
 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Driving performance from a distance: exploring performance 
management in the context of virtual teams 

 
 

 

 

 

Lutfiyya Moosa 

19836444 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

A research article submitted to the Gordon Institute of Business Science, University 

of Pretoria in partial fulfilment of the requirement for the degree of Master of 

Business Administration. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
01 December 2020



 
 

 
 

i 

DECLARATION 

 
I declare that this research project is my own work. It is submitted in partial 
fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Business Administration 
at the Gordon Institute of Business Science, University of Pretoria. It has not been 
submitted before for any degree or examination in any other University. I further 
declare that I have obtained the necessary authorisation and consent to carry out 
this research.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
___________________________________  
Lutfiyya Moosa 
01 December 2020 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 

ii 

 

Table of Contents 

DECLARATION .................................................................................................................. I 

COVER LETTER ................................................................................................................ 1 

CHAPTER 2 : LITERATURE REVIEW ................................................................................... 3 

2.1 INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................... 3 
2.2. PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT ........................................................................... 3 

2.2.1. Traditional drivers of employee performance ............................................. 3 
2.2.2. The evolution of performance management ............................................... 4 
2.2.3. The impact of developmental PM on organisational success ...................... 5 
2.2.4. The performance management process ...................................................... 5 

2.3. VIRTUAL TEAMS .................................................................................................... 8 
2.3.1. Virtual team benefits .................................................................................... 9 
2.3.2. Virtual team challenges ................................................................................ 9 
2.3.3. The use of technology in virtual teams ........................................................ 9 

2.4. PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT AND VIRTUAL TEAMS ....................................... 10 
2.4.1. Challenges around driving performance in virtual teams .......................... 10 

2.5. CONCLUSION ...................................................................................................... 12 

CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ........................................................................ 12 

4.1. CHOICE OF METHODOLOGY ................................................................................ 13 
4.2. POPULATION ....................................................................................................... 15 
4.3. UNIT OF ANALYSIS ............................................................................................... 15 
4.4. SAMPLING METHOD AND SIZE ............................................................................ 15 
4.5. MEASUREMENT INSTRUMENT ........................................................................... 17 
4.6. DATA GATHERING PROCESS ................................................................................ 18 
4.7. ANALYSIS APPROACH .......................................................................................... 19 
4.8. QUALITY CONTROLS ............................................................................................ 21 
4.9. LIMITATIONS ....................................................................................................... 22 

REFERENCES .................................................................................................................. 24 

APPENDIX A AUTHOR GUIDELINES OF THE JOURNAL ..................................................... 32 

APPENDIX B EXAMPLE OF AN HRDQ JOURNAL ARTICLE ................................................. 35 

APPENDIX C QUESTIONNAIRE ....................................................................................... 55 

APPENDIX D PLAGIARISM DECLARATION ...................................................................... 58 

APPENDIX E COPYRIGHT DECLARATION FORM .............................................................. 59 

APPENDIX F CERTIFICATION OF DATA ANALYSIS SUPPORT FORM ................................. 61 

APPENDIX G ETHICS APPROVAL .................................................................................... 62 

APPENDIX H INFORMED CONSENT LETTER .................................................................... 63 



 
 

 
 

1 

COVER LETTER 

1 December 2020 

To whom it may concern 

 

RE journal selection motivation - Human Resource Development Quarterly 
 

The Human Resource Development Quarterly is published by Wiley and is 

categorised as HRM&EMP by the Association of Business Schools academic journal 

guide 2018 with a ranking of 2. According to the Clarivate Analytics Journal Citation 

Reports, the journal had an impact factor of 3.688 in 2019. Furthermore, the journal 

is SCI indexed. 

 

Human Resource Development Quarterly specialises in the field of Human Resource 

Development (HRD). Research in this journal focuses on human resource 

development issues and provides a link between the application of theory and 

practice in the field of HRD.  Additionally, the journal publishes work that focuses on 

HRD theory, research and evaluation of HRD interventions and contexts.  

 

This research article explores performance management in the context of virtual 

teams and falls within the area of HRD, as it investigates how managers drive 

performance in virtual teams. The research contributes empirical research to 

literature to gain insights into how current performance management theory is being 

practiced in an organizational context, specifically in the context of virtual teams. 

Therefore, the Human Resource Development Quarterly was regarded as best 

suited for the publication of this research. The article follows the journal’s author 

guidelines and I will be listed as lead author followed by my supervisor.  

 

Yours sincerely,  

Lutfiyya Moosa 
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ADDITIONAL NOTES 

This research article abides by the author guidelines outlined in the Human 

Resource Development Quarterly journal, except that it is 2 pages over the journal’s 

specified page limit. However, at 10 000 words, the word count is still in adherence 

to the precedent set by past, qualitative research studies that have been published 

in the journal. As an example, the sample journal provided in Appendix B has a word 

count of 11 800 words. Nevertheless, consideration will be taken prior to submitting 

this article to the journal. The number of quotations used in the findings section will 

be reduced and the reference list will be made more concise, to adhere to the 

specified 35 page limit.  
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CHAPTER 2 : LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter begins with a literature review that provides a contextual background 

of the study, through insight into the various academic theories and debates around 

the practice of performance management (PM). The history of PM and theories from 

a traditional viewpoint are explored to illustrate how academic discourse has 

advanced PM into more developmental practices. Thereafter, the construct of virtual 

teams is introduced and an analysis of established virtual team literature is provided, 

prompting an argument into why PM may be of particular importance in a virtual team 

context. Finally, the implications of using PM practices within a virtual team are 

highlighted, illustrating the research gaps that exist in both PM and virtual team 

literature. This literature review is used to further refine the research problem and 

informs the research questions that the study seeks to explore.  

