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Leading a Virtual Intercultural Team.  
Implications for Virtual Team Leaders 

1. Introduction
New conditions of business environment, such as globalization, the explosion 
of new technologies, economy based on knowledge, and information era have 
made virtual teams an integral part of many organizations today. The number 
of virtual teams is increasing in today’s workplaces. Virtual teams differ in many 
ways from face-to-face teams; they require a different management approach 
and different leadership. One of the most important features of virtual teams 
is cultural differences. In such conditions, virtual team leadership becomes the 
base component of virtual teamwork. 

2. What are Virtual Teams
When considering teamwork, we tend to think of a group of people working 
together. Located in the same office or even room, they see each other daily or 
a few times a week, perhaps even have met each other’s families. The manager 
of such a team is based in the same office, same room, knows a bit more about 
his or her subordinates, and wonders how to keep the members motivated to 
good quality work now and in the future. When a new member joins the team 
the manager might use some of the budget for an evening dinner or a team 
activity which will help to build positive team spirit. When a mistake is made 
by a member of the team, the manager might ask him or her for a one-to-one 
conversation somewhere in a quiet corner or a meeting room in the office. 

Times are changing, and with new technologies new ways of working in 
teams come to life. The comfort of work shortly described above is known 
to fewer and fewer people. With corporations entering local markets, with  
a limited number of high-class specialists employed internally, with employees 
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having the needed know-how who are located in a certain country and would 
rather quit the company than move to another location leaving their family and 
friends behind, teams are built out of people scattered around the place. What 
is the place? Depending on the company or specific setup, the geography of  
a team can be a country, more probably a few countries, frequently a continent, 
or even the whole world. Let us pinpoint some of the differences between  
a traditional, collocated team and a team working virtually. The aspects 
mentioned here have been systematized into a typology in Table 1. 

Table 1. Dimensions of virtual teams.

Collocated Teams Virtual Teams

Territory concentrated dispersed nationally
dispersed 
internationally

Communication 
technology traditional modern

Culture monocultural multicultural

Autonomy low medium high

Source: own study.

Of course, working in a geographically scattered team is in the first place 
possible only thanks to new technologies being now so easily available. What 
matters is the cost of using these technologies, yet once a decision has been 
made to create a team working internationally, using modern technologies as  
a means of communication is in any case cheaper than having the team members 
fly over from one to another. Saving on time and cost of flights plus the benefit 
of avoiding abusing the physical human aspect (tiredness, jet lag, health issues 
coming from extensive traveling) generate enough resources to invest into 
good information infrastructure, which can then support new technologies. 
After all, working in a virtual team only makes sense if the communication is 
effective enough. Solutions like databases, intranet, shared disc space, and more 
interactive applications like virtual helpdesks, messengers or phone conferencing 
systems enhance and improve, or in some cases even enable communication 
in business. Some of these solutions offer little interactivity, while others can 
create an impression of almost working with each other face to face (e.g. HP Halo 
Rooms). 

The geographical team dispersion, possible thanks to new technologies, has 
another consequence – cultural diversity. As space and distance no longer set 
any limits, team members can be scattered literally all around the globe. Even 
in less extreme cases, when most team members are based in one time zone, 
this zone can encompass twenty different countries, as it is the case in Europe.  
A considerable dependency emerges: communication patterns and understanding 
of what is effective communication vary greatly depending on the culture of 
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origin. Also the expected way of running business will differ. This creates a great 
potential for misunderstandings and tension in the team. Due to this risk, team 
members need to demonstrate a certain degree of intercultural sensitivity or 
must be able to develop it with the guidance from other team members and the 
team manager. 

The role of a virtual team manager is only partly similar to the role of  
a manager of a collocated team. The close, everyday contact, which is normally 
possible in collocated teams, takes a different form in a virtual setting. It would 
be possible to be in daily touch with virtual team members – but the effort to 
do so would be just too big, especially when different time zones come into 
question. Therefore, team members need to be much more autonomous than in 
a collocated setting. In a prevailing number of cases the only reasonable option 
is to trust the team members to do their tasks competently and independently 
and be more support than control for them. 

Let us see in more detail here how to manage, support and improve cooperation 
in teams which are globally scattered and culturally diverse.

