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New Skills Required  
for Virtual Teams

Being a “team player” isn’t the same as 
it used to be, according to Cristina 
Gibson, associate professor of orga-
nization and strategy at the Paul 
Merage School of Business at the 
University of California at Irvine. 
When Gibson began studying team-
based collaborative processes more 
than a decade ago, most teams 
included people who worked in the 
same office, shared the same nation-
ality, and maintained the same roles 
and responsibilities for the duration 
of their projects. Today, technology 
has transformed the 
team-building environ-
ment. “The kinds of 
teams we studied in 
1995 are essentially 
extinct,” Gibson says. 

Gibson has found 
that four characteristics 
differentiate modern 
teams from their his-
torical counterparts:

n They are geo-
graphically dispersed, 
with at least one mem-
ber in a different location from 
other members. 

n They are electronically medi-
ated, with most communication 
occurring via e-mail, the Internet, or 
video conferencing. 

n They are culturally diverse, 
with more than one nationality rep-
resented. 

n Finally, they are continually 
dynamic, with team members and 
their roles changing to suit changing 
circumstances.

In her latest research project, 
“The Science and Art of Global Col-
laboration,” Gibson is studying the 
collaborative processes that drive 

the most innovative 
and successful virtual 
teams—and those that 
bring effective col-
laboration to a screech-
ing halt. Her research 
focuses specifically on 
the film industry, which 
operates under the 
most extreme condi-
tions of virtual collabo-

ration. “To make a film, team mem-
bers must work across geographical 
distances under intense time pres-
sure, with people they don’t know, 
under constantly changing circum-
stances,” she says. 

Gibson received $140,000 in 
funding from the National Science 
Foundation and the Merage School 
to complete two of the three phases 
of her research. In the first phase, 
completed last year, Gibson inter-
viewed filmmakers, producers, direc-
tors, actors, and moviegoers in four 
different geographic centers of film-
making: the U.S., India, France, and 
New Zealand, where her interview 

subjects included Peter Jackson, 
director of Lord of the Rings. She 
asked her subjects pointed questions 
about the individual characteristics 
they brought to the filmmaking 
process and how successful their col-
laborations have been. 

In the second phase, currently in 
progress, Gibson is collecting survey 
data at film festivals. So far she has 
surveyed 65 filmmakers, as well as 
many moviegoers who just viewed 
their films. Her goal is to discover 
the filmmakers’ vision during the 
collaborative process and whether 
viewers felt that vision was achieved. 

Gibson is currently seeking fund-
ing for the third phase of the proj-
ect, a longitudinal study that follows 
the making of films from start to 
finish—from actors’ first readings of 
scripts, through the filming and edit-
ing processes, to the films’ box office 
releases. The objective, she says, is 
to compare the collaborative meth-
ods used to make the films to their 
eventual reception at the box office. 
Although gaining such intimate 
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access to the filmmaking process will 
be challenging, Gibson believes the 
results will produce valuable data on 
how the best—and worst—virtual 
teams operate.

In her research so far, Gibson 
has discovered that many expecta-
tions that people have of virtual 
teams often do not come to fruition. 
“With advances in technology, man-
agers are able to bring individuals 
together based on their expertise, 
not on their location,” Gibson 
explains. “They then assume that 
by putting together the best people, 
they’ll increase the innovation and 
creativity of the team.”

In reality, says Gibson, that’s 
often not the case. She has found 
that the greater the degree of what 
she calls a team’s “virtuality,” the less 
innovative the team generally turns 
out to be. Communication and 
scheduling challenges simply inter-
fere. “This is the exact opposite of 
what is intended,” she says. 