 

2.2. PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT 
 
2.2.1. Traditional drivers of employee performance 
The study of employee performance within organisations has been a subject of 

interest to academics dating back over a hundred years ago, with performance 

appraisal (PA) appearing in many early studies (DeNisi & Murphy, 2017; Aguinis, 

2013; Pulakos, Mueller-Hanson & Arad, 2019). Early studies focused on PA as a 

means to measure and evaluate an employee’s strengths and weaknesses, usually 

by an authority figure utilising formal rating systems on an annual basis (Aguinis, Joo 

& Gottfredson, 2011). Subsequent studies began evaluating these rating systems 

and uncovered flaws in the rating criteria (Thorndike, 1920; Ilgen, Barnes-Farrell & 

McKellin, 1993), suggesting that rating tools alone were not the best measure of 

performance. This led to further studies around employee’s perceptions of fairness 

and their reactions to appraisals (Taylor, Tracy, Renard, Harrison & Carroll, 1995). 

Eventually, researchers recognised that PA practices were more complex in nature 

and could not be conducted in isolation. Rather, PA should be explored in the context 

of a complex environment whereby managers obtain and process information about 

employee performance and find ways to motivate them (DeNisi & Murphy, 2017). 

Coens and Jenkins (2000) even called for the abolishment of PA and suggested that 
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employee improvement initiatives were more effective when combined with a work 

climate, systems and processes that support them. 

 

Much of the research around employee performance within organisations is narrowly 

focused on the way PA tools are designed and structured in terms of their format 

and ratings as well as how PA may be used for compensation purposes in traditional 

teams (Brown, O’Kane, Mazumdar & McCracken, 2019). PM is a more recent term 

used by academics to refer to a “wide variety of activities, policies, procedures, and 

interventions designed to help employees to improve their performance” (DeNisi & 

Murphy, 2017, p. 421).  From this, PA would be seen as just a small component of 

PM, which has evolved to include continuous feedback, goal setting, training and 

reward systems (DeNisi & Murphy, 2017).  

 

2.2.2. The evolution of performance management  
New ways of working and an increasing need for team collaboration have stimulated 

a shift in performance management practices to take on a more holistic approach 

(Brown et al., 2019). Cappelli and Travis (2016) highlight that organisations have to 

change the way they view performance management, because of a greater need for 

team collaboration and agility that is driven by rapid innovation and disruption. 

Employee development and coaching and informal, frequent feedback to promote 

organisational agility are being favoured over quantitative approaches to 

performance management (Cappelli & Tavis, 2016; Cappelli & Tavis, 2018). PM 

practices have evolved to become more developmental in nature and are being used 

by managers of traditional teams to engage, develop and ultimately, drive 

performance within their teams (Brown et al., 2019; Pulakos et al., 2019). 

 

PM has been defined as “identifying, measuring, and developing the performance of 

individuals and teams and aligning performance with the strategic goals of the 

organization” (Aguinis, 2013, p. 2-3). This definition is closely aligned to Human 

Resource Development (HRD) practices, which focus on improving both individual 

and group performance, developing individual’s competencies and skills as well as 

enabling their personal growth to ultimately improve organisational effectiveness and 

performance (Hamlin & Stewart, 2011). Developmental PM practices in a traditional 

work context have been explored extensively in literature, with academics focusing 

on elements like goal-setting, feedback, coaching and motivation to improve 
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employee performance (Aguinis, 2013; Werner, 2017; Cappelli & Tavis, 2018; Brown 

et al., 2019). 

 

2.2.3. The impact of developmental PM on organisational success 
Although Denisi and Smith (2014) argue that there is no evidence to show that 

developing the performance of individuals will lead to improvements in organisational 

performance, Aguinis, Joo and Gottfredson (2011) motivate that PM improves firm 

level performance by aligning individual performance to business goals and helping 

them to fulfil strategic objectives. Hence, developmental PM practices stand as an 

important aspect of HRD to aid in the ongoing development of both individuals and 

teams, driving their performance and ultimately advancing the strategic objectives of 

the organisation (Adhikari, 2010; Aguinis et al., 2011).   

 

2.2.4. The performance management process 
Developmental PM processes have been discussed in the literature with various 

models and frameworks explored in an attempt to shift away from narrow PM 

practices of the past and improve employee productivity (DeNisi & Smith, 2014; 

Aguinis, 2013). Aguinis (2013) developed the Performance Management Process 

which include elements to identify specific stages of ongoing PM, namely 

prerequisites, performance planning, performance execution and performance 

assessment. In addition to the elements highlighted by Aguinis’s (2013) process, 

Cascio (2014) iterates that effective PM processes should involve elements like 

communicating expectations regularly, providing immediate feedback and 

developing employees to maximize their performance. Similarly, DeNisi & Smith 

(2014) have developed a framework that includes inputs like motivation, actions, 

results and evaluation to drive outputs like employee performance and satisfaction. 

By using elements from the PM process, managers can drive performance in both 

individuals and teams by finding a way to incorporate and align these interrelated 

components (Aguinis, 2013). Academic discourse will be discussed in light of the 

developmental PM stages identified. 

 
Prerequisites and Performance Planning 
The understanding of an organisation’s strategic objectives and knowing how an 

employee’s job aligns to its mission and goals, has been identified as a prerequisite 

step in the PM process (Aguinis, 2009). The literature suggests that aligning 
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employee goals closely to business strategy is an important step and can ultimately 

improve organisational performance (Lee, Lee, & Wu, 2010; Biron, Farndale & 

Paauwe, 2011). Leading on from this, goal-setting has been explored extensively in 

literature to enable planning and set expectations in traditional, face-to-face team 

settings (Rodgers & Hunter, 1991; Aguinis et al., 2011; David, 2013). Furthermore, 

Latham and Locke’s (2006) well accepted, goal-setting theory has indicated that 

goal-setting promotes greater employee motivation and a higher level of employee 

performance compared to goals that are unclear. However, academics have noted 

that in practice, there are challenges (Pulakos & O’Leary, 2011) and have raised 

questions around the extent to which managers employ goal-setting practically to 

drive performance (Pulakos & O’Leary, 2011).   
 

