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Abstract 

This student thesis in General Management addresses how leaders can bridge the gap 

between work groups and teams in geographically dispersed organizations and partially 

distributed teams. These types of organizational structures are increasingly common in 

the globalized world of business, and bring benefits to many organizations by for 

example connecting skilled workers regardless of their location through the means of 

information and communications technology. However, previous research within the 

field of work in dispersed settings has identified several challenges that these settings 

entail, including areas like for example group cohesion and motivation. If not handled, 

these challenges may have negative effects on team performance and organizational 

effectiveness. Previous studies have mostly targeted the challenges in isolation. The 

purpose of this study is to provide a holistic perspective, connecting different 

challenges in order to pinpoint reasons and effects. By identifying consequences that 

follow from being geographically dispersed and investigating how the challenges affect 

a real-world organization, the study aims to suggest countermeasures to deal with these 

consequences.  

Theory is built using Informed Grounded Theory, based on primary data from 21 in-

depth interviews conducted at a Swedish high tech company. Through an analysis 

combining the primary data with secondary data stemming from relevant literature, the 

study presents conclusions including suggested countermeasures to overcome 

challenges imposed by work in dispersed settings. The study identifies communication 

as the key factor with possibility to affect group cohesion and motivation directly, and 

thereby also performance indirectly. Thoughtful use of different types of 

communication can in fact counteract challenges and lead to increased productivity and 

well-being. The study has implications for organizations that are planning for, or 

currently utilizing a dispersed organizational structure, and aids in understanding the 

collected effects of the challenges involved. The study is conducted at one company, 

which can be seen as a limitation. To counteract for this limitation, the researchers 

have put in effort to emphasize generalizable factors. 

 

Keywords: Geographically Dispersed Organizations, Partially Distributed Teams, 

PDT, Virtual Teams, Group Cohesion, Leadership 
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1 Introduction 

This thesis is about challenges in dispersed organizations and teams, and about how 

leaders can bridge the gap between dispersed units. You will be guided through an 

account for previous research in the field and take part of a qualitative study conducted 

in a real-world organization. You will be presented our findings, analysis and 

conclusion from this this study. This first chapter includes sections about background, 

problem statement, purpose and contribution of the study performed.  

1.1 Background 

Many companies and organizations are operating over larger geographical areas than 

before. It can be an effect of a merger or an intentional outsourcing for different 

reasons like for example cost saving, lack of resources or a need to run the business 24 

hours a day. It can be necessary because resources or expertise are available at different 

locations or a consequence of the customer base being spread in a globalized world. It 

can also be due to an initiative to let employees work from home for social reasons or in 

the interest of reducing travel for environmental reasons (Privman, Hiltz, & Wang, 

2013).  

As a consequence organizational structures may include units where managers and 

their direct reports do not work in the same physical location for a significant period of 

time. This is often referred to as geographically dispersed organizations. Another 

common phenomenon, that is closely related, is dynamic organizations where project 

teams consisting of workers from different locations are formed on a temporary basis in 

order to complete a certain task, and then dissolve. The latter is often referred to as 

virtual teams (Bélanger & Watson-Manheim, 2006). (For a definition of the term we 

refer to the next chapter.) A survey from 2012 suggests that two thirds of multinational 

organizations utilize teams like these on a daily basis (Geller & Lee, 2012).  

Being geographically dispersed and/or working in teams over distance can be beneficial 

to organizations by connecting competent employees regardless of their location, 

increasing flexibility, and it may provide more freedom for the employees to decide 

where and when to perform their duties (Privman et al., 2013). However, being 

dispersed also presents challenges on leader- and employeeship. Many years of 

research on group dynamics in general has identified important factors contributing to 

making team work effective (Mullen & Copper, 1994), such as having a shared identity 

and purpose. Lipnack and Stamps (2000) name shared purpose to be “the glue that 

holds teams together” (p. 18) and emphasize shared purpose as being a significant 

challenge in dispersed settings. Poole and Zhang (2005) instead name communication 

as “the glue that holds teams together” (p. 370), and find it to be the most fundamental 

factor for a successful outcome of dispersed organizations and teams. The primary 

challenge according to Poole and Zhang is to create a shared context and group 

cohesion, while mainly using information and communications technology (ICT) to 

communicate. 
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1.2 Problem statement 

Studies on dispersed organizations and teams have skyrocketed the last decades as a 

response to the increase in use of these types of structures (Privman et al., 2013). 

Previous research in this field have shown that, in comparison to traditional colocated 

teams, dispersed teams often show lower performance levels in terms of group 

effectiveness and time needed to reach decisions (Baltes, Dickson, Sherman, Bauer, & 

LaGanke, 2002). Dispersed teams also show lower levels than colocated teams when 

looking at other outcome variables, such as group cohesion (Baltes et al., 2002), and 

motivation (Hertel, Konrad, & Orlikowski, 2004). Other research have focused on how 

communication suffers in dispersed settings for example due to lack of non-verbal cues, 

the inability to take advantage of incidental meetings and learning, and difficulty 

engaging in spontaneous communication (Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008). One highly 

cited article in the field of virtual teams is an article by Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1999), 

in which the authors connect communication to trust. Research about work in 

dispersed settings seems to be targeting only a few aspects in isolation. There is room 

for more research with a holistic perspective, connecting the different areas to pinpoint 

reasons and consequences. 