3. Leadership Challenges in Virtual Teams
Leading all teams, whether collocated or dispersed, sets an expectation towards 
the leaders to have many skills and a number of responsibilities that they need to 
discharge. They should be able to create a vision for the team, communicate this 
vision with passion, develop strategies for achieving this vision, build coalitions 
of believers, attract others behind the vision, and shape the team culture by 
expressing operating values clearly. All leaders carry out responsibilities which 
are connected with, for instance, selecting and motivating the right team 
members, establishing the right norms of behavior, building trust, setting goals, 
or preparing the teams to anticipate and cope with new situation [Malhotra, 
Majchrzak, Rosen 2007, p. 61]. Some of these leaders’ responsibilities are difficult 
to execute without physical observation of team members. That is why leaders of 
virtual teams need new skills. In addition, specific features of virtual teams like 
the fact that they need to rely on electronic communication or actively maintain 
cross-culture management, create unique leadership challenges. It means 
that leading virtual teams requires all the leadership skills needed for leading 
collocated teams plus a few more on top of it. Virtual team leaders should develop 
competence in areas which will help them to lead their virtual team effectively. 

The literature [Duarte, Snyder 2006, pp. 76–88] names the following 
competences: performance management and coaching, appropriate use of 
information technology, managing across cultures, aiding in team members’ 
career development and transition, building and maintaining trust, networking, 
developing and adapting standard team processes. Each of these competences 
can be consciously worked on and developed.
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Performance Management and Coaching
A virtual team leader is accountable for team members’ performance and the 

final output of the team. Virtual team leaders need to be effective in coaching, 
and what is more, they need to adapt their coaching style to accommodate team 
members from a different culture. All team members need direction, feedback, 
and coordination with the leader and other team members. 

Managing performance is placed on the team and the individual level [Duarte, 
Snyder 2006, pp. 77]. At the team level, leaders are accountable for completing 
the task. At individual level, they are accountable for individual members’ 
performance.

At the beginning of teamwork the leader should explain team’s mission, the 
business problem the team is attempting to solve, and the team’s objectives. The 
role of each individual member should be clearly defined. 

Appropriate Use of Information Technology
What makes it possible to create and to run a team working virtually is modern 

communication technologies. However, the team leader should be very careful 
not to treat technology as a means solving all issues – but also not as an obstacle 
in effective teamwork. Technology will not solve communication or productivity 
issues in the team, but can be of great help when used appropriately. A team 
leader needs to match technology to the task, project stage, and to the team 
itself [as in: Duarte, Snyder 2006, pp. 80–81]. He or she also needs to be aware 
which modern technologies can be applied effectively by the team members. 

Different technologies will be used for unclear tasks which require extra 
communication and for tasks which require more documentation and storage. 
In the first case, synchronous methods will work best: instant messengers, 
NetMeeting, virtual conference rooms, phone or videoconferences. In the 
latter, asynchronous tools such as scheduling software, shared common spaces 
(sharepoints, sharedrives) or email will be of best use. More synchronous methods 
will be beneficial at the beginning of the team’s existence, when team members 
establish relationships and build trust. After the initial phase, asynchronous 
methods can become more present. 

Also, different teams will need different kind of software: a team working on 
a complex organizational matter would use project management software while 
production teams are more likely to benefit from workflow software.

Above all, virtual team leaders need to keep abreast of the new and developed 
technologies entering the market, and be able to select the option which combines 
application and cost efficiency. They need to make conscious selections of the 
tools and methods to use, and be aware what their team can handle. Last but not 
least, virtual team leaders need to be clear to themselves what they do not know 
about technology and do their best to continuously bridge the gap by attending 
events or courses on selecting and using information technology. 
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Managing Across Cultures
Some might think that a leader of a cross-cultural virtual team needs to “speak 

several languages, have lived in other countries, or have worked in different 
functions” [Duarte, Snyder 2006, p. 82]. All these skills and experiences are of 
a great value; however what matters most is the cultural sensitivity of a team 
leader. Team members of different cultural origin will find different ways of 
working natural. Factors other than national culture can also play a role here: 
different background, organizational culture, stage of team development, and 
obviously, personal attributes of individual team members. These differences 
will be rooted in values and attitudes, and will result in behaviors. The leader 
needs to be able to take notice of such differences, understand them, and apply 
appropriate management methods. What is more, the leader should be able to 
develop intercultural sensitivity and foster cultural understanding among all 
team members in order to help them avoid tensions which would have an impact 
on the team work. 

