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Abstract

Over the past several decades, there has been explosive growth in the use of virtual
project teams across organisations for the efficient execution of complex tasks to
deliver project objectives. This trend is expected to continue, with the Covid-19
pandemic accelerating the growth of these teams even further and possibly forever.
However, these multidisciplinary, geographically dispersed teams are presented with
additional complexities around advancements in technology, task complexity and
shared leadership, necessitating the need for further research into understanding
these complexities and how they support virtual project teams in leading to optimal
team outcomes. The aim of the study is to understand the role of technology and the
requirements of virtual project teams that are supported by shared leadership in order
to facilitate their optimised performance, leading to improved team outcomes when

performing complex tasks.

An exploratory, qualitative research approach was followed based on non-probability
sampling, and semi-structured interviews were performed with members that were

part of a virtual project team.

The results revealed that technology was an enabler in the development of these
teams. Task complexity affected working in a virtual project team both positively and
negatively, while shared leadership supported these teams when dealing with
complex tasks. A key finding suggested the need for upfront training in the efficient
use of ICT platforms and cloud-based solutions. This training will help bridge the
digital divide and improve collaboration and communication, leading to better

performance and team outcomes.

This study contributes to literature in the fields of organisational behaviour and

leadership theory.
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Glossary

Computer Mediated Communication (CMC): Communication that occurs
electronically

Confirmation bias: When people construct a social reality that matches their
preconceptions and reinforce already held beliefs

Conflict: The interaction of interdependent people who perceive opposition of goals,
aims, values

Digital Divide: The gap between those who have access to modern ICT including
the possession of skills to use digital technologies, and those who do not
Information and Communications Technology (ICT): Technological platforms in
which team members can connect, communicate and share knowledge
Input-Process-Output (IPO) Framework for Virtual Teams: A useful diagnostic
tool to identify the organizational and individual design factors that can help in the
understanding of virtual team functioning

Knowledge sharing: The dissemination of knowledge among team members
Psychological safety: When all members in a team feel valued and safe to take
interpersonal risks by speaking up about a problem, raising a difficult issue, or simply
asking the team for help

Shared leadership: An emergent team property that results from the distribution of
leadership influence across multiple team members

Task complexity: The extent to which the tasks on a job are complex and difficult to
perform

Virtual project teams: Geographically dispersed team members that combine their

efforts to achieve common goals through the use of electronic communication media.
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1. Chapter 1: Introduction to Research Problem
1.1. Introduction

Over the past several decades, technological advancements have enabled
unprecedented growth in the use of virtual teams (Zhu & Lee, 2017; Liao, 2017;
Eisenberg, Gibbs & Erhardt, 2016; Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017). Dulebohn and Hoch
(2017) further cited a survey with respondents from 80 countries where 85% of the
respondents worked in virtual teams. Additionally, the Covid-19 pandemic has
accelerated this growth even further as people are forced to work from home, leading
to a radical shift in virtual collaboration through technology (Waizenegger, McKenna,
Cai & Bendz, 2020). Resultant from this, the workplace is also becoming increasingly
project centred, allowing for multidisciplinary, geographically dispersed knowledge
workers, commonly referred to as virtual project teams, to combine their efforts for
the efficient delivery of project objectives while reducing costs (Scott-Young, Georgy
& Grisinger, 2019).

With business transformation emanating from the Fourth Industrial Revolution and
globalisation, this has necessitated the use of virtual project teams and placed further
demand on business capabilities (Eisenberg et al., 2016), both from a perspective of
technology as well as technological skills. Exacerbated by the global pandemic, it is
through the successful coordination of people in virtual teams and their technological
skills that organisations are able to connect to their customers, obtain a competitive
advantage by responding with agility to the customer needs, creatively utilise the
insights gathered from integrated functions to enhance knowledge sharing, increase
the speed at which decisions are made, be innovative and improve productivity
(Siebdrat, Hoegl & Ernst, 2009; Alsharo, Gregg & Ramirez, 2017).

Conducting business in a virtual environment is complex on its own and by nature, it
is further complicated by the work that needs to be done by virtual project teams.
This complexity partly emanates from the advancements in technology having
demonstrated that virtual teams present additional challenges of coordination,
interaction, collaboration, communication, knowledge sharing and trust between
team members and this may be exacerbated by the lack of effective technology and
adequate technological skills (Choi & Cho, 2019). Both Alsharo et al. (2017) and
Schaubroeck and Yu (2017) indicate that virtual teams are established in response

to the increasing demand of having to rapidly solve heightened technically complex



tasks. Furthermore, research indicates that it is highly unlikely for a single team
member to have the required knowledge and expertise for these complex tasks
(D’Innocenzo, Mathieu & Kukenberger, 2016), necessitating the need to move away
from traditional vertical leadership to embrace the notion of shared leadership in
virtual project teams (Eisenberg et al, 2016). Ultimately, businesses are not only
concerned with managing virtual project teams but also equipping these teams to be
productive and effective, leading to better performance and ultimately better team

outcomes.

On the other hand, there appears to be limited research on the role of technology
within virtual project teams and how it influences task complexity and shared
leadership. Morrison-Smith and Ruiz (2020) pointed out that while there is plenty of
research on the challenges faced by virtual project teams, there is little research on
the role of technology and how it can be used to mitigate some of the challenges
faced by virtual project teams. If technology is an enabler of virtual project teams
(Choi & Cho, 2019), it is therefore important for one to understand the role it plays
and how this role can be harnessed for improved team performance. Similarly, there
appears to be minimal research around how shared leadership supports complex
tasks (Scott-Young et al, 2019). This research will also add to the existing literature
around virtual project teams by exploring how shared leadership interacts with
complex tasks in these teams.

1.2. Purpose of Research

The emergence of virtual project teams resulted in changes to traditional teams,
where teams are coordinated to solve functional problems over a shorter timeframe.
However, this has now evolved to being established as the way in which businesses
operate, working across various functions as well as responding to customer
demands, which ultimately results from advancements in technology (Dulebohn &
Hoch, 2017; Alsharo et al., 2017; Schaubroeck & Yu, 2017). Amidst the range of the
challenges described earlier within virtual project teams, this study will be conducted
using the Input-Process-Output (IPO) Framework for virtual teams as the backbone
(Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017), promoting a rich integrated approach across all levels of
business. The framework of virtual teams studied in conjunction with the “effects
approach” allows for a better understanding of how technology affects team

processes (Gibbs, Sivunen & Bovraz, 2017).



Information and Communication Technology (ICT) as well as Computer Mediated
Communication (CMC) become enablers of connecting virtual teams through various
technological platforms in which team members can connect and share knowledge
and insights as well as organise and coordinate the work that the team needs to
perform (Choi & Cho, 2019). ICT can either enhance performance or have no effect
on virtual project teams (Han, Hiltz, Fjermestad, & Wang, 2011). Dulebohn and Hoch
(2017) contrast this view by indicating that the manner in which ICT is structured for
virtual teams can result in delays in knowledge sharing and impact negatively on the
performance of teams. These contrasting views necessitate further research into

understanding the effects of ICT on team processes in virtual project teams.

Furthermore, Maynard and Gilson (2014) highlight that virtual teams perform
differently on tasks of varying complexity. Task complexity is said to moderate the
IPO pathways in virtual project teams, affecting the direction and/or strengths in the
framework (Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017). Evaluating task complexity is relevant for
virtual project teams as they are often formed to address complex tasks by including
cross functional team members. While a combination of these knowledge workers
may allow for these teams to reduce challenges associated with performing complex
tasks, they tend to experience fewer opportunities to form relationships with each
other, interact informally and engage in knowledge sharing (Eisenberg et al, 2016).
This poses a significant problem as complex tasks, by their very nature, are said to
require higher levels of trust, greater levels of cooperation, coordination and
knowledge sharing (Choi & Cho, 2019). Moreover, Hoch (2013) suggested that team
goals can only be achieved when virtual teams have a common understanding of the

business requirements.

To build on the limited existing research in this area, Gilson et al. (2015) claim that
lack of interpersonal trust may result in team members not sharing their knowledge
adequately with other team members. The general lack of trust or confidence in the
use of technology may affect the performance of teams, thus it is important to explore
the critical role that ICT plays in coordinating work and facilitating knowledge sharing
(Orhan, Rijsman & Van Dijk, 2016). Furthermore, understanding interdependencies
in virtual project teams presents opportunities for organisations and managers to
better manage virtual project teams, a challenge that is inherent in teams that are
not located in one area, thereby making this study crucial to leading virtual project

teams that are required to solve complex tasks.



