see “what’s in it for me.” On the contrary, collectivist workers consider group goals as their number one priority and realign or subordinate their personal goals to the team goal. They find virtue in dedication to the team; loyalty, solidarity, and self-sacrifice are of utmost importance.22 Furthermore, collectivists are most comfortable receiving goal direction from superiors, whereas individualists prefer to feel in control of their workflow and choices.23 Even the risk of failure evokes different motivations along the individual/collective continuum. Individualists view failure as destructive to their own self-worth (“I am not good enough”), whereas collectivists see it as a threat to group harmony (“No one will want to work with me”).24

Rewards and Recognition

While individualists prefer rewards such as promotions that recognize their personal input (and independent thinking) and will help them move ahead, collectivists tend to prefer having rewards equally distributed among the group, and fear that individual recognition will upset the harmony that they strive for. This is also reflected in the fact that collectivists are much more tuned into their level of satisfaction with their supervisor, while satisfaction with the work itself and promotions are what seem to drive an individualist’s level of commitment to the organization.25 However, it should be noted that collectivists may adapt to a more individualistic style of rewards if they are working with strangers and have no sense of long-term connection to the others. It is only when the relationship becomes more salient that they are willing to forego individual rewards for the sake of the group.26 Lastly, it is important to make sure that rewards are offered on the same scale, and timeline, in various locations. One team member being evaluated quarterly while another is evaluated yearly can cause problems.

Communication

It is often assumed that people prefer face-to-face communication, but this is not always true. In essence, since individualists tend to be more concerned with the nature of the task and being able to complete it independently, they tend to be more comfortable with impersonal communication styles (such as the use of e-mail messages) because they enable the fastest and most efficient contact. Conversely, collectivists may prefer face-to-face and other close-contact communications to create emotional ties and build relationships. These preferences are also consistent with the image of individualists as more verbal and direct, so they can transfer and solicit the information they need from phone and written communication. Collectivists, on the other hand, are generally less verbal and prefer to have visual interaction to pick up the contextual clues that indicate concern, satisfaction, needs, and unspoken preferences.27

Teamwork Metaphors

Individualists tend to think of teams as a means to achieving each individual’s goals, and therefore can move fluidly from one team to another as the need arises. Collectivists, on the other hand, are more likely to form and stay in a few stable and close-knit groups.28 Consistent with these patterns, a unique study demonstrated that different cultures were likely to employ different metaphors for the way a team should operate. In the study, it was observed that people from individualistic cultures used more competitive and task/goal-focused types of metaphors to describe how a team works together, such as the image of a sports team, while collectivistic cultures tended more towards metaphors about the relationship among the teammates, such as a family or community.29 The researchers made a compelling argument for why it matters in today’s business setting, stating that one’s expectations are set by the larger metaphor utilized. If one is expecting a manager to act like a sports coach to provide clear, competitive objectives for a specific task, but instead the manager thinks of the team more like a community and is not as task-focused, that manager may be deemed ineffective at accomplishing objectives. Or on the other side, a manager overly focused on the end results will likely confuse a team member expecting more support and guidance throughout the process.

Conflict

As described earlier, conflict within a group is usually a hindrance to completing work, regardless of culture. Yet even here, cultures may differ in both when they perceive conflict and what to do about it once it arises. For example, individualistic cultures may see conflict arise based on a violation of an individual’s rights, whereas a collectivist culture may generally see conflict as the result of a violation of duties.30 The two may also use different mechanisms to cope with and resolve conflicts. Individualistic cultures prefer to directly address the conflict and use their own skills, experiences, and rational appeals to reach a resolution. As might be expected, collectivists take a different approach—avoidance and withdrawal. These avoidance strategies do not necessarily fit the Western notion of avoidance (neglect); rather, avoidance is used in many Eastern cultures out of concern for the other party.31 Certain withdrawal techniques can be very proactive, such as seeking a third party to help mitigate and resolve a dispute. Yet here there is also an example of where the dichotomy between individualism and collectivism may be too simplistic: even within individualistic cultures, some may prefer to work things out by accounting for the interests of both sides, while others may like to refer to existing rules and regulations.32

Decision-Making Style

Individualist cultures like to hash out the issues based on rational arguments, choose one, and move on. This is sometimes called the “checklist” approach, as each issue is generally only discussed once. Collectivist cultures prefer a more holistic style, circling back to issues and making sure all are comfortable with the package on an emotional level as well as an intellectual one before proceeding. Until well understood, this can cause great frustration for both sides.33 Teams may do well to try out different styles at different points in time and see what works.