New ways of working may mean that employee goals are aligned to specific projects 

and don’t necessarily reflect traditional, top-down organisational goal-setting and this 

is an area worth exploring in PM (Cappelli & Tavis, 2016). Guzmán, Ramos, Seco 

and Esteban (2012) point out that virtual teams are prone to a higher risk of role 

ambiguity if goals are unclear. Understanding goal setting and the alignment of goals 

to match business strategy could provide insights into how the prerequisite and 

performance planning stages are conducted in the context of virtual teams to drive 

performance (Brown et al., 2019), when face-to-face interaction is limited. Jimenez 

(2017) also encourages practitioners to explore how new technologies are being 

leveraged to clarify team member’s goals. 

 

Performance Execution  

Performance execution involves the employee acting on the developmental plan in 

an attempt to produce the results and behaviours discussed during the planning 

phase (Aguinis, 2013). Motivating employees through ongoing feedback and 

coaching are regarded as important aspects of the execution process and have been 

explored in traditional contexts (Aguinis, 2013; Baker, 2010; DeNisi & Smith, 2014). 

This is consistent with the developmental approach to PM, where feedback, training 

and coaching are regarded as important elements to improve employee performance 

(Brown et al., 2019). Ongoing coaching in a traditional work setting has been 

emphasised to  sustain and improve high performance and achieve organisational 

goals (Ellinger, 2014; Werner, 2017). Open and ongoing feedback has been noted 

as a characteristic of an ideal PM system, whereby consistent, two-way 
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communication between a manager and employee occurs  (Aguinis et al., 2011), 

while both negative and reinforcing feedback have been promoted as a way to 

motivate and increase an employee’s performance within an organisation (Latham 

& Locke, 2006; Baker, 2010).  

 

Despite literature exploring feedback and various sources of feedback, there is a 

lack of research investigating feedback in virtual team settings, and a call is made 

for more research to explore PM and feedback, whereby positive and negative 

feedback is provided virtually (Brown et al., 2019). Brown et al. (2019) also believe 

that there is potential for researchers to explore a developmental PM approach in 

virtual contexts. With new ways of working in mind, Cappelli and Tavis (2018) 

support more developmental PM practices, like ongoing feedback and coaching in 

environments where there is a need to be more agile.  

 

Performance Assessment and Review 

In this stage, the employee and manager evaluate the outcomes and behaviours 

agreed upon (Aguinis, 2013). A face-to-face review meeting is then conducted 

between employee and manager in a formal setting whereby feedback is given to 

the employee on their performance (Aguinis, 2013). Performance assessment (PA) 

has been explored extensively in the rich history of PA studies, with academic 

debates suggesting that PA may be counterproductive (Bouskila-Yam & Kluger, 

2011; Coens and Jenkins, 2000). Some authors have also focused on assessment 

tools like competency-based evaluations and the balanced scorecard to effectively 

align strategy to individual and organisational goals (Nankervis & Compton, 2006; 

Chan, 2006; Catano, Darr, & Campbell, 2007), but others argue that the impact of 

evaluations on employee performance has not been proven objectively (Franco-

Santos, Lucianetti & Bourn, 2012). 

 

Holtbrügge, Schillo, Rogers and Friedmann (2011) point out that it is more difficult 

to monitor the performance of employees in virtual teams because of the lack of 

face-to-face interaction. Cappelli & Tavis  (2018) suggest that as the nature of work 

changes, PA could be dropped in favour of continuous, informal feedback. 

Additionally, Nudurupati, Tebboune  and Hardman (2016) indicate that in a digital 

environment, it may be more important to include performance evaluations from 

stakeholders across the business to better gauge employee performance. There is 
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a gap identified in literature around investigating evaluation practices in new work 

settings (Bititci, Garengo, Dorfler & Nudurupati, 2012;  Melnyk, Bititci, Platts,  Tobias 

& Andersen, 2014) and in exploring if traditional performance ratings hold true in an 

environment where there is limited opportunity to observe performance (Brown et 

al., 2019) . Further studies are also needed to investigate tools leveraging 

technology to conduct PA, when face-to-face interaction is difficult and these may 

prove important in aiding PA initiatives as new ways of working emerge (Brown et 

al., 2019; Jimenez et al., 2017). 

 

This section highlights the extent to which PM has being explored in literature, with 

specific stages outlined and explored to drive employee performance within 

organisations. However, a limitation of PM research is that it has been conducted in 

traditional team settings, where employees are based in the same location as their 

peers and managers. Researchers identify a gap in PM literature around 

understanding how managers practice the elements of PM in a real-world context 

(Brown et al., 2019; Brown & Latham, 2018; Pulakos et al., 2019; Eaidgah, 

Abdekhodaee, Najmi & Alireza, 2018). Furthermore, a call is made for research into 

understanding how managers can drive performance in team settings and different 

contexts (Pulakos et al., 2019), particularly within the context of virtual teams (Brown 

et al., 2019; Hill & Bartol, 2016; Liao, 2017).  

 

2.3. VIRTUAL TEAMS 
New ways of working, spurred on by the digital era introducing electronic mediums 

and communication tools have enabled distributed work and given rise to virtual 

teams. Virtual teams comprise of knowledge workers who span over time zones, 

distance and location and make use of electronic mediums to combine their 

expertise towards a common goal, thereby increasing their organisation’s 

competitive advantage (Hao, Yang & Shi, 2019). There are different degrees of 

“virtuality” (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002); in extreme cases of virtual teams, all members 

work remotely and interact solely via electronic mediums, while other virtual teams 

may complement the virtual experience with some degree of face-to-face interaction. 