Another factor contributing to our problem statement is that most studies on dispersed 

organizations and virtual teamwork have been conducted in experimental context on 

university students. Kirkman, Gibson, and Kim (2012) have addressed a need for more 

field studies of dispersed teams in actual working organizations. Studies in real-world 

organizations can provide other insights about how company culture and leadership 

styles affect dispersed group members. 

1.3 Purpose and Research Questions 

Following the problem statement, we have identified a need to extend the existing 

literature with further knowledge on the connections between communication on one 

hand, and group cohesion and motivation on the other hand. This is important in order 

to provide leaders with countermeasures against challenges imposed by working in 

dispersed settings. 

The purpose of this study is to identify benefits and challenges that follow from being 

geographically dispersed and investigate how the challenges affect organizations, with 

the aim to suggest countermeasures to deal with these challenges. We do this by 

investigating the role of communication in a real-world organization which operating in 

dispersed settings. In order to fulfill the purpose this study seeks to answer the 

following research questions: 

 Q1: What benefits and challenges come from being geographically dispersed? 

The first research question is looking at general aspects of working in dispersed settings 

and aims to identify areas that needs to be considered when planning for, or currently 

working in dispersed settings. We think that it is important to present both benefits 

and challenges because emphasizing benefits can also indirectly counteract challenges. 

To be able to suggest countermeasures we need a better understanding of how the 

identified challenges affect the organization, and hence the second research question is: 
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 Q2: What effect do the challenges have on the organization? 

Following the second research question, and in order to fulfill the purpose as stated 

above, a third research question is formulated: 

 Q3: How can leaders counteract challenges imposed by being geographically 

 dispersed? 

The research questions will be answered by analyzing empirical data collected in a 

qualitative study, and comparing primary data with secondary data as described in 

chapter three of this thesis.  

1.4 Contribution 

Hinds and Mortensen (2005) call for more research to understand the roles of shared 

identity, shared context, and spontaneous communication in distributed teams, as well 

as more comparative studies of colocated and distributed teams in real-world 

organizations. Jenster and Steiler (2011) suggest further research in how organizational 

culture affects group cohesion and motivation, and how organizational support 

infrastructure promotes working in virtual teams. This study will respond to the needs 

expressed by Jester and Steiler by investigating the connections between organizational 

culture and group cohesion. At the same time we respond to the needs expressed by 

both Kirkman et al. (2012), and Hinds and Mortensen to study dispersed teams in a 

real-world organizations. 

Knowledge of how to best leverage the benefits and minimize the negative 

consequences of working in dispersed organizations can provide great value to 

organizations utilizing, or planning to utilize such organizational structures.  

1.5 Delimitations 

The purpose of this study is neither to evaluate the choice of organization structure nor 

to suggest any changes to the organization in the company where the researchers 

collected their data. 

This study is performed as a master’s thesis and therefor is limited by time constraints. 

Studying a large number of organizations would provide a wider frame of reference for 

the result, but is not achievable within the prevailing timeframe. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 

This chapter includes a comprehensive presentation of relevant literature in the 

research field, mostly consisting of peer-reviewed articles. In accordance with the 

methodology described in chapter 3, this represents findings from our pre-study 

together with secondary data that contribute to our analysis. This theoretical 

framework will give the reader an overview of the topic and a knowledge base for 

evaluation of our conclusions. Initially we will address different perspectives on 

dispersed settings, followed by benefits and challenges that this type of organization 

brings. Besides providing a glance at the extensive literature on dispersed organizations 

this theoretical framework includes theoretical substantiation of leadership in order to 

understand the challenges that managers face in this particular context. In the sections 

following, we will cover the topics communication, group cohesion, and motivation, 

which our pre-study found to be key areas related to work in dispersed settings. These 

are vast research areas in their own, but we aim to touch upon parts related to this 

study. But first, let us start with defining what dispersed settings are, and their role in 

business. 

2.1 Working in dispersed settings 

In the introduction chapter we mentioned two different expressions for work in 

dispersed settings; dispersed organizations, and Virtual Teams. There are several 

alternative expressions used in academic papers to describe the same, or nearly the 

same phenomena, and in this first section of the chapter we will present definitions of 

and distinctions between some of the most commonly used expressions. We distinguish 

between organizations and teams, but at the same time we acknowledge that teams are 

in fact part of many organizations and that dispersed settings can be prevalent on both 

organizational and team level at the same time.  