This does not need to be the 
case, however, says Gibson. She has 
identified the skills required to over-
come obstacles inherent to virtuality:

n The ability to create an environment 
of mutual trust over virtual channels. “In 
face-to-face interactions, people 
often inspire trust via nonverbal 
cues: making eye contact, leaning in, 
unfolding the arms. Without these 
cues, many people aren’t comfort-
able enough to share their ideas,” 
says Gibson. In virtual environ-
ments, she says, people must make 
an effort to create that comfort 
level. “People need to use greet-
ings in their e-mails. They need to 
share small elements of their lives, 
values, and cultures,” she explains. 
“An e-mail with no greeting or per-
sonal information can seem cold and 
unfriendly to the recipient.”

n A willingness to offer feedback and 
encouragement. “Managers need to 
let members know the importance 
of the work and what contribution 
it made, positive or negative,” says 
Gibson. “Feedback, follow-ups, and 
open channels of communication 
are essential to managing virtual 
teams—and all are more difficult to 
do in the virtual environment.”

n “Reconfigurability.” Team mem-
bers must adjust their work pro-
cesses when something unexpected 
happens, be it a sudden loss of fund-
ing, a corporate restructuring, or the 
departure of a team member.

Gibson says that managers also 
should not underestimate the value 
of a face-to-face meeting to help 
team members develop a bond. “It’s 
amazing how even a single, short 
face-to-face meeting helps people put 
faces to names and establish relation-
ships. They feel much more comfort-
able working together, even if they 
don’t meet again for some time.” 
Ironically, she adds, a video confer-
ence does not have the same effect. 
“New research shows that even 
though people can see nonverbal 
cues via video conferencing, there’s 
something about the artificiality of 
the experience that decreases the 
potency of those cues.”

Gibson hopes her research find-
ings will help businesses adjust their 
expectations of virtual teams—and 
team members’ expectations of 
their roles. “In the future, recon-
figurability will be a key feature of 
successful virtual collaborations,” 
she says. Gibson adds that managers 
also must realize that they cannot 
take an “out-of-sight, out-of-mind” 
approach to virtual teams. Rather, 
these teams must be actively culti-
vated over time, through a careful 
attention to written communication, 

relationship building, and constant, 
conscious outreach efforts. 

To make sure students and 
faculty have these skills, business 
schools need to work virtual team 
experiences into their curricula, says 
Gibson. “Students who work only 
on co-located teams will be at a 
disadvantage when they begin their 
careers,” she asserts. “We have to 
train our students so they’ll have the 
skill sets to work well in the virtual 
environment.” 

Maximizing the Effects of 
360-Degree Feedback

Many organizations use coaching to give 
employees a better idea of their 
strengths and weaknesses. But can 
short-term coaching be as effec-
tive as long-term coaching? Robert 
Hooijberg, a professor of organiza-
tional behavior at the Institute for 
Management Development (IMD) 
in Lausanne, Switzerland, plans to 
find out.

Hooijberg and his research 
associate, Nancy Lane, decided to 

Robert 
Hooijberg

“people often inspire trust via nonverbal cues: making eye contact, leaning in, unfolding the arms. 

          Without these cues, many people aren’t comfortable enough to share their ideas.” 

                    —Cristina Gibson, University of California at Irvine
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examine the dynamics of short-term 
coaching interactions. The goal, 
he says, was to determine whether 
the same advice that works for 
long-term coaching sessions also 
applies to one-time, one-hour ses-
sions. They also wanted to discover 
if shorter interactions could be as 
meaningful to participants as longer-
term coaching relationships.

UPCOMING & ONGOING 

n FOCUS ON FAMILY BIZ 
Three institutions 
focused on the 
concerns of fam-
ily businesses have 

signed a four-year agreement to 
collaborate on research in this area. 
Spain’s Family Enterprise Institute 
has partnered with IESE Business 
School’s Center for Family-Owned 
Business and Entrepreneurship in 
Barcelona, Spain, and the Wharton 
School’s Global Family Alliance 
(GFA) in Philadelphia, Pennsylva-
nia. The partnership acknowledges 
that a majority of the world’s eco-
nomic resources are concentrated 
in the hands of a few business fami-
lies, says Raphael Amit, chairman 
of the Wharton GFA executive 
committee. The joining of these 
institutions will lead to analysis of 
issues that face family businesses in 
the global marketplace.

n NEW U.K. INSTITUTE
The United King-
dom’s Cranfield 
School of Man-
agement recently 

began the construction of its new 
Cranfield Management Research 
Institute. The £4.3 million facility, 

which will be housed in an existing 
building on campus, will allow the 
school to locate its research cen-
ters and doctoral programs in the 
same building and facilitate private 
research. The building also will 
include dedicated “interaction  
spaces” where academics from  
different disciplines can work with 
practicing managers to develop new 
research projects. School officials 
say the institute will be completed 
by the summer of 2007.