The bases for intercultural sensitivity are respect to the others and suspending 
assumptions. It is good to check and have a discussion on the ways how team 
members prefer to be motivated, rewarded, or punished. A good practice is 
also consciously working on communication style in the team. Managing 
a multicultural team is a great challenge – but can also be greatly rewarding 
when the team reaches the desired synergy effect. It is no secret that diversity in 
human capital leads to increased creativity and efficiency.

Virtual team leaders who work in a multinational setting need to be able to 
suspend assumptions and stereotypes, and keep their minds open. They need to 
be willing to learn on culture differences and to educate team members on how 
to handle them. A coach who has had this kind of experience before could be of 
great help for a fresh team leader. 

Aiding in Team Members’ Career Development and Transitions
A virtual team leader is in a position to help team members in their career 

planning and development. Leaders should actively assist team members with 
their career development by keeping track of their contributions and professional 
growth [Duarte, Snyder 2006, pp. 83–84]. This has a crucial influence on the 
team members’ motivation to work. What is more, good team leaders should 
have the competence to train new team members and develop effective ways to 
instruct members during the first weeks of participation. 

Teams which are learning continuously can produce extraordinary results 
as a group; also, individual members grow more rapidly. Ideally, team members 
learn with and from one another. The leader should create an atmosphere of 
team learning especially during the process of team building. Mentoring is an 
aspect of this.

All leaders monitor team progress; virtual team leaders by necessity 
monitor this progress just online. Virtual team leaders need to deeply examine 
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synchronous and asynchronous communication patterns to determine who 
participates in team activities and who needs support or suggestion for further 
participation [Malhotra, Majchrzak, Rosen 2007, p. 66].

Building and Maintaining Trust
As there are more opportunities to judge about other members’ trustworthiness 

in a collocated team, it is easier to build and maintain trust in a face-to-face than 
in a virtual setting. Creating and keeping trust in virtual teams requires much 
more conscious effort from leaders. Frequently, specialist members join such 
teams just for a short period of time; in such cases building and maintaining 
trust is even more challenging. 

In a virtual team trust is frequently based on actions rather than goodwill, 
because goodwill is hard to observe virtually [Malhotra, Majchrzak, Rosen 2007, 
pp. 61–62]. Leaders of virtual teams need to make expectations about actions 
and present the actions themselves as explicitly as possible so that all others can 
see. What virtual teams benefit from are established norms describing how to 
communicate within the team. Another dimension of maintaining trust inside 
the team is a clear norm on what can be shared outside. 

Networking
Virtual team leaders need to spend more time on consciously building relationships 

with others than in a collocated setting; what is more, building a good social network 
should be the very first step towards managing a virtual team. 

Virtual team leaders need to modify the effort and strategy for building 
motivation and relationships. Due to the absence of closeness and nonverbal 
cues, virtual team leaders need to spend more time developing relationships 
[Kahai, Carroll, Jestice 2007, p. 62]. However, virtual worlds offer an attractive 
way for leaders to be vivid and interactive with team members. There is a rich 
range of options for satisfactory and efficient virtual team collaboration. 

Developing and Adapting Standard Team Processes
Virtual team leaders should have appropriate process knowledge and practical 

understanding of process exceptions in order to solve problems which today’s 
organizations and teams face in the changing environment. Leaders need to be 
able to adapt processes to the team’s tasks and setting. Experienced virtual team 
leaders understand that there might be a need for subtle differences in the way  
a given process is implemented, as compared with similar cases where other 
teams were involved.

4. Implications for Virtual Team Leaders
This paper has presented a few dimensions of leading a virtual team, which needs 
special attention from the leaders. Let us summarize the resulting implications 
which can be applied to develop virtual team leader’s competences [as in: Duarte, 
Snyder 2006, pp. 76–88]. To keep the flow, we will stick to the same categories as 
in the first part of the paper. 
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To improve capabilities in the area of performance management and 
coaching, a team leader could participate in organization-sponsored or external 
courses on performance management, coaching, project management, selecting 
and using technology, working cross-culturally, career development. It is 
recommended to develop a performance plan for the team and – despite the 
considerable investment of time and effort – to have a performance, coaching, 
and feedback plan for each individual team member. To be able to understand 
clearly what is available and what is not, it would be recommended to meet with 
a compensation specialist within the organization. 