2.1.1 Organizations  

Organizations can be built using different structures. Daft, Murphy, and Wilmott 

(2010) arrange these different structures into groups; functional, divisional, 

geographical, horizontal, virtual network, and multi-focused. The focus of this study is 

on virtual networks, but in order to define when organizations are dispersed or virtual, 

we must have a benchmark to compare with. The fundamental organization structure 

that has dominated business for the last century is the functional or hierarchical 

structure that was first described by Frederick Winslow Taylor (Hatch & Cuncliffe, 

2006). The structure often includes departments or business units that are responsible 

for a specific part of the organizations tasks, and often contains specialists on the 

respective task. This familiar structure is illustrated in Figure 2-1 below, as a one rigid 

structure, with the differently patterned squares symbolizing different functions within 

the organization. The hierarchical structure was designed to manage highly complex 

processes like automobile assembly where production could be broken down into a 

series of simple steps. It was seen as effective for managing large number of workers, 

but lacked agility and showed inability to process information rapidly throughout the 

organization (Hatch & Cuncliffe, 2006). While the definition of a hierarchical 



Theoretical Framework 

 5 

organization does not contain any notes on colocation, it describes each organization as 

unique units. 

 

 

Figure 2-1. Traditional hierarchical organization vs a dispersed organization. 

 

Since the 1980s, organizations in many cases have flattened their structures by shifting 

authority downward, giving employees increased autonomy and decision-making 

power (Greiner & Metes, 1995). A consequence of flatter organizations is that 

employees tend to be more dispersed organizationally. Greiner and Metes (1995) 

propose that flatter organizations that use joint ventures and strategic alliances provide 

increased flexibility and innovation, and are replacing many traditional hierarchies. At 

the same time organizations have spread geographically. Greiner and Metes refer to 

this kind of organization as virtual organizations or distributed organizations, while 

Daft et al. (2010) refer to the same organizational structure as geographical structure. 

An example could be that a company choses to place a production unit in another city 

compared to the headquarters. This is illustrated in Figure 2-1 above as one 

organization with different functions placed in two buildings, where one function is 

located apart from the rest. The difference in dispersed organizations compared to 

traditional organizations is that organizational structure spans over geographic 

distance, which puts demands on coordination and communication between the 

dispersed parts. 

The term Geographically Dispersed Organization (GDO) was mentioned by Houck and 

Matson already in 1976, but is not commonly used in management studies until more 

recently (Fang & Neufeld, 2006). One definition of GDO is according to Staples, 

Hulland and Higgins “organizations that consist of individuals working toward a 

common goal, but without centralized buildings, physical plants or other 

characteristics of a traditional organization” (1999, p. 758). Fang and Neufeld (2006) 

define GDO as “essentially a company without walls that operates as a collaborative 

network of people working together regardless of their locations or affiliations” (p. 

4428), a definition that describes a very loose connection between the collaborators 

and fits on for example alliances between different organizations. Similar to the 
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definition by Fang and Neufeld is the term Virtual Organization (VO), which Law 

(2016) defines as: “An organization that uses information and communications 

technology to enable it to operate without clearly defined physical boundaries” (p. 

574). 

However, the above definitions for GDO and VO would exclude organizations with a 

head office at one location and some departments or local sales offices dispersed, which 

is a quite common organizational structure in today’s business world. Daft et al. (2010) 

use the term Virtual Network, which is a structure in which the company has most of its 

processes outsourced, and control and coordinate them from headquarters. The term 

GDO has become increasingly popular in academia, even when describing the types of 

dispersed organizational structures that resemble what Daft et al. is referring to as 

virtual networks. Due to its increasing popularity we have decided to use the term GDO 

when we mean organizations in virtual settings in this study, and choose to define it as: 

Organizations that consist of individuals working toward a common goal, connected 

by administrative functions, but working together as a collaborative network of 

people regardless of their locations. 

The reasons for choosing this definition is that it a) includes the bindings of 

administrative functions, thereby excluding alliances, b) describes the organizations as 

a network, and c) emphasizes the geographical dispersion by mentioning of location.  

2.1.2 Teams 

Organizational structures define the context in which its members collaborate, but not 

how the organizational tasks are performed. In contrast to Frederick Winslow Taylor’s 

way to gather workers in units containing specialists on the one particular task, work 

today is often performed in teams. Teams can be described as “temporary alliances 

with groups and individuals…who possess the highest competencies to build a specific 

product or service in a short period of time” (Greiner & Metes, 1995, p. 216). A 

delimiting factor of the above definitions of teams is that teams are temporary. 

In the context of dispersed settings academia has come to embrace the term Virtual 

Teams (VT) to distinguish the physical separation in comparison to colocated, or face-

to-face teams. Poole and Zhang explain it like this: “What makes a virtual team virtual 

is that its members interact and work primarily via ICTs and do not have a common 

physical space that they meet in with any frequency” (2005, p. 364). However, a 

literature study in the research field reveals an inconsistency regarding the 

terminology. Definitions of VT often lack the part of team definitions that emphasize 

teams as being temporary, and thereby inaccurately use the term VT to describe 

organizations rather than teams. One example is Lipnack and Stamps, who define VT 

as “a group of individuals who work across space, time and organizational 

boundaries with links strengthened by webs of communication technology” (1997, 

p.7).  