TIP

Understand that those from different cultures are likely to respond best to very different types of management: individualists prefer to understand and value their end goals as worthwhile accomplishments not just for the team but for their own career path, whereas collectivists prefer to feel that they are working in harmony with the group.



SUMMARY OF INDIVIDUALIST VERSUS COLLECTIVIST TENDENCIES

• Goals

• Individualists: Stretch the self professionally

• Collectivists: Meet the needs of the team

• Rewards

• Individualists: Proportional to individual contribution

• Collectivists: Equally distributed to all group members

• Communication

• Individualists: Comfortable with more impersonal communication (text)

• Collectivists: Prefer more context to understand message (visual connection)

• Teamwork Metaphor

• Individualists: Sports teams

• Collectivists: Family

• Conflict

• Individualists: Typically look for solutions/decisions that include key members

• Collectivists: Typically refer to authority or external source to resolve

• Persuasion Style

• Individualists: Rational appeals

• Collectivists: Emotional appeals

• Decision Making

• Individualists: “Checklist” approach

• Collectivists: Holistic approach

HARNESSING MULTIPLE CULTURES

Somehow and at some point, the different approaches on the team need to be reconciled and a path forward needs to be decided on. Adjusting one’s speech seems to be an intuitive place to start, as in one study, a full 80% of people reported doing so (such as speaking more slowly, clearly, pausing, and inviting responses). It is interesting to note that people were more conscientious about changing their spoken language when interacting with those from other cultures than they were about changing their written language, even though written communication is just as prone to misinterpretation, if not more so.34 All people seem to increase these types of adjustments the longer they were on the team, giving more weight to the idea that teams should stay together as long as possible once formed.


TIP

Encourage modification of not just speech but written language as well. For example, in both forms people should ask each other open-ended questions to confirm understanding to avoid taking a “yes” answer at face value.



There are three very different models for how a reconciled approach can be chosen: the dominant coalition model, the integration-identity model, and the fusion model.35 The dominant coalition model is essentially a process whereby one ideology is declared (either explicitly or implicitly) the official policy of the team and all dissenters must find a path to support it. This can be through a “majority rules” process, a leader decision, or by some other means. The integration-identity model assumes that for the team to function effectively, its members must be interconnected by a common set of motives, ideas, values, and goals that all can relate to. This may be thought of as the “melting pot” approach, whereby the team seeks to blend each person’s approach into one soup, though not always uniformly drawing from all inputs. In practice, this approach can sometimes end up more closely resembling one culture at the expense of others. Overall, both approaches risk losing some of the other cultural perspectives present in the team. In the dominant model, other views are specifically rejected, and in the integration model, the overarching goal of consensus may inhibit dissent from surfacing.

Finally, the fusion model presents something different. Named after the fusion style of cooking, this perspective maintains that distinct pieces from each culture can be lifted, intact, for the benefit of the entire group. Different approaches can even be thought of as a menu of choices, to be used or substituted at different points in time as the need arises. The resulting combination of styles may actually yield something not only functional, but also surprising and pleasing both to the members themselves and in terms of the effective creation of work products. Decisions are not made by an authority or by consensus, but instead by staying focused on multiple criteria at all times. Indeed, for some teams, it might be very freeing to stop trying to force everyone onto the same page at all times. Instead, the group can think of the various components of the work process as better fits for one or another approach and then strive for coexistence instead as the model for effective teamwork. Sub-groups can even be embraced in this model, as a method of preserving a specific approach to work and encouraging more information extraction, to be later combined with other areas on the team.


TIP

Let team members remain in their comfort zone when possible and consider the multinational team as a series of blocks that can fit together in different ways at different times.