Kirkman and Mathieu (2005) noted that although electronic mediums like 

videoconferencing can enhance the richness of communication in a virtual team, it 

cannot fully substitute for physical, face-to-face interaction. 
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2.3.1. Virtual team benefits 
There are numerous sources in literature exploring the organisational benefits of 

implementing virtual teams. Some of these include expanding market reach (Prasad 

& Akhilesh, 2002), taking advantage of time zones (Maynard, Mathieu, Rapp & 

Gilson, 2012), managing costs and  improving delivery of services (Lurey & 

Raisinghani, 2001), taking advantage of skills and expertise in other countries 

(Hertel, Giester & Konradt, 2005; Nozari, Najafi, Jafari-Eskandari & Aliahmadi, 2016) 

and enhancing collaboration (Hertel et al., 2005; Robert & You, 2018).  

 

2.3.2. Virtual team challenges 
There are a number of challenges highlighted in literature from an individual to an 

organisational level. Decreased face-to-face interaction may result in challenges for 

the individual as they may feel isolated, with unsatisfied social needs (Zhang, 2016) 

and as a result, may be less trusting (Cascio, 2014). At an organisational level, there 

is less opportunity for employee interaction and observation, hence it becomes 

difficult to collect information about performance (Guzmán et al., 2012). A lack of 

understanding of team objectives and organisational goals due to decreased 

communication may also occur in virtual teams, causing a higher risk for role 

ambiguity (Eaidgah et al., 2019). Furthermore, cultural and language barriers as well 

as time zone differences may exacerbate communication and interpretation 

problems (Eaidgah et al., 2019; Wildman & Griffith, 2015). Holtbrügge et al. (2011) 

state that because of the distance that separates team members and their 

managers, “monitoring and controlling” (p. 212) employees becomes complicated, 

employees becomes complicated, giving rise to numerous challenges around driving 

performance in the context of virtual teams. 

 

2.3.3. The use of technology in virtual teams 
Technology and virtual tools are seen as an enabler to the coordination of activities 

in virtual teams as well as a means to communicate, exchange information and 

manage performance (Hertel et al., 2005). There have been studies to show that 

virtual tools may increase satisfaction when easy to use (Chi, Chang & Tsou, 2012) 

and can increase interpersonal trust if implemented appropriately together with 

processes, policies norms and values (Ford, Piccolo & Ford, 2017). Additionally, 

Kock and Lynn (2012) have conducted a study to show that a high degree of 

communication via a range of virtual tools alleviates task complexity, provides coping 
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mechanisms and aids in the coordination of team activities. However, much of the 

existing literature focuses on older virtual tools like email and online discussion-

boards (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002; Gibson & Cohen, 2003). A gap exists in literature to 

explore how new technologies are being leveraged to coordinate activities, 

communicate and clarify goals to aid in effective PM practices and ensure virtual 

team success (Jimenez et al., 2017). 

 

2.4. PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT AND VIRTUAL TEAMS 
 
2.4.1. Challenges around driving performance in virtual teams 
Researches agree that the management of virtual teams is exacerbated by the lack 

of face-to-face contact as compared to virtual teams (Eadigah et al., 2018; Liao, 

2017; Brown et al., 2019; Holtbrügge et al., 2011). Liao (2017) motivates that virtual 

team leaders may need to invest more time in proactively facilitating team processes 

to improve team performance and highlights a gap in literature to explore 

management processes that are unique to virtual teams. Eadigah et al. (2019) 

support this view and believe that it is crucial to understand how managers drive 

performance in virtual teams as compared to traditional teams, because even though 

organisational objectives remain the same in both contexts, virtual teams are 

expected to display higher performance (Wong & Burton, 2000). Hence, it becomes 

increasingly important to understand how managers are driving their virtual team’s 

performance to overcome virtual team challenges and ensure success.  

 

2.4.1.1. Performance management and virtual team literature  
Hertel et al. (2005) developed the Lifecycle Model of virtual team implementation in 

Figure 1 to outline critical management tasks to be considered in the implementation 

of virtual teams, which includes five key phases.  
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Figure 1. The Lifecycle Model of virtual team implementation. Adapted from “Managing 

virtual teams: A review of current empirical research”, by  Hertel, G., Geister, S., & 

Konradt, U, 2005, Human Resource Management Review, 15, p. 69. 

 

Looking at the stages of the PM Performance Management Process as identified by 

Aguinis (2013) and drawing parallels to Hertel et. al’s (2005) Lifecycle Model, Phase 

A aligns to Prerequisites, Phase B aligns to Performance Planning, Phase C and D 

align to Performance Execution, Phase D aligns to Assessment and Review and 

Phase E aligns to Performance Renewal. Since PM is viewed holistically as a “wide 

variety of activities, policies, procedures, and interventions” (Murphy & DeNisi, 2017, 

p. 421) that drive employee performance and because these stages align closely to 

the activities within the lifecycle model of virtual teams, PM may be seen as a critical 

component in driving performance within virtual teams.  

 

It is worth noting that Hertel et. al’s (2005) Lifecycle Model was devised for a project 

team that collaborates for a short period of time and disbands after project 

completion. As a result, there is little focus on ongoing performance management 

and performance evaluation as a driver of performance in the context of a long-term, 

virtual team set-up. Hence, an integrated virtual management and performance 

management model that outlines the elements of PM to be used by virtual team 

managers  would be beneficial. 

 

In recent years, Eidigah et al. (2016) conceptualised the Integrated Visual 

Management (IVM) model to combine PM with visual management (VM) tools and 

continuous improvement (CI) processes in a traditional setting. The IVM outlined 

three elements namely, performance planning and implementation, performance 

measurement and VM and finally, performance evaluation and CI (Eidigah et al., 

2016).  Eidigah and Abdekhodaee (2018) went on to test this framework in a virtual 

setting and found it to be successful to systemically improve team performance. 