In this study we find it important to distinguish between the organization, which is the 

context, and the teams in which a majority of the organizational tasks are performed. 
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Therefor we borrow part of Greiner and Metes (1995) definition of teams and connect it 

to Lipnack and Stamp (1997) definition of VT to form the following definition of VT: 

Virtual Teams are groups of individuals who form temporary alliances across space, 

time and organizational boundaries, linked by Information and Communications 

Technology, to perform common tasks to accomplish a shared goal. 

Recent research has found it necessary to distinguish VTs from teams that include a 

combination of face-to-face and virtual teamwork, and in which some team members 

are colocated while others are dispersed (Johnson, Heimann, & O'Neill, 2001). 

Therefor some scholars (Ocker, Huang, Benbunan-Fich, & Hiltz, 2011; Ocker & Hiltz, 

2011; Privman et al., 2013) instead use the term Partially Distributed Teams (PDT) to 

point out that there exist teams where only smaller parts of the team are dispersed out 

from the main office. In our study, most of the studied workers collaborate in teams 

that are partially distributed, and we will therefore use the term PDTs when referring to 

their work. We incorporate the definition of PDT as stated by Ocker and Hiltz (2011), 

which reads: 

Partially Distributed Teams (PDTs) consist of two or more sub-teams that are 

separated geographically. In a PDT, the members of any given sub-team are co-

located, (thus they can meet face-to-face), but they collaborate remotely with 

members of other sub teams using information and communications technology 

(Ocker & Hiltz, 2011, p. 88).  

In Figure 2-2 the difference between VT and PDT is illustrated as teams marked with 

dotted boundaries. For PDTs the shared context of the colocated sub-team is illustrated 

as the grey structure, and the distributed sub-team as another structure, while the VTs 

do not have any physical structure binding them. This distinction has proven to be 

important for group dynamics, which we will elaborate on in the section 2.5 about 

group cohesion. 

 

 

Figure 2-2. Virtual Team vs Partially Distributed Team. 
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Scholars have tried to define at what distance collaboration can be regarded as being 

virtual. One attempt to define distance with regards to virtuality was made by Tom 

Allen (1977, as cited in Lipnack & Stamps, 1997) who states that teams can only be 

regarded as being colocated up to a distance of 50 feet. When distance between team 

members exceeds 50 feet collaboration is regarded as being virtual. There are also other 

ways to look at distance, taking less of a physical definition and instead pointing at 

psychological factors. This stance is covered in section 2.5 about group cohesion. 

2.1.3 Research showing benefits from dispersed settings 

As we stated in the introduction of this theses, choosing a geographically dispersed 

organizational structure can sometimes be necessary because resources or expertise are 

available at different locations or a consequence of the customer base being spread in a 

globalized world (Privman et al., 2013). It may be seen as a consequence rather than a 

conscious choice. However, compared to what other options the organization has, 

choosing to be geographically dispersed can offer many benefits. 

Compared to having only one headquarter, building an organization that spans over 

distance can for example:  

 offer reduced travel costs  

(Lipnack & Stamps (2000) 

 provide organizations with unprecedented levels of flexibility  

(Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008; Powell, Piccoli, & Ives, 2004; Chen T. Y., 2008)  

 help organizations respond quickly to changing business environments  

(Bergiel, Bergiel, & Balsmeier, 2008)  

 create closer relationships with far-flung customers  

(Hinds & Bailey, 2003) 

Many authors point out the possibility for organizations to access the most qualified 

individuals for a particular job regardless of their location (Cascio, 2000; Criscuolo, 

2005; Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008; Samarah, Paul, & Tadisina, 2007), and to take 

advantage of expertise around the globe (Furst, Reeves, Rosen, & Blackburn, 2004; 

Hinds & Bailey, 2003). 

Compared to having separate functions on several locations, utilizing one dispersed 

organization can improve both communication and coordination, and encourage 

mutual sharing of inter-organizational competencies and resources (Chen, Kang, Xing, 

Lee, & Tong, 2008b). Benefits are also said to include possibilities to produce better 

outcomes and generate great competitive advantage from limited resources (Chen, 

Chen, & Chu, 2008a; Martins, Gilson, & Maynard, 2004; Rice, Davidson, 

Dannenhoffer, & Gay, 2007). Other authors contribute similar benefits to utilizing VT. 

