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Case 14.1: Can This Virtual Team Work?
Case synopsis and analysis
Jim Towne heads a newly formed virtual information technology team tasked with developing and implementing technology innovations for all global units of a major corporation.  Twenty professionals work on the team.  Most of the work is done virtually, although the team has had two face-to-face sessions.  
Team members like their assignments, respect each other, and enjoy being part of the team.  However, they have had some difficulty getting off the ground and are overworked and overwhelmed.  Most team members travel extensively and find the travel only sets them further behind at work.  Jim is under great pressure to prove that the team can work and provide value to the company.  
Students will recognize some of the challenges of leading teams when reading the case study.  Leading virtual teams is a particularly daunting task and one that could lead to interesting discussion in class.  
Learning objectives:
1. Students will be able to apply the eight characteristics of team excellence to a team.
2. Students will be able to apply functions that a leader should implement to improve a team.
Answers to questions in the text:
1. Which of the eight characteristics of team excellence are lacking in this team? 
The eight characteristics of team excellence are: clear, elevating goal, results-driven structure, competent team members, unified commitment, collaborative climate, standards of excellence, external support and recognition, and principled leaders.  Jim’s team seesm to have clear goals, a results-driven structure, competent team members, unified commitment, and standards of excellence.  However, the team lacks external support and recognition and could use a stronger collaborative climate as well as a bit more principled leadership.
The ability of a team to collaborate or work well together is essential to team effectiveness. A collaborative climate is one in which members can stay problem focused, listen to and understand one another, feel free to take risks, and be willing to compensate for one another. In this case, there is some collaboration.  However, it seems that team members may be unwilling to compensate for one another.  Stress is high, and the team needs to work collaboratively to help those that are overwhelmed.   
The team could also use more external support and recognition. A supportive organizational context includes material resources, rewards for excellent performance, an educational system to develop necessary team skills, and an information system to provide data needed to accomplish the task (Wageman et al., 2009). A common mistake is to give organizational teams challenging assignments but fail to give them organizational support to accomplish these assignments (Hackman, 1990).   Here, the team has only a half-time secretary.  They need more assistance with travel and day-to-day tasks.  
Finally, the team could use a bit more leadership.  Jim should work on helping the team handle stressful circumstances a bit more.  Doing so may help members work collaboratively through their challenges to accomplish the team’s objectives.    
2. Based on this analysis of team effectiveness, should Jim intervene at this time, or should he just keep monitoring the team? If you think he should take action, at what level should he intervene (internal or external)? If internal, should his action be task or relational? 

Most students will argue that Jim should intervene.  The team members are struggling and find it difficult to complete their work.  There need to be some internal and external changes to help the team function better and achieve its goals.  

Internally, Jim needs to work on relational components so that the team functions more collaboratively.  Team members need to acknowledge one another’s struggles and not contribute to stress where possible.  

As well, Jim might consider realigning certain job functions and duties, so that everyone does not have to travel as much.  Perhaps he can arrange the tasks of employees more efficiently, so that the team can function better.  

Externally, Jim needs to find more support and resources for the team.  Perhaps team members need more assistants to help with e-mail and other tasks.  Jim should explore this and consider what external changes need to be made to help the team function more smoothly.

3. What specific leadership functions should Jim implement to improve the team?  Why?
The best goals, team members, and commitment will not mean much if there is no money, equipment, or supplies for accomplishing the goals. As mentioned above, Jim should consider finding new resources and assistants for team members so they can effectively complete their work.  
As well, Jim should facilitate a collaborative climate by demanding and rewarding collaborative behavior and guiding the team’s problem-solving efforts.  He should encourage employees to work together to solve problems, and reward them for that work.  
Finally, Jim should consider realigning certain job functions and duties, so that everyone does not have to travel as much.  If possible, he should arrange the tasks of employees more efficiently, so that the team can function better.  
Potential teaching approaches: 
Below is a way to structure a class based on case study 14.1:
· Discuss students’ experiences with teamwork, and have them create a list pursuant to exercise 1 below.
· Hold a lecture on teamwork, and discuss the differences between students’ lists and the eight characteristics of team excellence.
· Ask students to read case 14.1 and answer the questions.
· Discuss questions in the case study as a class.
· Finally, the professor may choose to conduct in-class exercise 2 below.
  
Exercises for this case study: 
1) As a class, the professor should ask students to consider teamwork: When did they serve on a team, what was it like, and so on.  The professor should ask if anyone worked on a very efficient team.  If a student raises his/her hand, the professor should ask him/her what made the team work well.  The student should share his/her experience.
Next, the professor should ask students to break into small groups.  Each small group should create a list of 8 to 10 characteristics that they believe a team should have to function well.  Students should not rely on the book.  Rather, the list should come from the students’ own experiences and ideas.  Once the lists are complete, students can share some ideas aloud with the class.  
2) Role-play: Students play the part of Jim and a few key team members.  Together, they discuss what needs to happen in order for the team to run more efficiently.  They should discuss internal (task and relational) and external changes that could help the team, and create a list of action items that can be done in the next several months to improve the team.  At the completion of the role play, students can share their lists with the larger class.  