However, although the model includes the element of feedback, it lacks other 

developmental PM elements like coaching and motivating the team to achieve 

expected goals. Additionally, the role of the manager has been excluded from the 

model (Eidigah & Abdekhodaee, 2018). 
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Despite PM being explored extensively in literature, these studies have been 

conducted in traditional team settings, where employees are based in the same 

location as their peers and managers. Little is known around how managers practice 

the holistic elements of PM, as identified in the literature, in a real-world context 

(Brown et al., 2019; Brown & Latham, 2018) or how teams are managed for 

performance when there is a lack of face-to-face contact (Liao, 2017). Furthermore, 

virtual tools and communication mediums to aid PM have not been given much 

attention in literature (Brown et al., 2019) and there is a gap in understanding how 

new technologies can aid managers in driving performance within their teams 

(Jimenez, 2017). There is value for both managers and practitioners in 

understanding how employee performance is driven by managers in these 

geographically dispersed teams. 

 

2.5. CONCLUSION 
PM is seen as a developmental and iterative process, in which managers first work 

with their teams to set goals and expectations that are aligned to organisational 

strategy. Thereafter, a developmental plan is set for the team and performance is 

evaluated and reviewed before finally, rewarding performance and adjusting 

expectations accordingly. Driving performance in virtual teams can be challenging 

and is exacerbated by the lack of face-to-face contact in these new work 

environments. Exploring how managers drive performance in virtual teams, aided by 

the use of electronic tools, may result in the development of a practical framework 

for managers to set expectations, motivate, develop and evaluate employees to drive 

team performance, ultimately resulting in organisational success.  

 

CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the proposed research methodology and 

design employed in this study including the population, unit of analysis, data 

gathering and analysis process and limitations. The research questions used in the 

study were grounded by the literature review conducted in Chapter 2. Eighteen, in-

depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with managers who drive 

performance in their virtual teams. The qualitative interview data was then analyzed 

using thematic content analysis to gain further insights and ultimately, develop the 

conceptual model that emerged from this study.  
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4.1. CHOICE OF METHODOLOGY 
 
The literature review that underpinned this study highlighted a gap in PM literature, 

particularly in exploring how managers drive team performance a virtual context. 

Brown et al. (2019), Brown and Latham (2018) and Liao (2017) indicated that most 

studies have been focused on performance management in traditional workplace 

settings, where managers have direct, face-to-face interaction with their 

subordinates. The literature review highlighted the gap in understanding how 

managers drive performance in teams and additionally, in more collaborative and 

virtual contexts.  

 
The interpretivism philosophy seeks to explore “the way humans attempt to make 

sense of the world around them” (Saunders & Lewis, 2012, p. 134). Similarly, Willis 

(2009) detailed interpretivism as a way to understand reality that is unique to each 

participant’s views and contexts. This study focused on understanding how 

managers drive performance in virtual teams and since the approaches to PM 

differed across managers and their teams, freedom of interpretation was allowed for 

managers to explore unique findings according to their own reality. Hence, the 

interpretivism philosophy was applied to this study.  
 
Exploratory research is defined as “initial research conducted to clarify and define 

the nature of the problem” (Zikmund, 2000, p.54). Saunders and Lewis (2012) assert 

that exploratory research is suitable to discover information about a problem that 

may not be well understood. Furthermore, Edmondson and Mcmanus (2007) explain 

that an inductive approach is best used when little or no previous theory exists for a 

respective research topic or if the topic represents “new phenomena in the world”, 

and agreed that it was well suited in virtual team studies. Hence, an explorative, 

inductive approach was deemed the most suitable strategy to adopt due to the 

limited number of empirical studies on performance management within virtual 

teams. 

 

Qualitative research is consistent with an inductive approach and allows for 

discovery and a deep understanding of an under-researched problem (Glaser & 

Strauss, 2009). Doz (2011) suggests that qualitative research allows one to gather 

“rich data” (p. 586) from managers practicing in the field of business and 

subsequently, allows the researcher to develop conceptual maps that lead to theory 
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building.  Furthermore, Doz (2011) argues that there is a need for qualitative 

research in the field of International Business, where there is global collaboration. 

Globalisation and increased mobility have resulted in companies servicing customers in 

multiple countries throughout the world with resources located in different continents, 

regions and time-zones (Jimenez et al., 2017; Zakaria, 2017). To service the needs of a 

global customer base, many organisations rely on virtual teams that are geographically 

dispersed, but make use of communication tools in order to collaborate (Zakaria, 2017; 

Zakaria et al., 2020). Managers had managed team members based across different 

continents and regions, supporting the selection of the qualitative research method for 

this study.  

 

A mono-method of data collection was used to provide consistency and rich data, as 

the study employed singular method of data collection that was qualitative in nature 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014). This also warranted the selection of semi-structured 

interviews as a means of collecting data and gathering information from managers, 

who were regarded as experienced in managing their virtual teams (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). Furthermore, semi-structured interviews allowed for a deep-dive into 

manager’s lived experiences into how performance management was being used to 

drive of performance within their virtual teams. Open-ended questions were used to 

encourage the development of rich data and prevent guiding the managers’ answers 

(Edmondson and Mcmanus, 2007).   

 

In-depth interviews with managers who had experience managing performance in 

virtual teams were used to gather information for this study. Individual, semi-

structured interviews were useful to create a sense of comfort and confidentiality for 

participants and allowed  detailed perspectives to be gathered. Since managers of 

virtual teams were distributed across distance, locations and time-zones (Hao, Yang 

& Shi, 2019), all interviews were conducted via zoom calls, in order to maintain 

consistency of the interview technique. A cross-sectional study was undertaken, as 

the study was representative of the topic at a particular point in time (Creswell & 

Cresswell, 2017). This approach was considered appropriate for this study as the 

data was collected on a once-off basis between a set time period and there was no 

need to follow up or monitor results over a prolonged time frame. 
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4.2. POPULATION 
An important step towards achieving the aim of this research involved obtaining the 

views of managers who had experience managing performance in virtual teams. The 

inclusion criteria for the study were managers who belonged to large private sector 

companies (250+ employees) and had experience managing team members who 

were geographically distributed and not based in the same location as themselves. 

