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LEADERS at all levels in organisations are being asked
to manage in an increasingly complex global
environment. In addition to facing changing market
dynamics, leaders frequently are required to lead teams
across national, cultural, and organisational boundaries.
Complexity also is increasing for individual contributors
who are asked to report to multiple managers and to
work with team members whom they rarely meet face-
to-face. Creating dispersed teams is common, but there
is little understanding of the impact of these changes on

Increasingly, organisations require leaders performance and on the managers leading these teams.
to manage teams that are dispersed across
different geographies. Research clearly Over the past five years, a growing amount of research

has examined how distance impacts performance.

shows that distance can reduce team
Leaders and HR professionals can benefit from this by

performance. However, this research also understanding:
shows that teams separated by distance, e How distance impacts team outcomes
time and culture can perform as well as if e How to reduce potentially negative outcomes

e Challenges leaders face managing dispersed teams

not better than collocated teams...if they . . : e
e Practices that can be implemented in organisations

implement the right tools and processes.

Early “distance” research began in the 1950’s and
1970’s and focused on the impact of distance in a single
office. Interactions and friendships were found to
decrease significantly as physical barriers such as cubicle
walls and small distances (e.g. sitting on separate floors)
increased.” Amount of communication decreased as
distance between individuals or teams increased.’

As organisations have globalised, research in this area
has improved. This research shows that having

dispersed teams can negatively impact performance.
This white paper is based on research presented by Specifically, distance can result in:
Organisation Solutions in the Good Science, Great Practice HR e Decreased performance and communication
Leader Learning Series. The purpose of this series is to help Increased conflict and mistrust
regional and global HR Leaders connect research and e Increased coordination problems

experience on people and organisation practices. We also
hope to debunk a few myths along the way!
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How Distance Impacts Team Performance

Leaders experience different types of “distance”,
including spatial, temporal and configuration (e.g.,
having imbalanced teams in different locations). Each of
these present a different challenge, and these challenges
can compound each other (See Figure 1).

Figure 1: Distance Brings New Challenges to Teams®
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Spatial EEEEp Less face-to-face interaction
Temporal ‘ Less same-time interaction
Configuration ‘ More inter-dependencies to manage
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These challenges can lead to a variety of negative
outcomes if not managed well. Research into each of
these outcomes and implications for leaders is presented
below.

Reducing Conflict. Some conflict is inevitable in groups,
but the amount of conflict and the time it takes to
resolve conflict increases for dispersed teams. For
example, HBR recently quoted a study that virtual teams
have 243% more workplace relationship problems than
do collocated teams.

This amount of conflict is avoidable. Research shows
that having a shared identity decreases interpersonal
conflict. Having a shared context (e.g., shared processes
& communication) decreases task and interpersonal
conflict.

Spontaneous communication appears to play an
important role in reducing this conflict. As shown in
Figure 2, as distribution of a team increases, conflict
increases for teams with low spontaneous
communication.  For teams with high spontaneous
communication, task conflict does not change and
interpersonal conflict actually decreases.”

Figure 2: Spontaneous Communication Reduces Conflict*
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Leaders now know that inappropriate use of e-mail and
small misunderstandings can cause conflict on teams.
A key to controlling and reducing this conflict is to build
shared priorities and processes for the team, and to
encourage more spontaneous communication with and
between team members. Technology that aids
spontaneous communication (e.g. instant messaging,
SMS and phone) can reduce conflict when used
appropriately.

Improving Performance. Team distance also impacts
team performance. For example, a recent study of
global software development teams indicates that
distance impacts ratings of team effectiveness (e.g.,
product quality, reliability and customer satisfaction)
and efficiency (e.g., meeting budget and time
constraints).” Teams with members separated by a
single office building floor were less effective than those
on the same floor. Teams with members located on
different continents had the lowest levels of
effectiveness and efficiency.

In this study, dispersed teams did not automatically
have lower performance. When dispersed teams used
effective task-related processes, they performed on par
or better than collocated teams. Task-related processes
were processes  that increased  task-related
communication, balanced team member contributions,
and increased mutual support. Teams that did not use
these processes performed at lower levels. The worse
performing teams were dispersed across continents and
did not use these task related processes.

When working in a distributed environment,
implementing task-related processes is critical for team
performance. Leaders must ensure processes are in
place to coordinate work, provide mutual support,
balance member contributions, and provide task
communication. Using a team charter, clarifying roles
and responsibilities, and identifying expectations of how
work should be accomplished will help improve
performance despite team member distance.