This study is also important as it provides an opportunity to understand task
complexity in the context of businesses operating virtually, enabled by a specific type
of leadership style. Research indicates that shared leadership creates self-managed
teams that require greater collaboration (Eisenberg et al., 2016; Fausing et al., 2015;
Wu, Cormican & Chen, 2020) as the team members collectively exert leadership
influence to solve complex problems, broadening available knowledge resources,
sharing responsibilities, guiding each other and making decisions that reduce
challenges faced by businesses (Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014). Through a review of
shared leadership studies across a range of team types, Scott-Young et al. (2019)
concluded that research on shared leadership in project teams had been poorly
developed despite studies conducted across various types of teams, all which have
the potential to enhance performance. This has motivated the necessity to further
explore the reasons behind the role of shared leadership in performing complex tasks
across virtual project teams as its emergence and relevance remains pertinent to

ensuring optimal performance in organisations.

Ultimately, the study aims to seek and understanding into the requirements of team
members in order to enable effective coordination and facilitate optimised
performance that leads to better team outcomes in virtual project teams that are
supported by shared leadership when performing complex tasks. By understanding
these requirements, organisations can formulate effective training programs to
improve team outcomes in virtual project teams. The study will further assist
organisations in formulating optimal teams that can help to foster the development
of shared leadership to achieve better team performance (Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017,
Fausing et al., 2015), which is fundamentally the goal of any organisation
(D’Innocenzo et al., 2016; Zhu & Lee, 2017). Furthermore, this study will make an
academic contribution towards the disciplines of organisational behaviour and
leadership theory by providing insights into the role played by technology as well as
the requirements of task complexity and shared leadership within virtual project

teams and how they can be harnessed for positive outcomes.

1.3. Research Problem

Based on the research problem identified, the purpose of this study is to gain a
deeper understanding into the role of technology in a virtual project teams’

environment, explore the requirements of complex tasks within these teams and



understand how shared leadership can support these requirements in order to create

successful workflow in virtual project teams to meet their objectives.

To summarise, the study aims to:
e Understand how technology plays a role in developing these multidisciplined
virtual project teams;
e Explore the requirements of complex tasks in virtual project teams; and
e Understand how the sharing of leadership can support the requirements of

complex tasks in virtual project teams.

By gaining a better understanding of the above, organisations can formulate effective
training programs and optimal teams that can achieve their goals seamlessly when

working in a virtual project team environment.

1.4. Conclusion

The literature review focuses on the role of technology as well as the requirements
of task complexity and how shared leadership can be of support within virtual project
teams. The research aims to benefit to business leaders by providing practical
insights to effectively manage virtual project teams in this digital era where business
is conducted beyond physical boundaries. In addition to this, the study will identify
the necessary requirements and competencies needed by team members in order
to enable effective coordination and facilitate optimised performance in virtual project
teams so that effective training programs can be formulated to improve team
outcomes. The study will also assist organisations to formulate optimal teams that
can help to foster the development of shared leadership to achieve better team
performance (Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Fausing et al., 2015), which is ultimately the
goal of any organisation (D’Innocenzo et al.,, 2016; Zhu & Lee, 2017). This
demonstrates the need for businesses to understand how virtual project teams can
successfully manage task complexity through shared leadership without suffering the
loss of costs, time and a competitive advantage which emanates from diminished
productivity as it is more difficult to manage virtual teams (Gibson & Gibbs, 2006).
The study will also make an academic contribution towards the disciplines of

organisational behaviour and leadership theory.



2. Chapter 2: Literature Review
2.1. Introduction

This chapter introduces literature relating to virtual project teams as well as the
associated concepts. The chapter begins by laying the foundation towards a better
understanding of virtual project teams. Concepts related to virtual project teams that
are specific to this research, such as ICT, task complexity and shared leadership,

are also presented.
2.2.Virtual Project Teams
2.2.1. Background and Understanding

Dulebohn and Hoch (2017) defined virtual project teams as work arrangements
coordinated for knowledge workers to work independently, enabling continuous
productivity where team members are geographically dispersed across boundaries
but combine their efforts to achieve common goals through the use of electronic
communication media. These are teams that are not hierarchical like traditional
teams but are rather more flexible. An interesting consideration in this definition is
the complexity of how these teams are “assembled using a combination of
telecommunications and information technologies to accomplish an organizational
task” (Maduka, Edwards, Greenwood, Osborne & Babatunde, 2018, p697). These
multi-skilled teams of knowledge workers achieve their goals and objectives by
connecting through digital media to communicate due to limited face-to-face

interactions.

Globalisation has seen the removal of many barriers to how business is conducted
through accelerated growth and advancement in technology (Liao, 2017).
Waizenegger et al. (2020) alluded to the importance of considering the impact of the
shift from the traditional working environment of physical offices to remote working,
in order to compete globally. Markets demand organisations to be fast, agile and
responsive in an ever-changing environment to maintain a competitive advantage
through various teams performing their core work (Barnwell, Nedrick, Rudolph,
Sesay & Wellen, 2014; Nordback & Espinosa, 2019).

It is evident that the popularity of virtual teams is expected to continue rising as a
result of rapid technological advances (Eisenberg et al., 2016). The Fourth Industrial

Revolution has led to the accelerated use of virtual teams and today, virtual teams



have fast become the new normal following the global Covid-19 pandemic, which
necessitated the adoption of new operating models, with technology as an enabler
of business operations but also as an integral part to ensuring business continuity
and sustainability (Dulebohn et al., 2017; Eisenberg et al., 2016; Liao, 2017,
Waizenegger et al., 2020; Zhu & Lee, 2017).

In order to have a full appreciation of the use of virtual teams, understanding the
historical context of how teams used to operate is important. According to Alsharo et
al. (2017), virtual teams were initially established for shorter periods and intended
mainly for acquiring insights and knowledge to rapidly solve complex or non-routine
problems. Schaubroeck et al. (2017) also indicated that organisations are
increasingly using virtual project teams in order to respond to the rising demands
associated with rapid environmental changes, globalisation and heightened technical

complexity.

Gibbs et al. (2017) conducted a review on research that had been published over 15
years and identified cultural composition, technology use and leadership conditioned
by team type and design to be the focus dimensions around virtual teams’ literature.
Virtual teams are designed for short-term or long-term use and can constitute either
functional teams, consisting of people with similar skill sets within one discipline or
project-based teams consisting of knowledge workers from various disciplines
(Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017). These teams are growing in complexity based on their
multidisciplinary organisation, significantly raising an interest in this research as the
world is increasingly adapting this mode of work (Hoegl & Muethel, 2016; Scott-
Young, et al., 2019). The complexity stems partly from diversity of the team
composition that may affect team performance as a result of different environments
(Eisenberg, Post & DiTomaso, 2019). The effects of ICT usage in virtual project
teams were found to be contradictory, showing both benefits and challenges. In
addition to this, literature around leadership in virtual teams has received significant
attention, resulting from the central role it plays in overcoming virtual team challenges
(Gilson et al., 2015). The benefits and challenges of virtual project teams are

presented below.

2.2.2. Benefits and Challenges of Virtual Teams

The significance of virtual project teams lies on the tenet that they can be an

organisation’s competitive advantage (Siebdrat, Hoegl & Ernst, 2009). Benefits



include their ability to function flexibly, integrate various functions for organisational
insights which facilitates innovation (Siebdrat et al., 2009), promotes knowledge
sharing (Alsharo et al., 2017), reduces office-space, time and travel costs, allowing
work-life balance, improving decision-making speed and increasing productivity from
role clarification as project objectives are linked to the skills and capacity of the virtual
project teams (Eisenberg et al., 2016). Furthermore, it is also interesting to note that
as a result of less travel required in these teams, team members are able to work
greener and increase their awareness of green solutions and innovations (Olaisen &
Revang, 2017).