Since virtual teams were defined as knowledge workers who span over time zones, 

distance and location and make use of electronic mediums to communicate (Hao, 

Yang & Shi, 2019), the population consisted of managers, specifically knowledge 

workers, who had experience managing virtual teams across various industries, 

anywhere in the world.  
 

4.3. UNIT OF ANALYSIS 
The unit of analysis provides an indication of who or what will provide the data for a 

research study and provides the level of aggregation (Zikmund, Babin & Carr, 2013). 

The unit of analysis for this study was the lived experiences of managers who 

manage performance within virtual teams. Individual’s responses were articulated 

through managers’ experiences around managing performance in virtual teams, 

which were collected through in-depth interviews. 

 

4.4. SAMPLING METHOD AND SIZE 
Non-probability, purposive sampling was used in this study. Saunders and Lewis 

(2012) state that this form of non-probability sampling can be used when the 

complete list of the population is unavailable and if no statistical inferences are 

needed to be made from the sample. The inclusion criteria for the study were 

managers, particularly knowledge workers, belonging to large private sector 

companies with experience managing performance of team members who were not 

co-located.   

 

Purposive or judgement sampling was used as a non-probability sample selection 

technique and judgement was exercised to select sample participants for the study 

(Zikmund, 2003). Deliberately selecting participants was useful to determine a 

sample that could offer valuable insights into the research questions, based on their 

diverse experiences (Denscombe, 2010). The criteria for selection was followed to 

find the sample that best fit the study and ensured a variation of participants, to 
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capture unique perspectives and promote reliability of the study. Diversity of 

participants were deliberately sought out through specific dimensions like role, 

industry, gender, managerial level and the size of the team that participants had 

managed directly. Industries that the sample were chosen from included media and 

broadcasting, financial services, IT, consulting services, real estate, construction, 

mining and the automotive industry. The sample consisted of nine executives, one 

senior manager and eight middle managers, whose virtual team size ranged from 

two to 10 direct reports, to ensure a fair representation of management experience.  

 

Saunders and Lewis’s (2012) recommend a sample size of between 15 and 25 for a 

heterogeneous population. Green and Thorogood (2009) support this view and 

maintain, “little that is new comes out of transcripts after you have interviewed 20 or 

so people” (p. 120). For this reason, 18 managers were selected to gain adequate 

depth of the data. A summary of the demographics of participants is provided in 

Table 1. 

 

Table 1  
Summary of Participants 
Participant Job title  Industry Duration 

in role 

No. of 

direct 

reports 

Gender Managerial 

level 

1 Financial 
Manager Media 2 years 5 Male 

Middle 

2 Snr Financial 

Manager 

Consulting 

Services 1 year 8 Female 
Senior 

3 Supply Chain 

Strategy 
Manager Automotive 2.5 years 2 Female 

Executive 

4 Solution 
Owner 

Financial 
Services 

18 
months 2 Male 

Middle 

5 Governance 
Manager 

Financial 
Services 2.5 years 4 Male 

Middle 

6 Chief 
Strategist 

Financial 
Services 6 years 5 Male 

Executive 
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7 VP And 

Regional 
Head: Africa 

Consulting 
Services 4 years 10 Male 

Executive 

8 Project 
Manager 

Financial 
Services 

18 
months 8 Female 

Middle 

9 Engineering 
Manager 

Constructi
on 3 years 4 Female 

Middle 

10 Head of 
Security 

Financial 
Services 5 years 6 Male 

Executive 

11 
Head of Sales 

Real 
Estate 

18 
months 5 Male 

Executive 

12 
Audit Partner 

Financial 
Services 9 years 8 Male 

Executive 

13 
Director 

Financial 
Services 9 months 4 Male 

Executive 

14 Head of 
Governance 

Financial 
Services 1 year 4 Female 

Executive 

15 Marketing 
Group 

Executive 

Financial 

Services 

10 

months 4 Male 

Executive 

16 Head of 

Projects Chemical 15 years 2 Male 
Executive 

17 Finance 

Manager Education 1 year 4 Female 
Middle 

18 Tax Manager Mining 2 years 4 Female Middle 

 

 

4.5. MEASUREMENT INSTRUMENT 
Given the qualitative nature of the study, in-depth semi-structured interviews with 

open-ended interview questions were used as a research instrument to allow 

respondents to communicate their experiences, feelings and opinions. Pre-

determined, open-ended questions were asked from an interview guide (see 

Appendix C), which served as a structured data collection tool. Participants were 

encouraged to elaborate on their responses to provide rich insights and additional 

questions were asked to dive deeper into constructs (Collins & Hussey, 2014).  
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4.6. DATA GATHERING PROCESS 
Eighteen, semi-structured interviews were conducted over a three-week period with 

participants on a one-on-one basis via the Zoom Video Communications tool since 

the sample population was globally distributed. Although the interviews did not 

include direct face-to-face communication, the video feature was used to allow the 

researcher to observe the body language and appearance of respondents during the 

interviews (Saunders & Lewis, 2012). By using Zoom video calls for all participants, 

consistency of the interview technique was maintained and ensured individual focus. 

This ensured that the thoughts of participants were gathered with ease and control, 

as compared to a group interview (Denscombe, 2010).   

 

Before conducting the interviews, the purpose and objectives of the research were 

made clear to each participant. A consent form was sent to all participants prior to 

the interviews and they were expected to sign it before commencement of the 

interview. Permission was also requested from participants to record the session via 

the Zoom Video Communications tool. Following this, 11 open-ended, non-leading 

questions were posed to participants, based off the interview guide which contained 

questions based on the themes extracted from the literature review. The questions 

in the interview guide were grouped into various themes that were mapped against 

the research questions used in this study, namely: 1) performance management 

challenges; 2) performance planning, development and execution; 3) performance 

evaluation and 4) technical tools. Theme one examined the challenges that 

managers faced specifically around driving performance in virtual teams and 

managers were encouraged to contrast this against their experiences driving 

performance in a traditional, face-to-face context. Thereafter, managers were asked 

to delve into how they manage performance virtually, with questions focused around 

PM practices that emerged from the literature review. Finally, managers were asked 

to discuss the specific technical tools that enabled them to manage their teams 

virtually to ultimately drive performance.   