Impact of Configuration. Organisations often place
team members in different locations without examining
the impact of team configuration. Configuration refers
to how many team members are at each location. For
example, teams can be collocated, have one remote
team member, or be dispersed across multiple
locations.

One recent study (See Figure 3) examined four types of
configuration and their impact on performance. The
teams were either collocated, had one remote team
member (one isolate), or were in two locations. Teams
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in two locations were either balanced (same number of
team members in each location) or imbalanced (one
location has more team members).

Figure 3: Configuration Impacts Team Outcomes®

Shared Use of Team Conflict  Coordination
Identity Member Issues
Knowledge
Collocated Team (6-0) 1 1 2 1
Distr. w/lsolate (5-1) 2 1 1 1

Distr, Balanced (3-3)

Distr. Imbalanced (4-2) _

Rankings represent rank order of effectiveness of team outcomes
(high numbers = low effectiveness)

The best performing teams were collocated or had one
remote team member. Imbalanced teams were least
effective on all team outcomes. Teams members at the
smaller sites claimed that the larger sites ‘out-voted’
them or simply took action without consulting them.

Although this research is based on virtual, leaderless
teams, it has implications for how leaders structure their
teams. Leaders managing two sites with imbalanced
teams are more likely to encounter problems between
the 2 sub teams. Such structures may be unavoidable,
but the impact of the structure can be mitigated by
building shared identity, and implementing processes
that use team member knowledge and reduce conflict.

Building Trust. Organisations frequently put teams
together to work on a project. If the team members
mistrust each other, team morale and team outcomes
suffer. Building trust amongst team members who may
never see each other is critical to team performance.

Two factors are important for building early and on-
going trust in a team.” First, amount of communication
(via e-mail, phone, etc.) is a key predictor of trust. This
includes information from the manager and from team
members. Second, socialisation processes for the team
result in increased trust.

Unfortunately, teams frequently jump into assigned
tasks and may ignore activity that will build trust. Avoid
this by making sure newly formed teams have a process
or set of norms to socialise team members and create
norms for communication that will build trust.

Improving Shared Information. The amount of
communication builds trust on a team, but does not
necessarily lead to better decision making. Not
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surprisingly, teams that share uniquely held information
improve decisions and performance. The more they
share information that individuals know, but that has
not been shared with the group, the more likely they are
to improve performance.®

As many managers complain after long team meetings,
this is not how teams’ usually spend their time.
Research shows that teams are more likely to spend
time discussing information they already know
(commonly known information by team members).

To improve performance, leaders should structure
discussions to allow team members to share relevant,
uniquely held information. Discussion also can be
improved by ensuring the team are able to retrieve and
access information relevant to key decisions.

Research has clearly demonstrated that distance can
negatively impact team performance and provide
greater challenges to leaders. However, teams
separated by distance can perform as well as if not
better than collocated teams. To achieve this, Leaders
and Human Resources professionals should consider
implementing better practices within their companies to
help managers lead these teams successfully.

What Should Long-Distance Leaders Do?
We have asked hundreds of leaders from Asia, Europe
and the US to identify the key challenges they face

leading long distance vs collocated teams (see Figure 4).

Figure 4: Long-distance Leaders Face Many ChaIIenges9
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The top few challenges they faced were building trust,
managing communication complexity, getting things
done remotely and managing diversity.
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“Laughter is the closest distance between two people”

There are a number of skills and processes that long-
distance leaders should be equipped with to manage
dispersed teams.

Team Management Practices

e Select and hire employees who can work
independently and that have remote employee
competencies (e.g., communication flexibility, trust
building)

e Avoid hub-and-spoke management. This is a
common trap for leaders. Instead, leaders need to
build empowered or self-sustaining teams. Find
ways to connect the team in the work that they do

e Structure time to align stakeholders, team
members, priorities and processes. This task is
more difficult and needs more attention in
matrixed, dispersed teams

e C(larify the 4Rs for team members: Roles,
Responsibilities, Relationships, and decision Rights

Team Meetings and Kickoff Practices

e When possible, start new teams using face-to-face
meetings to build early relationships. If this is not
possible due to budget constraints, take time on
calls to share pictures and to allow team members
to get to know each other

e Build time into meetings to improve information
sharing of uniquely held information

e Start new teams with frequent communication and
take time to define and build team norms

e Model and encourage spontaneous communication.
Don’t fall into the e-mail trap!

e Identify collaborative technology available in your
company and ensure you can use to well. Identify
how best to use this technology with your team

These and other practices can help managers overcome
the challenges of leading dispersed teams.