They allow organizations to access highly qualified individuals regardless of their 

location, enabling organizations to respond faster to accelerated competition, and 

enhance flexibility to individuals working from home or on the road (Bell & Kozlowski, 

2002). 
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Complex tasks often require multiple experts to coordinate their actions, and often this 

expertise is located outside of an organization. Utilizing VTs is a way for organizations 

to access this expertise (Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008). According to Rosen, Furst, and 

Blackburn (2007), VTs make organizations able to digitally or electronically unite 

experts in highly specialized fields working at great distances from each other. By 

sharing knowledge and experiences, VTs can facilitate knowledge capture (Lipnack & 

Stamps, 2000; Rosen, Furst, & Blackburn, 2007; Sridhar, Paul, Nath, & Kapur, 2007), 

and can also lead to greater productivity, and shorter development times (Mc Donough, 

Kahn, & Barczak, 2001). 

Furthermore, potential environmental benefits of using a dispersed workforce have 

been recognized. For instance, the Swedish government has adopted a strategy named 

“ICT for a greener administration - ICT agenda for the environment 2010-2015” 

(Lindeblad, Voytenko, Mont, & Arnfalk, 2016, p. 113), which calls for a wider adoption 

of virtual work over ICT in the public administration in order to reduce business travels 

ecological footprint. In addition to reduced need for travel, a benefit from 

communicating over ICT is that written media eliminates the effect of accents which 

would reduce the saliency of differences in cultural background.  

The mentioned benefits of working in dispersed settings may be a sufficient ground for 

deciding to establish such an organizational structure. But before actually doing so 

there are also challenges to be considered, which we will show in the coming sections. 

2.1.4 Research showing challenges in dispersed settings 

Research on work in dispersed settings has found a wide range of challenges connected 

to this organizational structure. These challenges boil down to five main problem areas 

(Cascio, 2000; Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999; Lipnack & Stamps, 2000; Rosen et al., 

2007):  

 Communication 

 Trust 

 Group cohesion 

 Conflict resolution 

 Motivation 

These problem areas are present in various degrees in organizations and teams that 

work in dispersed settings. Some studies consider these challenges to be similar to 

those of every team, colocated or virtual, for example a study by Lurey and Raisinghani 

(2001), in which the authors conclude that “Much of the data resulting from the 

research suggests that many of the issues that affect virtual teams are similar in 

nature to those that affect co-located teams” (p. 10). Other researchers, however, state 

that geographical distance deepens the problems with teamwork significantly because 

the common ways to resolve team issues are not available to VTs (Cascio, 2000; 

Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008; Lipnack & Stamps, 2000). It seems that the mentioned 

problem areas affect each other, but views vary about in which direction (Fiol & 

O'Connor, 2005). 
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Communication is considered a fundamental challenge for organizations in dispersed 

settings. A primary problem is achieving a common structure for communication to 

create shared understandings and group cohesion (Poole & Zhang, 2005). 

Communication suffers due to the dislocation and reduction of social contact among 

team members. The issues include lack of non-verbal cues, difficulty engaging in 

spontaneous communication, inability to take advantage of incidental meetings and 

learning, and insufficient attention to socio-emotional issues (Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 

2008), loss of face-to-face synergies, lack of physical interaction (Cascio, 2000), fewer 

opportunities for informal conversations (Furst et al., 2004). Communication in 

dispersed settings is further accounted for in section 2.4. 

Virtual teams face particular challenges involving trust (Malhotra & Majchrzak, 2014) 

which is a key element to build successful interactions and to overcome selfish 

interests. Several studies has put a clear focus on trust as one of the most important 

factors deciding the outcome of working in VTs (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002; Cascio, 2000; 

Griffith, Sawyer, & Neale, 2003; Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999). The responsibility for 

instilling of trust lies with management, and in section 2.3 we address challenges 

related to leadership.  

Group cohesion is a challenge to achieve in a dispersed organization (Jarvenpaa & 

Leidner, 1999; Lipnack & Stamps, 2000). Building a group identity is commonly 

accepted as important for successful outcomes of any group work. This will be 

addressed further in the section about group cohesion, see 2.5 below.  

Field studies (Hinds & Bailey, 2003; Kayworth & Leidner, 2001) indicate that teams 

which are geographically distributed may experience conflict as a result of two factors: 

The distance that separates team members, and their respective reliance on technology 

to communicate and work with one another. Hinds and Bailey (2003) have elaborated 

on different types of conflicts, and argue that the opportunity to avoid affective conflict 

may be higher when working dispersed because team members do not encounter each 

other as often as in colocated teams. Armstrong and Cole (2002) argue that conflicts in 

geographically distributed teams went unidentified and unaddressed longer than 

conflicts in colocated teams, and therefore the effect of conflicts will be overall negative 

for performance in dispersed groups. 

Literature in the research field present findings about a variety of challenges related to 

work in dispersed settings. To end this summarizing section about challenges, we quote 

Lipnack and Stamps, who address the importance of counteracting these challenges 

and assert that: 

One major reason why many virtual teams fail is because they overlook the 

implications of the obvious differences in their working environments. People 

do not make accommodations for how different it really is when they and their 

colleagues no longer work face-to-face. Teams fail when they do not adjust to 

this new reality by closing the virtual gap. (2000, p. 19) 
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In the coming sections we account for research showing that working in a dispersed 

setting can have negative effects on team performance and organization effectiveness, 

but first let us look into what can be included in those terms. 