The interview guide  commenced with a few preliminary questions to ensure that the 

participants met the inclusion criteria and all participants were encouraged to 

respond openly and freely, based on their personal experiences managing 

performance in their virtual teams. Before concluding the interview, an open-ended 

question was posed to participants to allow them to freely offer any further 
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information or experiences that they felt inclined to share around the subject, that 

may have been excluded from the interview questions (Gilham, 2000).  

Interviews lasted an average of 45 minutes per person. The duration of the interviews 

took an average time of 45 minutes per person to conduct, with the shortest interview 

lasting 30 minutes and the longest interview lasting 70 minutes.  

4.6.1. PILOT TEST 
A pilot test was conducted to test the interview guide on selected participants and to 

ensure that questions were understood and were not leading (Saunders and Lewis, 

2012). In doing so, the duration of the interview was assessed and the data was 

reviewed to evaluate if the questions addressed the objective of the study and 

conveyed the intended meaning. After reviewing the pilot interview, the order of 

questions was adapted slightly to allow the participant to ease into the questioning. 

The phrasing of a few questions was also updated to produce more accurate results 

and the final, open-ended question was added. The pilot interview helped to 

streamline the data collection process and reduced the risk of a flawed study 

(Zikmund et al., 2013). 
 

4.7. ANALYSIS APPROACH 
Thematic analysis is a qualitative descriptive approach and has been described as 

“a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006: 79). Thematic analysis involves identifying common threads 

that extend across the data obtained from a set of interviews and provides a nuanced 

and detailed account of the data (Vaismoradi, Turunen & Bondas, 2013).  

 

Braun and Clarke (2006) have identified six phases in the thematic analysis process 

and this was followed throughout the analysis process. To begin with, all data was 

prepared by transcribing the Zoom voice recordings using an automatic transcription 

tool called Otter.ai in a consistent manner to gain familiarity with the data. Each 

transcription was reviewed, while listening to the interview recording to ensure all 

data was correctly transcribed and to correct any mistakes made by the software. 

Notes collected were also used to convert observations into words (Bowen, 2008).  

 

After the transcriptions were finalized, initial coding was done on Excel, using open 

coding on the data set in a systemic manner to generate initial concepts from data 
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(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Meyer and Avery (2009) demonstrate how Excel does not 

need to be viewed as a “number cruncher” (p. 91) for use in quantitative research 

and can be extended as a data analysis tool in qualitative research. Meyer and Avery 

(2009) further illustrate how Excel functional like logical operations, tracking 

functionality and conditional formatting can be utilised as helpful features to 

manipulate qualitative data and significantly aid the coding process.  

 

Codes were created using “in-vivo” coding on the data to capture the manager’s 

terminology (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Second level categories (code groups) were 

then defined by reviewing codes, finding similarities and differences across the 

participants’ responses and comparing and clustering initial codes. Thereafter, a 

thematic analysis was conducted to identify, analyse and report patterns or themes 

within the collected data (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). Themes were then reviewed 

and checked against each other to develop thematic maps, before analysing them 

and refining the detail of the theme. Conditional formatting on Excel was used to 

colour code and order data into both categories and themes (Meyer & Avery, 2009).  

All categories were also named, counted and rank ordered. Each interview took 

approximately three hours to analyse in full, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-

step process.  

Following the inductive approach to data analysis, 160 unique codes were generated 

across 18 interviews. This enabled various themes to emerge from the data, even 

though they may not have been directly related to the research questions or 

considered previously from the literature review. First-order codes that emerged from 

open coding were grouped into 55 second level categories and displayed six 

aggregated themes that finally led to the formulation of the conceptual “Virtual Team 

Performance” model.  

Interviews were conducted until the point of saturation where no new themes 

emerged from the data (Saunders & Lewis, 2012). This was established during the 

data analysis phase, by rank ordering the number of unique codes that emerged 

from each interview. Figure 2 proves saturation by depicting the decline in the 

number of unique codes generated per interview. The first interview generated 61 

unique codes and gradually decreased as further interviews were conducted, leading 

to only one new additional code obtained on the 18th interview. Since no new themes 
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evolved from the data, theoretical saturation (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) was regarded 

as being reached on the 18th interview and no further interviews were conducted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Unique codes generated during the data analysis process.  

 

4.8. QUALITY CONTROLS 
It is important that qualitative data is credible by maintaining validity and reliability 

throughout the research process (Saunders & Lewis, 2012).  

Interviews were transcribed by transcription software and then re-checked and 

edited, to ensure accuracy and reliability of the data capturing process. In addition, 

the research process was well documented and accessible to ensure transparency 

of the process (Miles & Huberman, 1994), so that the study may be replicated by 

others (Roulston, 2010). Documentation was ensured through notes taken during 

the interview process around the interviewees’ emotions and body language. 

Additionally, a code-book was generated during the analysis process that provides 

greater reliability and transparency of the study. To determine the extent to which 

the “Virtual Team Performance” model was endorsed by managers and to query if 

there were any missing elements (Andersen et al., 2010), the conceptual model was 

shared with a few participants of the study. 

Saunders and Lewis (2012) indicate that subject bias may occur when participants 

provide unreliable information, because they might think that telling the truth will lead 
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to unfavourable outcomes. The researcher was aware of subjectivities in relation to 

research participants and the topic and explored how these related to the research 

findings (Roulston, 2010). To mitigate subject bias, the researcher also ensured that 

all interviews maintained confidentiality and this was communicated prior to every 

interview, by sending out an informed consent letter (see Appendix H). By ensuring 

confidentiality, interviewees were more comfortable discussing their experiences 

openly, leading to richer data that maintained integrity.  