The benefits described above are, however, not void of challenges. Morrison-Smith
and Ruiz (2020) highlighted the challenges faced by virtual project teams to include
the management of diverse team members, which results in collaboration and
communication difficulties, low levels of media richness, lack of verbal cues resulting
in confusion and misunderstandings (Zhu & Lee, 2017), motivational sense of
presence due to distance and members feeling isolated, technical competence and
infrastructure access, the nature of work resulting from the perspective of task
complexity as well as the explicit leadership and management styles employed for
remote working. This amplifies the onerous responsibility of leadership in facilitating
the workflow in virtual project teams to successfully meet the goals and objectives of
the business as they execute core work virtually (Larson & DeChurch, 2020). Virtual
teams need to be adjusted regularly to meet business’ changing needs and require
more time to develop trust and build social relations within limited timeframes.
Specific concepts relating to the benefits and challenges of virtual project teams are
discussed below.

2.2.2.1. Communication

According to Sillars and Vangelisti (2018), communication is seen and interpreted
differently within different spheres. They argued that within the academic sphere,
communication is “seen as a pattern of interconnections” (Sillars & Vangelisti, 2018,
p.243). On the other hand, in terms of the study of personal relationships,
‘communication is seen as the means by which people construct and maintain
relationships, along with a set of skills or skill deficits that contribute to relationship
adjustment” (Sillars & Vangelisti, 2018, p.243).



These two perspectives are important within virtual project teams. Indeed, these
teams do engage in multiple patterns of interconnections, primarily enabled by
technology, to construct and maintain relationships within the team, towards
achieving common goals. In concurring with Sillars and Vangelisti, Laitinen and Valo
(2018, p.12) added that “communication technology is an essential part of virtual
teams.” They further elaborated that modern technology not only “enable[s] multiple,
often geographically dispersed, participants to communicate simultaneously, but also
facilitates multiple communication functions, such as information sharing,
negotiating, problem-solving and team decision-making.” Laitinen and Valo (2018,
p.13). It is therefore clear that virtual project teams have an inherent need to
communicate. Communication brings about benefits such as the sharing of
information and knowledge, improved problem-solving and enhanced team

collaboration.

Challenges to communication within virtual project teams include the loss of non-
verbal cues such as facial expressions, hand movements as well as tone of voice
(Popescu & Warmenhoven, 2019). In face-to-face communication, it is easier to see
these non-verbal cues and one is then able to adjust their response accordingly.
Technology itself brings about communication challenges within virtual project
teams. These range from incompatibility with software and hardware to technology

literacy levels among team members (Hadjiev, 2018).
2.2.2.2. Collaboration

Scoular, Duckworth, Heard and Ramalingam (2020, p.2) defined collaboration as
“the capacity of an individual to contribute effectively in a group. This involves
perseverance, contributing to team knowledge, valuing contributions of others and
resolving differences.” This definition is based on communication being the backbone
where team members must be willing to communicate and contribute to the project
at hand, with the aim of establishing common understanding of the team goals as
well as contributing towards solutions to achieve the set goals. Choi and Cho (2019)
further concurred that collaboration is about cooperation, coordination and
knowledge sharing. Morrison-Smith and Ruiz (2020) proposed that constant
communication enhances collaboration, establishes boundaries and defines roles
and responsibilities to mitigate the risk of work duplication, misalignment between
teams and foster the changing team culture as a result of remote working.

Interestingly, Dulebohn and Hoch (2017) argued that the manner in which



technology-mediated collaboration is established can result in delays in knowledge

sharing, impacting negatively on the performance of teams.
2.2.2.3. Confirmation Bias

According to Workman (2018), confirmation bias occurs when people construct a
social reality that matches their preconceptions and already held beliefs. This
construct of a social reality may happen at both individual and team level (Cassell,
Dearden, Rosser & Shipman, 2019). Kappes, Harvey, Lohrenz, Montague and
Sharot (2020, p3) added that “humans are inclined to discount information that
contradicts past judgements [and] are more influenced when others express
judgements with high confidence than low confidence.” Gatlin, Hallock and Cooley
(2017) found that confirmation bias may have a negative impact on the accuracy and
qguality of decision-making within a team. In their study titled The Effect of
Confirmation Bias on Auditors’ Risk Assessments: Archival Evidence, Cassel et al
(2019) found that auditors were more likely to rely on their confirmation bias when
dealing with existing clients and therefore assess the client’s risk as low even where
there have been changes that indicate higher risk. Confirmation bias may particularly
be a challenge in virtual project teams that consist of expert knowledge workers, with
some team members domineering over others as a result of their own belief that they
are the subject matter experts. This may lead to poor decision-making and, in some

cases, even disengagement by some team members.
2.2.2.4. Conflict

Sasikala, Santhiya and Swetha (2021, p.4750) defined conflict as “the interaction of
interdependent people who perceive opposition of goals, aims, values and who see
other parties as potentially interfering with the realization of these goals.” This aligns
with the definition of virtual project teams being teams consisting of knowledge
workers formed to work independently, enabling continuous productivity with the
possibility of team members being geographically dispersed across boundaries but
combining their efforts to achieve common goals through the use of electronic
communication media (Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017). The common denominator between
these definitions is the achievement of common goals. While a virtual project team
may have a common goal, conflict will occur across team members as a result of

some team members standing in the way of achieving such team goals.
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Turesky, Smith and Turesky (2020, p.188) argued that “conflict tends to occur more
in [virtual teams] rather than in traditional, proximal teams [and] these resulting
increases in conflict are thought to underlie declines in performance.” They further
added that conflict in virtual project teams may arise as a result of the virtual nature
(technology) of the team and that this nature may escalate the conflict or lead to
conflict avoidance, which in turn affects performance negatively. To address this
challenge, the authors proposed that virtual project team members “address conflict
with time urgency and a direct, honest and transparent approach” (Turesky et al.
2020, p.202).

2.2.2.5. Digital Divide

It is impossible to talk about virtual project teams within the African context, without
discussing the digital divide. This is often loosely referred to as the gap between
those who have access to modern ICT and those who do not. However, Lembani,
Gunter, Breines and Dalu (2020) argued that the concept of digital divide also
involves the possession of skills to use digital technologies in a meaningful way. This
definition is important as there is an underlying assumption that team members who
are placed in virtual project teams possess both the necessary infrastructure and
skills to use technology for such platforms and that they have access to the same
broadband internet. Nyahodza and Higgs (2017, p.39) concurred to this point and
stated that “factors that contribute to the digital divide include lack of ICT
infrastructure, lack of or low internet connections, lack of skills, and high levels of

poverty.”

Rogers, Madden, Grubb and Karriker (2020) posited that the digital divide is inherent
within virtual project teams. They argued that “the inherent “digital divide” separating
virtual team members can dampen the development of intrateam cohesion, trust and
communication” (Rogers, Madden, Grubb & Karriker, 2020, p.1). This is because
virtual project teams “work behind a virtual curtain to build relationships without in-
person meetings” (Rogers, Madden, Grubb & Karriker, 2020, p.4). If not properly
managed, the digital divide can stifle social interactions that have the potential to

increase affective bonds, member effort and team commitment.
2.2.2.6. Human Interaction

Lechner and Mortlock (2021) explained human interaction in virtual teams as the

ability to ‘see the human behind the screen’, getting to know the human and building
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high-quality relationships. They found that the human factor can easily get lost in
virtual project teams as communication and interaction is limited to different
technologies and teams hardly get to meet face to face (Lechner & Mortlock, 2021).
Hadjiev (2018) added that the lack of physical interactions in virtual project teams
can lead to contamination of communication and misunderstanding of the messages
communicated through the various technology platforms. This is a potential
challenge, especially when working on complex tasks where common understanding
is critical (Hoch, 2013). Eisenberg et al. (2016) argued that virtual team members
often feel isolated and detached as a result of reduced face-to-face interactions.
Shaik and Makhecha (2019) found that such feelings of isolation often led to team
members sharing less emotions, craving for belongingness and appreciation. In such

circumstances, team performance may be negatively impacted.

To mitigate this potential loss of intimacy, Lechner and Mortlock (2021) proposed that
team members need to demonstrate genuine interest in each other by asking the
right questions and by understanding that all team members have similar human
needs and that our shared experiences can bring us together. The authors also
added that team members could also share appropriate personal information as well
as create new experiences together (Lechner & Mortlock, 2021).