2.2 Organizational effectiveness and team performance 

Organizational effectiveness is the concept of how effective an organization is in 

achieving the outcomes it intends to produce. According to Chang and Bordia (2001) 

there has been large variations in the definition and measurement of group 

performance, but researchers in general include some kind of task effectiveness or 

group productivity in their definitions. According to Richard, Devinney, Yip and Jonson 

(2009), the term organizational effectiveness includes endless internal performance 

measures normally associated with economic valuation and in addition other external 

measures, making it difficult to present one universal definition. Each organization can 

describe its own targeted outcome, and the variables affecting that outcome can be 

almost anything. In the context dispersed organizations one viewpoint on 

organizational effectiveness is how efficient different parts of the organization work 

together to achieve a common goal. 

A work team can be described as an “independent collection of individuals who share 

responsibility for specific outcomes of their organizations” (Sundstrom, De Meuse, & 

Futrell, 1990, p. 120). Team effectiveness is a function of the amount of knowledge and 

skills of group members, their performance strategies, and the level of effort that they 

collectively experience (Hackman, 1987, as cited in Costa, Passos, & Barata, 2015). Shea 

and Guzzo (1987) define team effectiveness as “production of designated products or 

services per specification” (p. 323). Sundstrom et al. (1990) add the dimension of a 

group’s future prospect as a work unit by including team viability, a term which 

involves job satisfaction, participation and willingness to work together with the same 

team in the future. Research shows that continuing to work together entails a negative 

effect of on effectiveness (Allen, Katz, Grady, & Slavin, 1988) 

 Evans and Dion (1991) state that there is a positive association between group cohesion 

and performance, and that is also confirmed by Mullen and Copper (1994) who show 

that the relationship between group cohesion and performance is influenced by three 

elements: Interaction, Reality and Group Size. Regarding interaction, the authors make 

the assumption that group cohesion can be seen as a figurative lubricant that minimizes 

the friction of the human “grit” in the system, i.e. conflict solving. When it comes to the 

element Reality, the researchers compared the performance of ad-hoc groups, created 

by random persons for an experiment, with groups that had a long history together. 

Mullen and Copper showed that the latter category, referred, to as real groups, 

performed better and the researchers suggest that group cohesions effect on 

performance would be stronger for this group. Group Size is also affecting in such way 

that when group size increases, group cohesion and performance decreases (Mullen & 

Copper, 1994). In contrast, Kidder (1981) argues that performance may be difficult to 

assess when studying teams of engineers, programmers and other specialists because 

the value of their one-of-a-kind outputs usually only appear after the work is finished 

and may not have a direct connection to the work performed. This situation is common 

in the organization in focus for this study and in agreement with Kidder’s argument, it 
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is difficult to present any numbers depicting performance and effectiveness in this 

study. Instead we will account for perceived effectiveness by the participants. 

2.3 Leadership in virtual settings 

Being located dispersed from the people you are supposed to lead is only one part of the 

challenges imposed on leaders in virtual settings. There are also a lot of challenges for 

the leader that are colocated with his or hers subordinates, who interact with dispersed 

colleagues. In this section we raise some issues identified by researchers in the field.  

2.3.1 Leadership challenges in virtual settings 

At formation, new teams can be seen as just a collection of individuals. The leader’s 

functional role is to develop them into a seamless, coherent, and well-integrated work 

unit (Kozlowski et al., 1996). When teams are up and running, a leader’s first priority is 

to oversee the team’s performance and progress toward task accomplishment. When 

problems are discovered, the leader should collect information to determine the nature 

of the problem and use this information to devise and implement effective solutions 

(Bell & Kozlowski, 2002). Therefor the flow of information must be facilitated by well-

established communication patterns. 

Hambley, O'Neill, and Kline (2007) found that employees perceived leadership as a 

critical factor of geographical distributed team success. Their research shows that both 

transactional and transformational leadership styles have been linked to positive 

performance in face-to-face teams with transformational tending to be more effective 

overall. Empowerment is a management practice where leaders “share power with 

their employees by delegating authority to employees, hold employees accountable, 

involve employees in decision making, encourage self-management of work, and 

convey confidence in employees' capabilities to handle challenging work”. (Kirkman & 

Rosen, 1999, p. 58) Zhang and Bartol (2010) show that empowerment is positively 

related to intrinsic motivation. Since inspirational leadership has been found to 

promote the outcomes in dispersed settings, developing critical leadership behaviors is 

an imperative in dispersed work settings. A study by Jenster and Steiler (2011) 

encompassing 31 real-world teams, establish that a supportive leadership style has 

significantly positive influence on group cohesion as well as on motivation in VTs, in 

opposite of the command and control leadership style.  