n NEW CENTERS FOR STARTUPS
In May, INSEAD 
officially opened its 
first center in the 
Caesarea Business 

Park near Tel Aviv, Israel. The new 
center is a first step in INSEAD’s 
plan to open a network of regional 
research centers for entrepreneur-
ship around the world. Eventu-
ally, these centers will be part of 
INSEAD’s Rudolf and Valeria Maag 
International Centre for Entrepre-
neurship. “Traditionally, entrepre-
neurship has been examined from a 
narrow local perspective,” says Phil 
Anderson, director of the Maag 
Centre. The new research network, 
says Anderson, “will bring a fresh 
global perspective to entrepreneur-
ship research and teaching.” The 
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new center’s initial activities will 
include the production of case stud-
ies and other research materials 
about Israel’s high-tech entrepre-
neurs. Research will cover topics 
such as how to keep jobs in devel-
oped countries, how to commer-
cialize public-sector technology, and 
how to transfer knowledge from the 
defense industry to the commercial 
industry.

n RESEARCH IN MUMBAI 
Harvard Business 
School recently 
marked the opening 
of its India Research 

Centre (IRC) with a faculty 
research symposium in Mumbai. 
The IRC is the fifth in the school’s 
network of research centers, includ-
ing those in Hong Kong, Tokyo, 
Paris, and Buenos Aires. “To under-
stand the global economy, you need 
to understand what’s happening 
in Mumbai as well as New York, 
London, and Tokyo. To understand 
technology, Bangalore is as essential 
as Silicon Valley,” HBS dean Jay 
Light remarked at the IRC’s open-
ing. The center is dedicated to pro-
ducing faculty research on Indian 
business as well as collaborating 
with corporate and academic orga-
nizations in the region.

He and Lane decided to narrow 
their study to 360-degree feedback, 
a specific type of short-term coach-
ing used by a growing number of 
organizations. In 360-degree feed-
back, everyone who works with an 
employee provides evaluations of 
his or her strengths. Ideally, says 
Hooijberg, the employee should 
then have a one-hour coaching ses-

sion to interpret that feedback. 
“Without a subsequent short-

term coaching session, the 360-
degree feedback itself isn’t terribly 
helpful,” says Hooijberg. “So many 
managers use 360-degree feedback 
as part of their leadership pro-
grams, but I wonder if they really 
have investigated the effectiveness 
of this short-term interaction and 
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what they can do with the results. 
When we decided to study it more 
thoroughly, we discovered that very 
little empirical evidence had been 
gathered on this topic.”

Hooijberg and Lane sent ques-
tionnaires to 900 former IMD 
students who had experienced 
360-degree feedback in an IMD 
course. They chose students who 
had participated in the feedback 
nine to 12 months prior to the 
survey—enough time to give par-
ticipants an opportunity to process 
the experience, but not so long ago 
that they had forgotten the details. 
The questionnaire asked participants 
what they believed made this type 

of coaching most effective, what 
types of coaching interactions they 
desired, what effects they expected, 
and what influence the experience 
had on their behavior after the pro-
gram. Approximately 240 people 
responded. 

The questionnaire responses 
revealed that many of the best 
practices that apply to long-term 
coaching also apply to short-term 
interactions. For example, partici-
pants expect coaches to show an 
interest in their success, empathize 
with their situations, and ask good 
questions. 

However, there was a central 
difference in expectations for long-

term versus short-term coach-
ing, says Hooijberg. Coaches and 
employees in long-term relation-
ships, for example, assume that 
employees will take responsibility 
for solving their problems. Coaches 
give less direct advice. 

In the short-term interactions 
that often accompany 360-degree 
feedback, however, expectations 
change. “Our respondents indicated 
that if they have only one hour 
with a coach, they want the benefit 
of that person’s knowledge and 
experience. They expect that coach 
to inspire action and give advice in 
that time frame,” says Hooijberg. 
“In addition, they want that coach 
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“Our respondents indicated that if they have only one hour with a

    coach, they want the benefit of that person’s knowledge and experience.”