2.2.2.7. Consensus

Mach and Baruch (2015, p.7) posited that “consensus about collective team
orientation can be understood as differences among members in their perceptions
regarding the way teamwork should function.” Scholars agree that reaching
consensus in virtual project teams can be a challenge (Peng, Lurie & Slaughter,
2019). Peng et al. (2019, p.949) also added that “lack of consensus is a critical
challenge in teams of diverse individuals.” The diversity within virtual project teams
can be brought about by culture, environment, work ethic, language and other

aspects.

To overcome some of the challenges around team consensus, Mach and Baruch
(2015, p.2) proposed that “in order to foster team consensus and overcome the
effects of group members’ cross-cultural dissimilarities and team fault lines,
organisations should invest in improving members’ dedication, cooperation and trust
before looking to achieve significant results, particularly in heterogeneous teams and

cross-cultural contexts.” In their respective studies, the above authors have found
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that in some cases, consensus among virtual project team members is low at the
beginning, when team members are still getting to know each other (Mach & Baruch,
2015; Peng et al., 2019). To this end, they proposed that both team members and
team leaders need to be patient and seek to create a suitable environment to
strengthen the ability to gain consensus as opposed to chasing high quality outputs.
The authors have also found that the appropriate use of technology can aid in

improving the levels of consensus among virtual project team members.

2.2.3. IPO Framework for Virtual Teams

Figure 1 below is drawn from Dulebohn and Hoch (2017) and represents a
conceptual input-process-output (IPO) framework. Initially developed to research
face-to-face teams, this framework has recently been adapted for virtual teams as
well (Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014). Most researchers propose the adoption of the IPO
framework to identify the critical inputs, emergent states and team processes,
moderators and outcomes for both team and individual level effectiveness and
performance in virtual teams. In addition to this, Liao (2017) advocates for a
multilevel approach to be taken when studying leadership in virtual teams as he

believes that leadership functions at both team and individual levels.

Figure 1: Input-Process-Output Model of Virtual Teams
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The IPO framework is a useful diagnostic tool to identify the organisational and team
inputs referring to the organisational design factors of virtual teams, such as the team
size, purpose, scope, work environments, ICT and training, team leadership
requirements (skills and behaviours that facilitate team engagement and influence)
and team composition, which describes the diversity of the team. The team
processes describe the cognitive, affective, motivational and behavioural
requirements such as shared leadership. Moderators are considered to be factors
that affect the direction or strengthen or weaken the relationships in the model
(Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017), such as task complexity. These process factors ultimately
determine the effectiveness of the team and its individuals and the output thereof.
Hence, this IPO model will be used in this study to understand the factors that may

contribute towards, or negate, effective team outcomes.

2.2.4. ICT in Virtual Teams

With research dating back just over ten years, Gilson et al., (2015) have identified
ICT as having played a paramount role in connecting teams and removing
geographic boundaries. They maintained that ICT has raised an interest in the
themes pertaining to working in a digital environment, such as virtual teams,
performance inputs that enable team success, virtuality and shared leadership,
among several others (Gilson et al, 2015). Orhan et al. (2016) brought to attention
that ICT has the potential to affect virtual team performance positively by improving
communication and collaboration across space and time. On the other hand,
Dulebohn and Hoch (2017) argued that it can also affect teams negatively due to

communication and collaboration difficulties.

In their research, Gibbs et al. (2017) described the “effects” approach as being one
of the methods of understanding how the use of technology can affect virtual project
teams and its members by treating technology as an input or mediating variable
affecting team processes and outcomes either positively or negatively. Their
research cited that the use of technology has an effect on the development of
common understanding and goals, information and knowledge sharing as well as
poor communication in virtual teams, however, these findings were mixed.
Furthermore, in their research, Gilson et al. (2015) described how CMC can help
team members to overcome time, space and organisational boundaries and reduce
social loafing. Moreover, challenges associated with complex tasks can improve

when multiple CMC options are leveraged (Gilson et al., 2015). However, in contrast
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to this, Eisenberg et al. (2016) argued that CMC reduces the effectiveness of
communication and leads to feelings of isolation as a result of decreased

individualisation in virtual project teams.

Virtual team communication and collaboration are, to some extent, technology-
mediated, resulting in both the use of appropriate communication technologies as
well as ways of utilising the technology being essential for successful team
interaction (Hovde, 2014). As described earlier, technology can either enable or stifle
communication, collaboration, consensus, trust and the digital divide. According to
Alsharo, Gregg and Ramirez (2017, p.40) “trust includes elements of risk,
vulnerability, and uncertainty which team members must overcome in order to work
collaboratively”. They also identified trust as positively influencing collaboration
within virtual project teams, however, trust did not have a significant impact on team
effectiveness. This means that while team members collaborate better when trust is

present, a lack of trust did not necessarily mean they could not perform.

2.3. Task Complexity

Miiller, Pintor and Wegge (2018) defined task complexity as the “extent to which the
tasks on a job are complex and difficult to perform” based on the characteristics of
those tasks. Choi and Cho (2019) alluded to task complexity as being a critical factor
that shapes relationships and interactions between team members in virtual teams.
Gilson et al. (2015) highlighted how virtual teams perform differently on tasks of
varying interdependence and complexity, considered as moderators between the
inputs and outputs of virtual teams in the IPO model. Multiple researchers have
identified task complexity as a moderator considered to affect the relationships in a
virtual team process (Choi & Cho, 2019; Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; D’'Innocenzo et al.,
2016; Liao, 2017; Scott-Young et al., 2019).

Complex tasks often require cross-functional team members to coordinate their
diverse skills to synthesise their knowledge in order to solve problems (Eisenberg et
al., 2016; Hoegl & Muethel, 2016; Krumm, Kanthak, Hartmann & Hertel, 2016). To
effectively reach a common goal, teams need to be aligned and share a common
understanding regarding the requirements of the task, which will in turn determine

how their work is coordinated.
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Zhu and Lee (2017) discussed the importance of setting goals and prioritising tasks
when dealing with task complexity in virtual teams. Additionally, Eisenberg et al.
(2016) stated that virtual teams can assist in reducing challenges associated with
complex tasks as a result of time available to digest information and ideas, leading
to fewer disagreements when working virtually. However, they argue that creating
relationships, interacting informally, engaging in knowledge sharing and
brainstorming ideas to foster creativity may not be possible in these teams.
Consequently, Marlow, Lacerenza and Salas (2017) advocated for further research
into task complexity based on conflicting results from various team types. In addition
to this, while Choi and Cho (2019) confirmed that virtual teams performing complex
tasks exhibit greater trust, cooperation, coordination and knowledge sharing than
teams performing simple tasks, they advocate for further studies into understanding
team interactions and other contextual factors that may exist when dealing with

complex tasks in virtual teams.

Hoch and Kozlowski (2014) recognised that complex tasks require greater
coordination, greater communication and increased shared leadership to facilitate
knowledge sharing and influence team engagement for synchronous communication
and this in turn establishes trust between team members. Additionally, how the team
communicates becomes critical to their success as certain modes of communication
are not effective for resolving challenging tasks (Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008).
Morrison-Smith and Ruiz (2020) proposed that constant communication enhances
collaboration, establishes boundaries and defines roles and responsibilities to
mitigate the risk of work duplication, misalignment between teams and foster the
changing team culture as a result of remote working. Notably, D’Innocenzo et al.
(2016) advised that as task complexity increases, the benefits of shared leadership
become more visible due to the unlikeliness of one person having all the abilities to
lead the team. D’Innocenzo et al. (2016) alluded to how community concepts that
foster collaboration in turn lead to collective consciousness in individuals and
therefore establish trust, humility, integrity, compassion and humanity, all of which

are necessary for productive teams but are very much behavioural aspects.

2.3.2 Knowledge Sharing

Rosen, Furst and Blackburn (2007, p.260) defined knowledge sharing as “the

dissemination of existing knowledge among team members and bringing new
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knowledge into the team from the external environment.” This then requires team
members to be actively involved and engaged on the team objectives so they can

participate and provide input into brainstorming and decision-making.

Alsharo, Gregg and Ramirez (2017) found that knowledge-sharing positively
influences trust and collaboration within virtual project teams. Hong and Vai (2008)
discovered that knowledge-sharing within virtual project teams relies on shared
understanding as well as the learning climate. This proposes that having a common
understanding (which comes through constant communication) together with an
environment that encourages knowledge-sharing is critical to improved collaboration
among virtual team members. DavidaviCiené, Majzoub and Meidute-Kavaliauskiene
(2020, p3) argued that “knowledge-sharing can be unsuccessful due to many
reasons, such as a lack of technological resources and personal motivation,
difference in individual skills, and a lack of organizational support and training.” To
mitigate this, the authors proposed that careful attention should be paid towards the

management of ICT, trust, leadership, culture and conflict.