Regardless of model chosen, if there is one silver bullet to a global team’s challenges, it is the use of frequent, spontaneous communication among team members. This seems to universally increase positive results in multinational teams. This alone is related to increased trust, a better sense of the shared context, a greater feeling of shared identity, and more productive conflict handling in multinational teams.36 Indeed, virtual teams (communicating primarily through electronic text) may actually have an advantage in the cross-cultural dimension, since electronic messages can be an equalizing force that promotes individual contribution even from those in cultures who might typically defer to the group.37 But how can you encourage spontaneity, which by definition needs to arise without pre-planning? When held to the letter of the definition like that, of course you can’t. But as discussed in other areas of the book, you can encourage frequent informal communication through three different means:

1. Tell people that this is important and is expected on the team

2. Tell people it is part of their job to respond to others who reach out to them as immediately as is possible

3. Model it by engaging people in frequent informal conversations yourself.

It also can’t hurt to mention that frequent communication seems to be one of the best predictors of success.


TIP

Team members need to feel like “insiders” with each other, and they won’t get there without a lot of time spent in contact. Encourage spontaneous communication within the team, especially if the team is multinational.



SUMMARY

Operating in a global business environment has created the opportunity for culturally diverse teams that are capable of performing at higher levels than their traditional counterparts. However, cultural diversity comes with its share of complications. There are fundamental differences between cultures that will influence the behaviors of team members. Recognize how collectivist and individualist societies differ to prevent problems from developing within the team. Overall, this type of culturally diverse environment requires just a bit of extra effort: tolerance, clarity, and follow-up will save the group time in the long run.
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Conclusion

Virtual teams are nearly ubiquitous already, and their use is on the rise. And while of course this steady increase is based on solid business advantages, the virtual process inherently creates “holes” compared to the way people are used to interacting with each other.

• Holes form in the way people express themselves (that is, more unconsciously negatively) when typing to each other versus speaking or writing on paper.

• Holes form when people who prefer to meet in person, and enjoy sharing stories and jokes from their lives, suddenly have to communicate with faceless strangers.

• Holes form when quick questions cannot be asked (or answered) about what exactly is supposed to be accomplished.

• Holes also describe the feeling that team members may have that they are out there on their own (referred to as “situational invisibility”).1

• Finally, holes result from the new tensions that arise in virtual work: the tension between being ignored and being overly visible (such as having to be available on a chat function all day long); the tension between having the work be too divided and expecting people to circulate every idea and document within the team; and the tension between local culture and the team’s expectations.2

These holes can amplify the naturally occurring problems of virtual teams. This book has set about explaining and analyzing these holes, with direct and concrete actions suggested throughout the text to help to fill them in. As you have read, successfully leading and participating in a virtual team is a combination of familiar and unique skills. All teams need time to get to know and trust each other, need clarity on what needs to be done and how, and need to adjust over time. Virtual teams have the unique added burden of identifying problems by what doesn’t present itself: silence, delays, and problems that remain hidden. Who have you not heard from? What isn’t happening? Why?

As a conclusion, what follows is a review of 10 key ideas that have been presented to help fill in these gaps. Each is aimed at creating and guiding virtual teams to their best advantage, from the initial policies through the ongoing “tune-ups” for successfully managing both the content and the relationships in these teams.

EARLY TEAM DEVELOPMENT

1. First moments have a long-lasting impact, so you want to use them wisely by setting expectations during the “first day of class.”

• Right up front, ask each team member for patience, tolerance, and a “benefit of the doubt” attitude. Commitment on this overarching concept can help avoid problems before they arise.

• Recognize the specific challenges some team members will face out loud and early (reporting to multiple teams and managers, for example, or needing to be available for team meetings at typically “off hours” times).

• Make sure to require broad participation at kick-off meetings (if that is to be a goal later down the line).

• The tone of the first e-mail messages can be as important as the first meetings—enthusiasm and a positive outlook can set the team on the right course.

• Make sure there are strong “drop everything and respond” norms in the team when someone reaches out. Waiting until it’s convenient to reply will shut down the impulse to ask again.