Sarker, Ahuja, Sarker, and Kirkeby (2011) have examined the linkages among trust, 

communication, and member performance in virtual teams. They advocate a model 

which emphasize “the point that communication´s effect on individual performance is 

through trust.” (p. 296) The researchers found that trust mediates the effect of 

communication on performance, which means that a person who is more 

communicative is more likely to gain trust and appear trustworthy, and therefor also be 

“a high performer”. In distributed teams, where ICT will be dominant, the effect will be 

even more significant. Members who are less communicative will face difficulties, since 

the manager will not know if an employee is struggling with a task or not since the 

employee doesn’t “rise his or her hand” in order to make the manager aware. The more 
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communication, the more both parts will know each other´s personality and by that 

judge the trustworthiness (Sarker et al., 2011). 

Another challenge that sometimes occurs in VTs is that team members report to 

different supervisors and function as empowered professionals who are expected to use 

their initiative and resources to contribute to accomplishment of the team goal 

(Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008). This may affect the organization in a larger context, 

resulting in decreased supervision and control of activities (Pawar & Sharifi, 1997), and 

diverging businesses as well as unclear goals (Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008).  

Hinds and Mortensen (2005) found that a lack of shared identity was particularly 

detrimental to distributed teams, and therefore encourage leaders of PDTs to pay 

attention to differences in work practices and information across locations. Hinds and 

Mortensen suggest that an important role for managers of PDTs is to work toward 

compatibility of processes, tools, and systems across locations.  

2.3.2 Managerial strategies to overcome virtual distance 

Problems resulting from miscommunication that could easily be corrected through 

face-to-face interaction can take on a life of their own in the virtual environment. Over-

communication among team members may be the key to success when team members 

are physically, temporally and culturally separate. Teams can “construct their 

environments to avoid process conflict, and perhaps find ways to outperform their 

colocated counterparts.” (Griffith, Mannix, & Neale, 2003, p. 351) 

While researchers who examined trust in virtual teams did conclude that trust can be 

established, they caution that initial impressions of trust among team members is 

critical, and it may often be difficult to establish trust in later stages of team 

development (Jarvenpaa, 1998; Lipnack and Stamps, 2000; Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 

2008). 

According to Hambley et al. (2007), virtual team leadership is considered highly 

important to virtual team performance. They suggest that both transformational and 

transactional leadership styles of leadership are equally effective across communication 

in teams solving problems in short-term. They also show that the communication 

media used by the teams influence some aspects of the teams’ interactions and 

cohesiveness. Leaders in dispersed organizations must establish media through which 

virtual teams most effectively can collaborate and communicate, so interaction and 

cohesiveness can increase, and in the end also positively increase the performance of 

the group. 

 In the next section we will look into the reasons that communication is challenging in 

the virtual context. 

2.4 Communication  

Communication is by some researchers (Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008; Poole & Zhang, 

2005) seen as a fundamental challenge for GDOs and VTs. Communication suffers due 

to the dislocation and reduction of social contact among team members (Poole & 
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Zhang, 2005). Studies by for example Staples (2001) have found that poor 

communication cause lower commitment, reduced productivity, lower levels of job 

satisfaction, and higher stress.  

In this section we will touch on a few areas that is important to be aware of when 

discussing communication in virtual settings. 

2.4.1 Types of communication based on channels 

Communication is conducted in many different forms and types, depending on 

purpose, context and channels available. Types of communication based on different 

channels, interesting in the context of dispersed organizations, are shown in Figure 2-3, 

below.  

 

 

Figure 2-3. Types of communication based on channel. 

 

When communicating face-to-face, the non-verbal communication plays a significant 

role in delivering the message, by the use of eye contact, facial expressions, hand 

gestures and other body language (Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008), tone of voice, 

physical appearance, and touch (Afifi, 2006). Non-verbal messages make up for at least 

two thirds of the meaning of a message (Andersson, 1999, as cited in Afifi, 2006), and 

are often understood cross-culturally. As an example most cultures relate a smile to 

happiness. In that sense we can understand non-verbal messages even if we do not 

understand what is spoken verbally. At the same time it can be confusing when non-

verbal and verbal messages do not conform. Non-verbal messages are often trusted 

over verbal messages because we tend to believe that non-verbal messages are more 

subconcious than verbal messages (Afifi, 2006). Knapp, Hall, and Horgan (2014) 

mention several functions of non-verbal communication, including complementing, 

substituting, accenting, and contradicting, and state the importance of these functions 

for the correct interpretation of a message. 

Verbal communication can be formal, in which the interchange of information is done 

through the pre-defined channels, or informal in which information is shared freely in 

all directions. Within a business environment, informal communication might be 

observed occurring in face-to-face conversations, or via ICT, between socializing 

employees (Nardi & Whittaker, 2002). Numerous scholars have argued for the 
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importance of informal and spontaneous communication among distributed workers, 

suggesting that these interactions build bonds between distant colleagues (Hinds & 

Bailey, 2003; Hinds & Mortensen, 2005; Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999; Nardi & 

Whittaker, 2002), and have a distinct effect on team effectiveness (Joshi et al., 2009). 