2.3.3 Psychological Safety

According to Lechner and Mortlock (2021, p.1), psychological safety is when all team
members feel valued and safe by taking “interpersonal risks [and] can refer to
speaking up about a problem, raising a difficult issue, or simply asking the team for
help.” From this definition, it is clear that a safe space needs to be fostered for virtual
team members to be vulnerable and confront uncomfortable discussions, especially
when dealing with complex tasks. Frazier, Fainshmidt, Klinger, Pezeshkan and
Vracheva (2017) found that leadership, employee engagement, task performance,
satisfaction, and commitment were crucial in fostering psychological safety. Rosen,
Furst and Blackburn (2007, p.267) argued that “virtual team leaders have a
responsibility to facilitate knowledge-sharing by creating a team culture in which
members feel safe to share ideas, offer constructive criticism, and ask other team
members for help when needed.” While Rosen, Furst and Blackburn (2007) advocate
for leadership to create these safe spaces, Lechner and Mortlock (2021, p5) added
that “shared context, in turn, helps create psychological safety by increasing mutual
understanding and establishing common behavioural norms.” Therefore, it is vital for

virtual team members to share not only a common vision, but also a common context.
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2.4. Shared Leadership

Despite traditional vertical leadership styles of having one leader in a team having
existed for generations, recent studies are increasingly advocating the benefits of
shared leadership as being more effective across virtual team contexts with greater
task complexity (Cao, Xu, Liang, & Chaudhry, 2012; Eisenberg et al., 2016).
According to Scott Young et al. (2019), studies on shared leadership across all
disciplines are limited and under-developed, with minimal studies being performed
in virtual project teams despite this leadership style having the potential to enhance
both project team functioning and performance. Although there are other leadership
styles that may emerge within virtual project teams (Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Gilson
et al., 2015), the scope of this research is limited to shared leadership due to its
effectiveness across virtual team'’s literature, where there is greater task complexity
(Cao, Xu, Liang, & Chaudhry, 2012; Eisenberg et al., 2016).

2.4.1. Definition of Shared Leadership

This study will adopt the definition of shared leadership based on the sample type of
Master of Business Administration (MBA) student teams which is defined as “an
emergent team property that results from the distribution of leadership influence
across multiple team members” and is distinguished by access and knowledge-
sharing between team members (Carson, Tesluk & Marrone, 2007; Scott-Young et
al., 2019). Hoch (2013) indicated how this knowledge-sharing fosters innovation and
problem-solving as shared leadership is characterised by collaborative decision-

making and shared responsibility for better outcomes.

According to Scott-Young et al. (2019), shared leadership occurs when team
members experience the distribution of leadership influence among all team
members, meaning, when all team members experience being a leader as well as
being led in a team. Liao (2016) added that shared leadership occurs when those
elected to lead specific projects within a team have the responsibility to coordinate
such tasks by assigning specific tasks to members and ensuring regular progress is

shared with the rest of the team members.

From Hoch (2013), Scott-Young et al. (2019) and Liao (2016), it then follows that
shared leadership emerges when there is a task at hand or problem to be solved. In

such circumstances, the virtual project team would then organise in such a way that
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leadership influence is distributed among all team members and tasks are allocated

appropriately towards solving the problem or completing the task at hand.

2.4.2. Measurement of Shared Leadership

Scott-Young et al. (2019) identified varying definitions of shared leadership across
different team types which resulted in differing measurement approaches due to the
lack of its conceptual clarity and coherence. This is because shared leadership has
previously been measured as a static phenomenon, ignoring the fact that projects,
roles and relationships between team members emerge, co-evolve and change
throughout the project lifecycle (D’Innocenzo et al., 2016). The aggregation measure
calculates the mean team members’ perception of their collective participation
whereas the Social Network Analysis (SNA) measure calculates both the links
between team members, known as the density score and the distribution of
leadership within the team, known as the centrality score (Eisenberg et al., 2016).
D’Innocenzo et al. (2016) suggested that SNA was a better measure than aggregate
methods and had a stronger relationship to team outcomes, however, this measure
produced different results with larger effect sizes (Scott-Young et al., 2019).
Interestingly, Wang et al. (2014) argued that these measurement approaches had
no influence on the relationships, leading to contrasting opinions.

2.4.3. Shared Leadership as a Dynamic, Emergent Process

A view adapted by many scholars emerges from the work of Pearce and Conger
(2003) who defined shared leadership as an iterative and “dynamic, interactive
influence process” intended to achieve organisational goals by sharing leadership
responsibilities within a team, and where all team members influence each other to
achieve this goal (Zhu & Lee, 2017). Hoch (2013) supports shared leadership as
being suitable for competitive environments due to its dynamic nature. In agreement
with this emergent perspective, Dulebohn and Hoch (2017) identified shared
leadership as a dynamic state that unfolds over time. Lorinkova and Bartol (2021)
further alluded to how shared leadership is progressive in that it develops with the
teams over the project life cycle. Scott-Young et al. (2019) also conceptualised
shared leadership to be a dynamic emergent process that unfolded over time and
recommend the adaption of the IPO framework to capture shared leadership as an
emergent process. Particularly in the context of projects, roles and relationships
between team members emerge, co-evolve and change throughout the entire life

cycle of the project as a result of leadership in project teams being based on
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knowledge, task expertise and competence in order to foster efficient project team
functioning (Scott-Young et al., 2019).

2.4.4. Shared Leadership as a Multilevel Process in the IPO Framework

According to Liao (2017) and Scott-Young et al. (2019), leadership in virtual teams
adopts a multilevel perspective based on the phenomenon that leadership functions
at both the team level and individual level. The IPO framework outlined in Figure 1
will be used to explore the input factors and outcomes of shared leadership in virtual

teams and how they support task complexity.

2.4.5. Empathy

Riess (2017, p.76) defined empathy as “a complex capability enabling individuals to
understand and feel the emotional states of others, resulting in compassionate
behaviour.” Depow, Francis and Inzlicht (2021) concurred that empathy involved
sharing of emotions, perspective taking and compassion. Based on these definitions
it is expected that virtual team members will show empathy towards one another,
especially in cases where they may be facing challenges, they may need to work on

complex tasks or where they need to have difficult conversations.

According to Quisenberry (2018, p.24), “empathy is highly regarded as a key attribute
of informal leaders that emerges from self-managed groups and ultimately helps
steer projects along.” This perspective brings about leadership, which, according to
the authors, emerges from self and then manifests within a group.

2.5. Significance of Task Complexity and Shared Leadership in Virtual Project

Teams

With improved productivity, better performance and better team outcomes as the
ultimate goal of organising capabilities within a working team (Cao et al., 2012), the
success of virtual teams is attributed to the way in which capabilities are organised
in order to perform tasks and meet the strategic objectives of the business. This
coordination of capabilities is a function of the leadership styles employed to
contribute to the effectiveness and successful strategic implementation of projects
(Eisenberg et al., 2016). Due to the nature of interdependence that results from the
reliance of each team member’s expertise, there is an improvement in collaboration,
cooperative behaviours, interactions and solidarity towards team members is
improved, and errors are reduced significantly as enabled by the rotation of

leadership required in shared leadership (Fausing et al., 2015).
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Eisenberg et al. (2016) stated that shared leadership helps meet the need for
coordinated efforts, resulting in a natural connection to task complexity in teams,
which further fosters trust, improves communication and cohesion due to the bonds
that result from the shared leadership. Their research also described shared
leadership as being more effective in teams with greater task complexity as a result
of greater trust and cohesion from strong bonds created by team members. The
measurement of shared leadership therefore requires the evaluation of the influence
within the team, the effectiveness of the communication, the quality of decision-
making, the knowledge sharing and autonomy (Choi & Cho, 2019). Furthermore, a
systematic review of shared leadership by Sweeney, Clarke and Higgs (2019)
highlighted the agreement across many scholars that the effects of shared leadership
are stronger when work is more complex. Complex tasks cannot be led by a single
person, by their very nature of requiring multiple knowledge workers with varying
expertise to work on them collectively (Mdller et al., 2018). This is confirmed by
D’Innocenzo et al. (2016) who identified that it is unlikely that a single person would
possess the knowledge and expertise required to solve complex tasks so shared
leadership would be beneficial. However, the authors also stated that as tasks
become more complex, shared leadership may be too difficult to manage, thus

leading to contradictory outcomes.