A similar plan can be developed for the appropriate use of information 
technology, where each task can be assigned to a specific tool. As a virtual team 
is heavily dependent on the modern communication tools, a team leader needs 
to stay abreast with the development in the field, e.g. by attending technology 
conferences and demonstrations. 

Cultural diversity can be a big challenge in a dispersed virtual team. Open 
communication and no assumptions are the best way to avoid misunderstandings. 
A good practice to manage across cultures is to ask people openly how they prefer 
to work, as the accepted style can be very different in different cultures. What 
surely helps is to increase own knowledge and experience in the intercultural 
area, by visiting as many countries as possible and observing cultural specifics. 
What works great is to align with another team leader or mentor who has worked 
cross-culturally. 

To aid in team members’ career development and transitions, team leader 
can create and use a process for career planning and next-assignment planning 
for team members. He or she should also hold career development discussions 
with team members and attend to personal career needs. A practical way to handle 
these needs is to ask team members about their next-assignment preferences 
and coordinate this information with others. 

Building and maintaining trust is a very important human aspect of working 
together. A leader could develop a visible trust plan for the team, examine the 
behaviors of a team member one trusts, and note what this person has done 
to build this trust. As in the other dimensions, it is best to ask team members 
openly what you as the team leader can do to build trust. 

Virtual teamwork is based on relationships, and this is the reason why 
networking is omnipresent. As a leader of a virtual team, one can analyze 
relationships with important people across different boundaries, note patterns 
of good and poor relationships – and consider what may cause them. More 
individually, a team leader can examine behaviors of someone one respects as 
good networker and note what the person has done to be seen this way. Again, 
the knowledge is rooted in the team – they might be able to tell in which areas 
they believe the team is effectively networked and in which areas it is not. 
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Holding sharing sessions with team members and with people from outside the 
team’s core area can be a way to increase the networking spin. 

Last but not least, virtual team leaders need to develop and adapt standard 
team processes. They can speak with other virtual team leaders to discover 
if there are common processes which are relevant to all virtual teams. At the 
beginning of the teamwork, they can develop a list of standard and agreed-on 
practices – and note the processes that can be adapted. Above all, be open to 
other options for adaptation suggested from inside the team.

Leading a virtual team is not an easy job. However, it is also a never-ending 
learning experience and can be greatly rewarding. Each team leader will have 
different skills and competences, and will need to concentrate on other areas 
indicated in this paper. Each responsible virtual team leader will identify his 
or her need for these competences and take an action to develop those which 
are important in leading a virtual team efficiently. The competences are also 
developed through experience. Therefore, to get the best set of skills it is 
recommended to lead or work in as many virtual teams as possible, and to work 
on a number of cross-cultural teams. 

5. Conclusions
Dispersion of members in time and space creates new leadership challenges as 
well as contextual factors which interact with leadership capabilities needed to 
influence group process and outcomes of virtual teams. Cultural, geographic, and 
time differences make it difficult for virtual team leaders to provide structure to 
the team members, evaluate their performance, inspire and develop them, build 
trust, and help them to identify with the organization. This is the reason why 
present and future leaders must develop new competences. 

At the moment, virtual team leadership still offers more questions than 
answers [Hambley, O’Neill, Kline 2007, p.  59]. The rapid growth of this way of 
working and cooperating creates an exciting area for future research.

Abstract
Increasing number of companies operate in the setup of teams whose members are 
geographically scattered and have different cultural origins. They work through access to 
the same digital network and communicate by means of modern technology. Sometimes 
they are located in different time zones and have never met each other face to face. This 
is the age of a virtual team leader. 
Virtual leadership in intercultural groups requires special skills from leaders. Many of 
these reflect leadership skills in standard teams. Additionally, a number of challenges 
appear, among which communication and cultural diversity have an important part. 
As team members work independently to a great extent, creating team cohesiveness 
and building trust need much attention. What is more, a team leader is performance 
manager and coach. The leader also needs to aid team members’ career development and 
support building networks. Cultural diversity requires particular communication skills. 
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The leader must also be able to develop and adapt standard team processes. Finally, 
technology available needs to be used appropriately to support effectiveness of the 
team. 
The paper presents areas of special interest and indicates competences of a leader in  
a virtual intercultural team.
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