What Should Human Resources Do?
Humans Resources plays a key role in building
organisation capability and in designing and

implementing effective organisation structures. Given
the research on distance, Human Resource professionals
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need to be better versed on the impact of distance.
They may also want to consider implementing these
practices:

Building Capability

e  Provide appropriate training and knowledge to
prepare managers to lead dispersed teams. Some
companies also train remote team members and
virtual team leaders

e Implement long-distance competencies for hiring
and placing employees and leaders

e Work with IT to build collaborative technology
infrastructure to support remote management

e  Provide processes to help teams better align within
the team and with other parts of the organisation

Organisation Design

e Avoid lower level employees reporting out-of-
country, and avoid inexperienced leaders managing
long-distance. Review these relationships regularly

e Review structures for geographically imbalanced
teams

e Design processes that align performance and
objectives across the organisation, not just
vertically

Summary

Over the last 20 years, organisations have become more
dispersed. Research shows that this decreases team
performance and trust, and increases conflict and
coordination issues. However, many organisations still
fail to equip leaders and team members with the right
tools to cope with these challenges. Fortunately,
organisations can overcome these challenges. With the
right training, processes and tools, leaders can
effectively manage in a globally dispersed organisation.
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Organisation Solutions is a boutique consultancy
delivering organisation design, development and change
solutions worldwide. Headquartered in Singapore, we
operate across the globe with consultants based in
Australia, Japan, New Zealand, South Africa, UK and US.

We count among our clients, some of the world’s leading
corporations, including Agilent, Danone, DeBeers, Disney,
Hewlett-Packard, Honeywell, Merck, Morgan Stanley,
NEC, Nokia, Philips Electronics, SAP, Shell and Visa
International. We have also worked with Asian
organisations such as the Prime Minister’s Office
(Singapore), the Hong Kong Civil Service College and the
Singapore Exchange.

About the Authors

James Eyring is the leader of Organisation Solutions’
global consulting practice and leads the Leader
Excelerator and Interact practice areas. James has
worked in the field of Management Development and
Human Resources for over 20 years within leading
multinationals such as Dell, Ingram Micro and Pizza
Hut/PepsiCo. He has a Ph.D. in Organizational
Psychology and has lived and worked in Asia for the last
11 years.

Maria Diana Conway is a Research Associate with
Organisation Solutions. She is currently leading a
research study to better understand the impact of leader
behaviours on dispersed teams. She hasa M.S. in
Industrial and Organizational Psychology.

An OS article. Last updated August 11 2009.

organisation
SE¥LUTIONS

Architects for Growth

To contact us, please send an email to
mail@organisationsolutions.com or

Visit our website www.organisationsolutions.com to learn more
about us.

© 2009 Organisation Solutions Pte Ltd

References

1. Festinger, L., Shachter, S., and Back, K. (1950). Social
pressures in Informal Groups. Harper, New York.

2. Allen, T.J. (1997). Managing the Flow of Technology.
MIT Press.

3. O’Leary, M. and Cummings, J. (2007). The spatial,
temporal, and configurational characteristics of
geographic dispersion in teams. MIS Quarterly, 3(3) 433-
452,

4. Hinds, P., and Mortensen, M. (2005). Understanding
conflict in geographically distributed teams: the
moderating effects of shared identity, shared context,
and spontaneous communication. Organization Science,
16(3), 290-307.

5. Siebdrat, F., Hoegl, M., and Ernst, H. (2009). How to
manage virtual teams. MIT Sloan Management Review,
Summer 2009 50(4), 62-69.

6. O’Leary, M., and Mortensen, M. (2008). Go
(Con)figure: subgroups imbalance, and isolates in
geographically dispersed teams. MIT Sloan School of
Management.

7. Jarvenpaa, S., Shaw, T., and Staples, D.S. (2004).
Toward contextualized theories of trust: The role of
trust in global virtual teams. Information Systems
Research, 15(3), 250-267.

8. Mesmer-Magnus, J., and DeChurch, L. (2009).
Information sharing and team performance: a meta-

analysis. Journal of Applied Psychology, 94(2), 535-546.

9. Eyring, A.R. (2007). What is Different in Leading Long
Distance? Organisation Solutions Technical Report.

Virtually There 5




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