 

4.9. LIMITATIONS 
 
Sample 
The sample chosen in this study consisted of executives and managers only and no 

attempt was made to discover the experiences of team members being managed 

within a virtual team context. Since PM is a two way process between managers and 

employees (Pulakos et al., 2019), it may be beneficial to gather the insights of team 

members who work virtually, to detect any blind spots that may have been missed.  

 
Researcher Bias 
The qualitative research method can be subjective and qualitative interviews risk 

being influenced by biases (Roulston, 2010). Although researcher bias was taken 

seriously, by ensuring a transparent process and by conducting several revisions of 

the coding process, it is still possible that this study reflects some extent of 

researcher bias. Different conclusions can be drawn based on the same information, 

depending on characteristics of the researcher (Maxwell, 2005). Because the 

researcher was the main instrument for data collection, the study was subject to the 

researcher’s interpretation of events and responses from interviewees. Additionally, 

the researcher was not trained in professional interviewing and this may have 

impacted data collection to some extent (Agee, 2009) 

 

Cultural and language differences 
Since interviews conducted on managers within virtual teams that spanned borders, 

it had been expected that cultural and language differences might have existed, 

resulting in meanings and nuances being lost in the process (Drew, 2014). However, 

all participants were proficient in the English language so language barriers were not 

experienced. In addition, cultural barriers around PM and virtual teams were 



 
 

 
 

23 

expected to emerge as a common challenge from the study, based off the literature 

review (Eaidgah et al., 2019; Wildman & Griffith, 2015), but this element was only 

discussed by one participant in the research study. Future studies could expand the 

study to a broader geographical location to attempt to draw out a cultural dimension. 

 

Time Horizon  
A cross-sectional study was performed at one point in time and this posed a limitation 

based on participant’s behaviour and circumstances which were subject to change. 

No inferences can be made on the transference of identified behaviours into future 

periods (Williams, 2007). 
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APPENDIX A AUTHOR GUIDELINES OF THE JOURNAL 

 
 
The author guidelines for the Human Resource Development Quarterly journal 

that is published by Wiley can be found on the journal website here:  

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/page/journal/15321096/homepage/forauthors.html 
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APPENDIX C QUESTIONNAIRE 

Preliminary Interview Questions  

1. What industry are you in?  

2. What is your job title?  

3. How long have you been in the current position?  

4. What is the size of your team? How many direct reports do you have? 

5. How virtual is your team? (No face-to-face interaction/some level of face-to-face 

interaction) 

 

THEME: PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT CHALLENGES     

RQ1: What are the challenges that managers face, when driving 
performance in virtual teams? 
Question 1: Can you tell me about some of the challenges that you face when 

driving performance in your virtual team? 

 

THEME: PERFORMANCE PLANNING , DEVELOPMENT AND EXECUTION 

RQ2: How is the performance of virtual teams managed to ultimately drive 
team performance? 
Question 2: What processes do you use to communicate with your team about 

their role in a virtual setting? 

Question 3: How do you set expectations with your team around the goals you 

need them to achieve in a virtual setting? 

Follow up question: 

To what extent do you involve your team in setting these expectations? 

Question 4: How do you observe the performance of your team members when 

you have limited opportunity for face-to-face interaction?  
Question 5: How do you motivate your team virtually to achieve their goals in a 

virtual setting?  

Question 6: How do you provide feedback to your team to drive their performance 

in a virtual setting? 
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Follow up questions: 

How frequently do you provide this feedback and is it reinforcing or negative? 

Do you use any informal feedback on a daily basis to drive performance? 

Question 7: How do you coach your team to drive their performance in a virtual 

setting?  

Follow up questions: 

How frequently do you provide coaching to your team? 

 

THEME: PERFORMANCE EVALUATION 

 

RQ3: How do managers evaluate their team member’s performance to drive 
performance in a virtual context? 

Question 8: How do you assess your team’s performance to drive performance 

in a virtual setting?  

Follow up question: 

How frequently do you conduct assessments? 

Question 9: What kind of assessment tools, if any, do you use to assess your 

teams performance in a virtual setting (e.g. BSC, competency-based evaluations 

etc.)? 

 

THEME: TECHNICAL TOOLS 

 

RQ4: How is technology being used to drive performance management 
within virtual teams? 

Question 10: How do you use technology to drive performance in your team? 

Question 11: How do you select and adapt the relevant technologies to drive 

performance within your team?  
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Do you ever adopt any other tech other than the company’s prescribed 

technologies? Can you tell me more 

  

OPEN ENDED, CONCLUDING QUESTION 

Question 12: Is there anything more you would like to mention or add, based on 

your experiences with driving performance in your virtual team? 
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APPENDIX D PLAGIARISM DECLARATION 
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declare that I have obtained the necessary authorisation and consent to carry out 
this research.  
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APPENDIX F CERTIFICATION OF DATA ANALYSIS SUPPORT FORM 
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□ Transcriber  
□ Editor  
□ Other (please specify:……………………….)  
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APPENDIX H INFORMED CONSENT LETTER 

 

Dear Participant, 

 

I am currently a student at University of Pretoria’s Gordon Institute of Business 

Science and I am completing my research in partial fulfilment of an MBA.  

 

I am conducting research to explore performance management in the context of 

virtual teams. The research will be focused on the lived experiences of managers 

when driving performance within their virtual teams.  

Our interview is expected to last around 45 minutes and will help us gather 

insights into how performance is driven in virtual teams.  

Your participation is voluntary, and you can withdraw at any time without 
penalty.  
 

Your permission is requested to record this interview in order to capture the 

accuracy of the dialogue during this interview. I would like to reassure you that 

this interview will be kept confidential and I ask you to please share your opinions 

freely throughout this interview. Please note that all data that will be used in the 

research report will be reported and stored without any identifiers. 

 

Should you have any concerns, please note that you may either contact the 

researcher or the research supervisor.  

 

Researcher: Lutfiyya Moosa 

Email: 19386444@mygibs.co.za 

Research supervisor: Hayley Pearson  

Email:  pearsonh@gibs.co.za 
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