                                       —Robert Hooijberg, IMD



to focus on improving one thing—
such as developing better listening 
skills—rather than on a complete 
personality change. That’s the key 
difference we found between long-
term and short-term coaching.” 

In the future, Hooijberg plans to 
broaden the scope of this research 
by surveying the coaches them-
selves, as well as human resources 
directors. He hopes to use the 
results to determine that short-
term coaching can be as effective as 
long-term coaching in improving 
employee performance. He also 
hopes to find ways that IMD and 
other organizations can improve 
their use of all short-term coach-
ing methods, including 360-degree 
feedback. 

“Above all else, these participants 
look for opportunities to improve; 
and if their coach has a view on 
what that might be, they want to 
hear it,” says Hooijberg. “On our 
side, we try to encourage behavioral 
change by asking the participants 
to formulate smart goals in 360-
degree feedback situations, so that 
the outcome is specific, measurable, 
applicable, realistic, and timely.”

Ethical Lapses  
Among MBAs

Three professors recently completed a 
study that explored incidents of 
cheating among business graduate 
students and nonbusiness gradu-
ate students. The findings are not 
encouraging for business schools: 
According to the study, more gradu-
ate students in business reported 
that they’ve cheated during their 
programs than graduate students 
from other disciplines. 

In the 2002-2003 and 2003-
2004 academic years, Ken Butter-

field of Washington State Univer-
sity in Pullman; Donald McCabe of 
Rutgers Business School in New-
ark, New Jersey; and Linda Treviño 
of Pennsylvania State University 
in University Park, Pennsylvania, 
surveyed 5,331 graduate students 
at 32 colleges and universities in 
the U.S. and Canada. The survey 
group included students in busi-
ness (mostly MBAs) and students 
in other disciplines. The professors 
found that 56 percent of gradu-
ate business students admitted to 
cheating, compared to only 47 

percent of those in nonbusiness 
disciplines.

In the survey, students reported 
that peer behavior had the greatest 
influence on whether or not they 
cheated. Penalties and academic 
policies had little effect.

“I would have guessed that peer 
influence would be important,” says 
Butterfield. “But given that gradu-
ate students are generally older and 
presumably more mature, I would 
have expected that other influences 
would be more important.” 

The results of the study, say 
researchers, may stem 
from weak academic 
ethics policies at the 
graduate level. They 
suggest that business 
schools may need to 
make more efforts to 
build an “ethical com-
munity,” where stu-
dents have a clear idea 
of the rules of col-
laboration and are not 
so easily influenced by 
negative peer behavior. 
“Faculty and business 
schools can do more 
to create a strong 
culture of academic 
integrity and to influ-
ence student attitudes 
and behavior,” says 
Butterfield. 

The researchers’ 
paper, “Academic Dis-
honesty in Graduate 
Business Programs: 
Prevalence, Causes, 
and Proposed Action,” 
has been accepted for 
publication in 2006 by 
the Academy of Man-
agement Learning and 
Education. ■z

“Faculty and business schools can do more to create a strong culture of   

             academic integrity and to influence student attitudes and behavior.”

                                       —Ken Butterfield, Washington State University

Ken Butterfield of Washington State University
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that you value
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We all know the importance of a diverse
workforce. Without it, our ideas become
singular and complacent. The PhD
Project looks to put an end to all that. We
are an alliance of foundations,
corporations, universities, and
professional and academic organizations
dedicated to increasing minority
representation in the business world. By
creating opportunities to get minority
professors up in front of the classroom
they will serve as role models for the next
generations to come. 

But we can’t do it alone. When we
started in 1994, there were only 294
minority business professors in the
United States. Today, thanks in part to
the generosity of our sponsors, we are
proud to report there are 775 and that
number is increasing everyday.

To find out how your university,
company or organization can make a
noticeable contribution to increasing
diversity in the business world, contact
Bernard J. Milano at 201.307.7662 or
email bmilano@kpmg.com. We think that
you'll find that the value of your
participation is priceless.

For more information, visit our website at: www.phdproject.org
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Newly capped professor, Dr. Denise Lewin Lloyd,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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