• Give guidance on what makes for good written communication, understanding that most messages get skimmed instead of read. Remind people to think as the reader while they write.

• Say/write everything explicitly. It takes practice to remember to reliably write down your ideas and send them to others, but the habit is critical.

2. It’s too hard to get to know a whole group of people together at once, especially over the phone.

• People are much better at speaking one on one than in large groups, so make “getting to know you” more intimate by pairing people up. This makes introductions the most effective.

• Use ice-breakers that connect people to each other in a way that is meaningful both personally and professionally. People generally only seek help from someone they are on friendly terms with, so forging relationships that allow for this type of interaction can have significant rewards.

3. • Phone calls can be especially important at the very beginning, to make sure that people get in the groove of speaking with each other.

• Don’t over-rely on occasional face-to-face get-togethers, since waiting for these can impede progress on tasks the rest of the time.

4. When you can’t see each other, initial trust is largely based on reliability (being able to count on someone to answer you promptly as well as to produce promised work).

• Norms of responsiveness and “small wins” are both routes to achieve this.

ONGOING ADJUSTMENTS

5. Make sure the division of work is clear and understood by all.

• Team members should be more than just names on a list. Each person should understand who is on the team and why. In addition, each should know how everyone’s work fits into the larger group project, as well as the other team members’ individual goals, expectations, and priorities.

• Share updates on the whole project to make sure everyone keeps track of how their parts fit into the bigger picture at all times.

• Make sure all know how the project fits into the larger organization’s goals and success.

6. Create accountability in writing to increase commitment.

• Remember that motivation stems from the right balance of knowing what to do and being permitted to decide for oneself how to do it.

7. Schedule meetings at very regular intervals, and manage them to make sure the content is covered in an efficient manner.

• Ask team members to do nothing else during conference calls; remember that a distracted mind is working sub-optimally.

• Minds wander every few minutes, so recap often. Keep the overall meeting as short as possible to avoid burnout. And don’t forget this touchstone of good communication: If it’s important, say it twice!

• Give people notice when they are going to be “called on” by using their names at the outset of the question.

• Don’t have some people in a room and others on the phone. If everyone can’t be together, have everyone on the phone.

8. Don’t be afraid to adjust, and as the group progresses, give others the voice to do so as well.

• Virtual teams hide problems better than others do. Seek out sources of hindrance, and invite bad news regularly.

• Make it explicitly acceptable to ask for help.

EFFECTIVE PROCESSES

9. Good decision making requires careful planning and a delineated process in which everyone knows the rules of both the contribution and the final decision stages before discussions even begin.

10. Cross-cultural issues make everything more complicated. A combination of tolerance and patience is needed to make sure team members get aligned and stay aligned on their work.

• Remember that different approaches might be valuable to the team in different ways.

• Pairing people up across naturally occurring “fault lines” can help to bridge different sub-groups.

Lastly, a note on the role of technology. Technology has been evolving faster than human nature, so we find ourselves playing “catch up” when trying to form relationships, interact well, and make good decisions in ways that are unique to us. As options change and develop, so (in all likelihood) will the ways virtual team members interact. In particular, keep an eye on technological advances that make people feel more present with each other both during conversations and during regular work time. Such an example includes online avatars that indicate availability or even movement during conference calls,3 or maintaining active links throughout the day to be able to check in with others spontaneously. Companies are also beginning to use in-house social media sites for connecting people through “social awareness streams” that help to provide a sense of who knows what without the benefit of in-person conversations.4 These are examples of tools that are specifically aimed at filling some of the holes left by virtual interactions. They undoubtedly create some new problems as they solve existing ones, and need to be managed to make sure that the balance between focus and connection can be maintained for each team member. It is all an ongoing process of evolution.

In general, keep an open mind and continue to fine-tune your own skills, because being a successful virtual team member or leader is a key competency in giving you the ability to succeed. Sincerely wishing you the best in your future virtual interactions!

NOTES

1. Cramton, C. D., Orvis, K. L., & Wilson, J. M. (2007). Situation invisibility and attribution in distributed collaborations. Journal of Management, 33(4), 525–546.
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