2.6. Research Questions

It is vital for researchers to examine ways in which team members use and
understand ICT and what it can afford in terms of improving the achievement of team
goals when performing complex tasks (Gibbs et al., 2017; Gilson et al., 2015). This
can assist organisations to realise the importance of training team members on the
effective usage of these specific tools or platforms. Furthermore, by gaining an
understanding of task complexity and shared leadership in virtual project teams,
team members can be trained adequately to improve their effectiveness when
working with complex tasks virtually through the support of shared leadership.
Ultimately, a better understanding of the requirements of virtual project teams that
perform complex tasks, with the support of shared leadership, can help organisations
to design optimal teams that can perform effectively in order to achieve their goals

seamlessly.
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2.7. Conclusion

Globalisation, advances in technology and the Fourth Industrial Revolution have
accelerated the growth of virtual teams, with numerous studies advocating their
popularity and use that will continue to rise (Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Eisenberg et
al., 2016; Liao, 2017; Zhu & Lee, 2017). However, despite their many advantages,
they are also associated with numerous challenges. This is because the replacement
of physical presence with sophisticated technological advancements is not sufficient
as the use of technology is said to affect team members and virtual team processes
(Gibbs et al., 2017).

With task complexity said to moderate the IPO pathways in virtual project teams, it
becomes necessary to understand its role (Choi & Cho, 2019; D’Innocenzo et al,
2016; Liao, 2017;). Virtual project teams’ literature suggests that task complexity has
certain requirements in these teams, such as coordination and communication,
which can affect team effectiveness and performance (Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014).
Also, under these conditions, the most effective leadership style has been advocated
to be shared leadership (Scott-Young et al., 2019). To reap the significant benefits
that the formation of optimal virtual project teams can provide through the effective
use of ICT, it is critical to understand the role of task complexity and shared

leadership in these teams.
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3. Chapter 3: Research Questions

This chapter presents the research questions that have been formulated based on
the research problem identified in Chapter 1 along with the literature reviewed and
discussed in Chapter 2.

The first research question has been established in order to gain deeper insights into
the role of ICT and how it can affect the development of virtual project teams. The
other two research questions aim to provide an understanding of how to formulate
optimal teams by exploring the requirements of complex tasks and understanding
how shared leadership can support these requirements in order to create successful

workflow and better team outcomes.

Research Question 1: How does technology play a role in the development of virtual

project teams?

The effects of ICT usage in virtual project teams were found to be contradictory,
showing both benefits and challenges. While Orhan et al., (2016) stated that ICT has
the potential to affect virtual team performance positively, Dulebohn and Hoch (2017)
argued that it can affect teams negatively. With ICT being a key input factor in the
IPO framework of virtual teams as presented in Figure 1, it is vital to understand its
role in the development of virtual teams and how it may contribute towards, or
negate, effective team outcomes. A better understanding of ICT and its role in the
development of virtual project teams will allow for the utilisation of technology as an
enabler of better communication and collaboration leading to better team outcomes.

Research Question 2: How does task complexity affect working in a virtual project

team?

Choi and Cho (2019) alluded to task complexity as being a critical factor that shapes
relationships and interactions between team members in virtual teams. While
Eisenberg et al. (2016) stated that virtual teams can assist in reducing challenges
associated with complex tasks when working virtually, they also argued that creating
relationships, interacting informally, engaging in knowledge sharing and
brainstorming ideas to foster creativity may not be possible in these teams. Resultant
from this, researchers have advocated for further studies into understanding team
interactions and other contextual factors that may exist when dealing with complex

tasks in a virtual environment. This will allow the researcher to explore the
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requirements and competencies that promote the achievement of team goals for

better team outcomes when dealing with complex tasks.

Research Question 3: How does the sharing of leadership across team members

support task complexity in a virtual project team?

D’Innocenzo et al. (2016) alluded to the fact that shared leadership is beneficial when
solving complex tasks because it is unlikely that a single person will possess the
knowledge and expertise required for these tasks. However, their study also
identified that as tasks become more complex, shared leadership may be too difficult
to manage, thus leading to contradictory outcomes. This results in the need for a
further understanding into how shared leadership can support complex tasks in
virtual project teams by discovering the behaviours that are associated with this
leadership style that will support the tackling of complex tasks in virtual project teams

successfully.

The next chapter elaborates on the research design and methodology that has been
selected in order to address the questions posed above and explore the research

problem.
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4. Chapter 4: Research Methodology
4.1. Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of the research methodology used in this study.
The selection and reasoning of the research design, including how data has been

collected and analyzed in order to answer the research questions, is described.

4.2. Research Methodology and Design

While task complexity and shared leadership within virtual teams have been well
researched, the concepts are still developing, with constructs and definitions still not

yet widely agreed upon in various team types (Scott-Young et al., 2019; Liao, 2017).

Therefore, an exploratory qualitative approach was followed as it allowed for insights
and knowledge to be gained into these concepts and constructs that was not yet fully
understood through the posing of open-ended questions (Saunders & Lewis, 2018;
Creswell, Hanson, Plano & Morales, 2007). Additionally, this approach was also well
suited to this study, which was subjective, context dependent and socially
constructed. Qualitative research techniques were also capable of handling
complexities associated with the IPO framework of virtual teams (Figure 1) that had
been formed from dynamic team process factors and emergent states (Saunders &
Lewis, 2018; Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017). Furthermore, the qualitative data gathered
aided in understanding why or why not emergent relationships held (Eisenhardt,
1989).

This study also adopted an interpretivist philosophy to theory building. This allowed
for the discovery of context-specific factors through semi-structured interviews by
interpreting and constructing meaning of the behavioural emotions, experiences and
realities of the team members in virtual project teams from their point of view
(Saunders & Lewis, 2018). In line with an interpretivist philosophy, an inductive,
bottom-up approach to theory building was followed, allowing for a shift from specific
observations discovered to broader theoretical perspectives (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
This helped the researcher to discover new insights into how task complexity and
shared leadership shaped the relationships and interactions between team members
in virtual project teams. Furthermore, a mono method study was adopted, based on
the research objectives that required a single data collection technique (Saunders &
Lewis, 2018).
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This study also followed a phenomenological approach. Quinney, Dwyer and
Chapman (2016) maintain that research within a phenomenological framework was
best suited towards understanding several individuals common or shared
experiences in order to provide new insights and truths surrounding a particular
phenomenon. Saunders and Lewis (2018) suggested that data for such research be
collected mainly through in-depth interviews of participants. In addition to this, a
cross-sectional study which captured an occurrence at a specific point in time was

deemed the most appropriate choice for this research as it was time-bound.

4.3. Population

Saunders and Lewis (2018) described the population as the complete collection of
subjects sharing common characteristics from which the sample is drawn in order to
impart insights to the researcher and delineate the limits of the research findings.
The population for this study was MBA syndicate groups as well as their team

members. And their credibility towards this study is described below.

According to the Gordons Institute of Business Science (GIBS) (2020) and MBA
(2020) websites, syndicate groups have been structured so that there is a balance
of skills and backgrounds in a team and each team member is required to assist one
another with the syndicate group projects. Syndicate groups also did not have
formally appointed group leaders. Additionally, besides the Covid-19 pandemic and
travel bans, there had been a shift towards virtual team arrangements (Zhu & Lee,
2017; Liao, 2017; Eisenberg et al., 2016; Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017), which led to
syndicate groups having to work virtually to complete their projects. Moreover, the
tasks performed by MBA students have been said to be complex in nature, with a
further review of virtual teams’ research over 15 years arguing that student project-
based teams could be included as field studies as these teams complete “real”,
meaningful and often professional work as opposed to laboratory tasks (Carson et
al., 2007; Gibbs et al., 2017).

In light of this, the population for this study was defined as MBA students from
syndicate groups that worked on projects virtually, based on the credible insights

they were able to provide towards achieving the research objectives of this study.
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4.4. Unit of Analysis

Saunders and Lewis (2018) defined a unit of analysis as the major entity that is being
analysed in a study and the entity about which the researcher wants to make a
specific conclusion. The unit of analysis referred to the measurement source from
whom the data would be collected (Zikmund et al., 2013) and this related to the
perceptions, feelings and lived experiences of MBA students who had shared the
experience of working in syndicate groups virtually. These perceptions, feelings and
lived experiences formed the unit of analysis and were studied in order to gain the

required exposure, knowledge and insights to enrich the dataset for the study.
4.5. Sampling Method and Size

A non-probability, heterogenous, purposive sampling method was adopted for this
study. Purposive sampling was used for non-probability sampling wherein the
researcher specified inclusion criteria against which the participants were selected
(Saunders & Lewis, 2018). With a complete list of the population of MBA syndicate
teams unavailable, selection from this population could not be random. The chosen
sample also allowed for variation in the collected data where the syndicate group
members consisted of sufficiently diverse characteristics through gender, ethnicity
and profession which afforded different levels of knowledge, skillsets and abilities.

Inclusion criteria for the purposes of this study were syndicate groups that were
currently pursuing their MBA, had worked together for at least six months and had a
similar team size. The sample size was informed primarily by the research objective,
questions and design, in addition to, Creswell and Poth (2016) recommending a
sample size of 15 to 25 participants as the initial target but with data saturation
dictating the termination of sampling. A GIBS MBA syndicate group generally
consisted of 5 to 8 team members. Therefore, the researcher actively selected a
sample size of 15 participants from 3 GIBS MBA syndicate groups based on the

inclusion criteria. This sample size was deemed to provide adequate data saturation.

4.6. Measurement Instrument

Semi structured interviews were used as the measurement instrument in this study.
Eisenhardt (1989) confirmed that interviews provided for a rich source of data. Semi-
structured interviews were usually performed in qualitative studies and made use of
an interview guide, which allowed the researcher to guide and manage the

conversation by asking predetermined questions that were specific to the research
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themes and questions asked (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). Interview protocols and tips
provided by Jacob and Furgerson (2012) were used in formulating the interview
guide. A script was also prepared to guide the interview process and share all
important information relating to the interview. Well-chosen, open-ended, expansive
questions guided by the literature review and the research questions were posed. A
copy of the interview guide is provided in Appendix 1. A pilot study was also
conducted to test the interview guide and refine it, which then resulted in 10 well
written questions that formed the final interview guide. It would take approximately
an hour per participant to get through these questions once ethical clearance was
provided in order to proceed with data collection (Jacob and Furgerson, 2012). The
electronic notes made assisted in providing insights in areas that would further enrich

the dataset for the study.

4.7. Data-gathering Process

Research data was collected on approval of ethical clearance by the Research Ethics
Committee which included submitting the research methodology, consent form,
interview guide and a non-disclosure agreement for the transcriber and editor to
maintain confidentiality. The ethical clearance approval letter is provided in Appendix
2. The consent form explained to the participant the purpose of the research, the
approximate duration of the interview and that their participation was voluntary in
addition to their consent of the interview being recorded together with the assurance
that the information they share would remain confidential and anonymised.

Syndicate lists from two cohorts were obtained from the class representative.
Thereafter, a personalised WhatsApp message was forwarded to nine selected
members across different syndicate teams who were known to the researcher. The
message contained a ‘participation request’ letter which detailed the reasons for the
study along with a request to take part in the study and clarification that confidentiality
and anonymity would be maintained. The member was also informed that consent
from a minimum of five team members was required in order for the syndicate team
to be selected and each interview would last approximately 45 to 60 minutes. This
was followed by a phone call to answer any questions. The researcher received
consent from four syndicate groups with 23 participants and in the end, participants
were selected from 3 syndicate groups consisting of 5 participants each, totalling 15

participants.
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Thereafter, a personalised email was sent to each of the 15 participants to thank
them for their acceptance and invite them to take part in the interview at a proposed
date and time of their convenience. On confirmation of the interview date and time,
a Microsoft (MS) Teams calendar link was sent to the participant. This was followed
by a final email 3 days prior to the interview which consisted of the consent form that
needed to be signed prior to the interview along with a reminder of the interview date

and time.

At the time of the interview, the researcher followed the format of the interview guide
(as per Appendix 1) to thank the participants for their time and the signed consent
form, explained the purpose of the research and introduce the main constructs in the
study to ensure participants understood the background relating to the questions.
The researcher reiterated to participants that their participation was voluntary and
that the interview would be recorded, and they were encouraged to speak openly,
with the information they share remaining confidential and anonymised. Participants
were asked questions as per the interview guide and these questions were prepared
in line with those posed in Chapter 3. The order of the questions did not vary for any
of the interviews, however, further probing questions were asked so that the
participants could provide more details where required to enrich the dataset for the
study (Saunders & Lewis, 2018).

During the online interview process, internet mediated observation was observed
through a video interview where a positive and non-threatening self-image of the
interviewer was maintained while encouraging participants to offer responses based
on their own perspectives (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). Brief electronic notes were
taken during the interview process so that eye contact was maintained (Jacob and
Furgerson, 2012). Once the interview was complete, the participants were thanked
for their time and thereafter, the recorded interviews were converted to an audio
format and transcribed for further analysis (Saunders & Lewis, 2018) using an
external transcriber who was required to sign a non-disclosure agreement to
maintain confidentiality. This transcript together with the audio file and consent form
formed part of a full record and the researcher maintained all evidence in an

electronic format.
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4.8. Data Analysis Approach

A thematic analysis was performed to analyse the data collected by searching across
the data set to identify, analyse and report repeated patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
In their research, Kiger and Varpio (2020) identified the six-step thematic analysis
approach to be a useful and powerful method when seeking to understand a set of
experiences, thoughts or behaviours through a wide data set to search for common
or shared meaning. They further explained that this process has a “flexible and robust
analysis method” to analyse complex phenomena such as those encountered in a

virtual team’s environment.

The first step involved the researcher familiarising themselves with the entire dataset
through the repeated and active reading of all the transcripts. The transcripts from
the transcriber were further checked for veracity by the researcher in order to ensure
accuracy of meaning when compared with the original audio recording. Each
transcript created from the participants words in the interview was loaded onto Atlas.ti
(2020), a qualitative data analysis software (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). The second
step performed was where words that appeared to capture key thoughts or concepts
in a meaningful way regarding the phenomenon were used to derive codes. Labels
for codes emerged that were reflective of more than one key thought and became
the initial coding scheme. The third step included an analysis of the coded data to
search for broader themes of potential significance. These were constructed by the
researcher through analysing, combining and comparing how codes were related
and linked to one another, through the use of pattern matching techniques. These
initial themes were derived inductively by being closely associated with the original
data yet reflective of the entire dataset. In the fourth step, the researcher re-examined
these identified codes to ensure proper fit. This was an iterative process that
continued until codes were common and coherent and additional refinements were
not yielding substantial changes, resulting in coding saturation being achieved. An

extract of the code book is provided in Appendix 3.

The fifth step involved defining and naming themes which led to a coherent narrative
of how and why the coded data within each theme provided the insights required to
understand the research questions posed. Finally, the last step involved the write up
of the final analysis and presentation of the final themes which provided a clear

understanding of how the researcher interpreted the data and why the derived
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themes were important and accurate to richly and fully answer the research

questions posed (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Kiger and Varpio, 2020).

4.9. Quality Controls

According to Morse, Barret, Mayan, Olson & Spiers (2002), quality assessment
criteria used in order to perform a trustworthy qualitative study were credibility,
transferability and confirmability. In addition to this, their research also addressed
reliability and validity as key concepts for achieving rigor in qualitative research.
Reliability referred to the idea of data adequacy while validity referred to data

appropriateness (Spiers. Morse, Olson, Maria, Mayan & Barret, 2018).

In order to improve the likelihood of credibility, transferability, confirmability and
reliability of the research as well as the findings, the following actions were

implemented:

e To ensure transferability, a purposive sample contained participants that had
the necessary experience to provide insights required towards answering the
research questions posed. Furthermore, both Carson et al., (2007) and Gibbs
et al., (2017) argued that student project-based teams could be concluded as
field studies, allowing this research to be related to other contexts as well
(O'Reilly & Kiyimba, 2015).

¢ An ethical clearance process was followed, and ethical clearance approval
was obtained for the study (see Appendix 2). This contributed to the
respondents’ keenness to express their lived experiences, thereby improving
validity through ethicality (O’Reilly & Kiyimba, 2015). The participants
provided their full consent for the interview, where confidentiality and
anonymity were maintained during reporting.

e Respondents were selected for diversity in terms gender, ethnicity and
profession.

e The researcher used the semi-structured interviews with the interview guide
derived from the literature review to improve the likelihood of accurate and
reliable theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). Furthermore, open ended, expansive
questions were posed, encouraging the respondents to contextualise their
responses (Flick, 2018). Interviews were also reflective and iterative, with

additional probing notes added after each interview.
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A pilot study was conducted to test the measurement instrument with the aim
to refine it where necessary and also to improve its reliability (Morse et al,
2002).

The presence of interview bias, interpreter bias and response bias were well
noted by the researcher during the interview and data analysis process.
(Saunders & Lewis, 2018). As a result of this, the research conducted
attempted to achieve validity and reliability and ensure rigor through
prolonged engagement and persistent observation with participants during
video interviews with the average interview length being between 45 to 60
minutes per interview.

All interviews were fully transcribed and stored electronically. The transcripts
were compared to the recordings again by the researcher for accuracy, thus
increasing reliability (Flick, 2018).

The coding process was inductive through the use of open codes from which
categories were derived and thereafter themes that related to each research
question. Furthermore, the results were discussed through a spread of
quotations from various participants to ensure confirmability and transparency
(Jensen, 2012; Rheinhardt, Kreiner, Gioia, & Corley, 2018).

Data triangulation across participants and through cross team analysis helped
to corroborate and enrich findings as well as increase the validity and
confirmability of the analysis.

While some participants believed that an academic environment differed to a
work environment, teams in both environments are put together for a common
purpose, resulting in similar experiences as described under Section 4.3.
where both Carson et al., (2007) and Gibbs et al., (2017) argued that student
project-based teams can be concluded as field studies. Furthermore, the
researcher linked observations from this study to the variety of existing
literature available from other contexts, as identified in the literature review.
This also raised readers’ confidence of the valid phenomenon being observed
with a small sample size of 15 participants while also strengthening
generalisability and ultimately, transferability to other project teams (Gersick,
1988).

An audit trail of the data construction, data-gathering and analysis process

provided a clear record of the coding process and Excel was used to portray
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the saturation results. This ensured further confirmability and dependability
(Jensen, 2012; Seale 2012).
e An extensive explanation of the data-gathering and analysis process was

provided to ensure credibility of the process (Rheinhardt et al., 2018).

4.10. Limitations

Given the nature of qualitative research, limitations of reliability and validity were
identified as a result of potential researcher bias which may have influenced the
literature review, interview process, analysis, findings and conclusions (Yin, 2003).
However, the advantage was that the researcher possessed similar experience they
were also part of a syndicate team in the same environment and therefore could
prevent this bias to some extent. The selected small, purposive sample was also not
representative of the entire population and could not be generalised as such
(Saunders & Lewis, 2018). While syndicate groups worked in virtual project teams
for academic purposes, different results could be observed for virtual project teams
who worked in different organisational settings on a full-time or consultancy basis.
Furthermore, the cross-sectional nature of this study limited the scope of the
researcher’s ability to measure changes over time, particularly in the context of the

dynamic and emergent state processes that were present in virtual teams.
4.11. Conclusion

This cross-sectional study followed an exploratory, mono method, phenomenological
qualitative approach and adopted an interpretivist philosophy of an inductive, bottom-
up approach to theory building. A non-probability, heterogenous, purposive sampling
method was adopted for the study and semi-structured interviews were used as the
measurement instrument in the study to provide a rich source of data from
participants across MBA syndicate groups. During the data-collection process,
internet mediated observation was followed to gain the most precise responses. This
was in addition to other quality control criteria that was followed to ensure a
trustworthy study was performed. Thereafter, a thematic analysis was performed to
analyse the data collected and these results are presented in Chapter 5, taking into

consideration the employed quality controls.
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5. Chapter 5: Results
5.1. Introduction

This chapter presents the results as per the conducted interviews and in line with the
research questions listed in Chapter 3. The findings are presented in themes as they
relate to the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2012). First, a description of the
participants is presented in order to depict the credibility of participants targeted and
assess the knowledge they possessed to enable them to respond to the research
questions. Thereafter, the data preparation process is discussed followed by insights
into the identified themes and findings thereof as part of the thematic analysis

process.

5.2. Description of the Sample

As discussed in Chapter 4, a non-probability purposive sampling was used in this
study, wherein the researcher specified inclusion criteria against which the
participants were selected (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). Twenty-three participants from
4 MBA syndicate groups were approached and in the end 15 interviews were
conducted with participants from 3 MBA syndicate groups where team members
worked virtually to complete complex projects. The recommended sample size of 15-
24 participants, as suggested in Chapter 4, was fulfilled. The syndicate groups
provided for sample diversity through gender, ethnicity and profession which afforded

different levels of knowledge, skillsets and abilities.

Table 1: Summary of Participants

Participant | Gender | Profession
D1 Female | Lawyer
D2 Male Engineer
D3 Male Strategist
D4 Male Engineer
D5 Male Physiotherapist
D6 Male Product Strategist
D7 Male Product Manager
D8 Female | Business Consultant
D9 Male Operations Manager
D10 Male Wealth Management Professional
D11 Female | Business Owner
D12 Male Operations Director
D13 Male Operations Manager
D14 Female | Human Resources Manager
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Participant | Gender | Profession
D15 Male Engineer

5.3. Data preparation and analysis process

As described in Chapter 4, the researcher used the semi-structured interview guide,
as shown in Appendix 1, where the order of the questions did not vary for any of the
interviews, however, further probing questions were asked where more details were
required. The interview guide had specific questions that were intentionally aligned
with the research questions and posed in the interviews in order to ensure that the
research questions were adequately responded to. A pilot study was conducted to
test the interview guide and the interview guide was refined as necessary. The
interviews were conducted virtually using video mode on MS Teams and recorded
both on MS Teams and on an audio recording device. During the video call, the
researcher used internet mediated observation to converse the with participants in a
relaxed and friendly manner in order to encourage responses based on their own
perspectives and limit potential interview bias (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). The
researcher was able to clarify any points raised by the participants and probing notes
were taken for future interviews. Tonal variations were limited, and non-verbal
behaviour was avoided to limit interviewer bias (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). Once the
interview was complete, the participants were thanked for their time and thereafter,
the recorded interviews were saved as an audio format and transcribed for further
analysis (Saunders & Lewis, 2018) using an external transcriber. All recordings,

transcripts and consent forms were electronically saved.

Table 2 provides details relating to the interviews. A total of 150 pages of transcripts
were generated with the average length of an interview being approximately 57
minutes. The interviews were conducted over a 23-day period at a time that was
convenient to each participant to retain participants’ confidentiality and anonymity,
avoid any interruptions and gain the full attention of the participant, consequently

limiting response bias.

Table 2: Summary of Interview lengths and durations

No of Participants | Total Pages of Transcript | Average Interview Length
15 150 00:57:22

Source: Author
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In an effort to ensure credibility of the data preparation as well as following the
thematic process, the audio recordings of the 15 interviews conducted were
transcribed by a professional transcriber, using a manual process of listening to the
interview recordings and writing the transcripts. The transcripts were checked and
read by the researcher for veracity in order to ensure meaning was clear when
compared with the original audio recording in order to reduce interpreter bias and
also to gain familiarity with the dataset. Each transcript created from the participants
words in the interview was loaded onto Atlas.ti, a qualitative data analysis software

(Saunders & Lewis, 2018), to guide the analysis process.

A thematic analysis was performed where initial open codes were generated both for
each of the interviews using the participants words taken at face value. After coding,
the quotations (participants' words) under each code were reviewed to ensure that
the right quotations were assigned to each code. This involved unlinking some codes
from quotations and recoding. Thereafter, a prefix was added to the codes based on
how the different codes were related and linked. This involved merging, splitting and
deleting some of the codes. This process of adding a prefix to the code aided the
creation of 20 meaningful categories (known as code groups in Atlas.ti) that had

potential significance to the research questions.

Following this, an Excel report was extracted from Atlas.ti and this contained the
complete list of codes and categories (also known as the code book) which were
then sorted according to commonality. A copy of the E