In the context of group dynamics, it is not the content the information that is 

important, but rather the fact that we do communicate. Informal communication 

strengthens affinity and group cohesion. (Nardi & Whittaker, 2002), contributes to a 

shared identity, facilitates the creation of shared context, and aids distributed teams in 

identifying and resolving conflicts before they escalate (Hinds & Mortensen, 2005). 

Studies on VTs have shown that communication strictly via ICT significantly lowers the 

sense of group identity. Lack of physical proximity, shared context, and spontaneous 

communications with team members reduce the salience of a team identity (Joshi, 

Lazarova, & Liao, 2009). In the absence of group identity, group members may not 

perceive themselves as a cohesive unit, may have less trust in behaviours and intentions 

of other members, and may be less likely to talk through issues that arise. This lack of 

shared identity can make conflicts more difficult to resolve (Hinds & Bailey, 2003).  

In short, verbal communication is everything that we put into a message that is 

expressed in words, spoken orally or written. We will not delve into the entire research 

field of linguistics, but merely conclude that verbal communication is what we can 

achieve over distance, leaving out the important parts of non-verbal communication. 

When funneling down to written communication, we have already mentioned that it 

lacks clues from non-verbal communication that could have enrichened the message. 

However, asynchronous communication via for example email gives individuals more 

time to process messages and respond, and hence messages may include fewer 

language errors and more precise wordings leading to clearer communication and less 

misunderstandings (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999). But clarity lies in the eyes of the 

beholder. Hunsaker and Hunsaker (2008) argue that the clear message as it is 

understood by the receiver can be different from what was intended by the sender.  

Written communication can be categorized according to media synchronicity theory as 

being synchronous or asynchronous. Hambley et al. (2007) state that synchronous 

interaction occurs when team members communicate in real time, such as through 

teleconferencing, videoconferencing, or chat sessions. Synchronous communication 

media allow individuals to perform work on the same task, with the same information, 

at the same time. Asynchronous interaction involves team members communicating at 

different times, such as in the case of e-mail or threaded discussions. As tasks become 

increasingly complex and require interdependence, reciprocal communication, and 

feedback among team members, synchronous media are found to be more effective 

than asynchronous media (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002).  

2.4.2 Information and communications technology  

When communicating in dispersed settings where collaborators never or rarely meet 

face-to-face, communication technologies are vital for collaboration (Hambley et al., 

2007; Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999; Malhotra & Majchrzak, 2014). The term ICT is used 
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as a collective name for different tools, which incorporate as well synchronous as 

asynchronous communication (Lindeblad et al., 2016). 

Some communication technologies enable a more close resemblance to face-to-face 

interactions than others, for example videoconference. The degree of resemblance to 

face-to-face interaction is called media richness. Media richness theory, argues that to 

communicate efficiently and to avoid misunderstandings, a message with a high degree 

of ambiguity and/or complexity should be transferred through a dense medium. Clear 

and simple messages should conversely be transferred through a low-density medium 

thus, avoiding redundancy and the risk of overworking the information (Arnfalk & 

Kogg, 2003). The media richness theory has been criticized for its simplicity, and for 

not taking into account social and situational factors (Markus, 1994, as referenced in 

Arnfalk & Kogg, 2003). One offspring to the media richness theory is the channel 

expansion theory, which argues that utility of a medium expands over time as the user 

learns how to handle it better and better (Arnfalk & Kogg, 2003). As a consequence, the 

channel expansion theory explains how people with previous experience in ICT adapt 

and increase the use of the tools for ICT. An organization that has experience in using 

ICT is sometimes referred to as having a high ICT maturity (Lindeblad et al., 2016), 

which in turn can lower the challenges brought by communicating via ICT. 

2.4.3 Virtual meetings 

Most organizations are strongly dependent upon their ability to communicate; 

internally as well as externally. Much of this communication takes place in the form of 

meetings, and not seldom many professionals, particularly executives, spend most of 

their time at work, in meetings. Business meetings are conducted for various reasons; 

to inform, discuss, present, collaborate, sell, strategize etc. (Arnfalk & Kogg, 2003). ICT 

provide possibilities to replace some of the face-to-face meetings. By substituting a 

physical meeting that requires one or more meeting participants to travel, with a virtual 

meeting (VM), the organization can reduce the volume of business travel and thereby 

save money, and at the same time reduce its ecological footprint. According to 

Lindeblad et al., a VM is “a synchronous communication mediated by ICT, making it 

possible for two or more geographically remote people to interact” (2016, p. 113), and 

employs audio- or videoconferencing technologies, or computer-mediated web-

conferencing. Even if the aim with using VMs often is to obtain cost savings thanks to 

reductions in time and costs of travel, Arnfalk and Kogg (2003) have shown that the 

volume of business travel is not automatically reduced as a result of installing an ICT 

infrastructure in a company.  

VMs remove geographical boundaries by enabling organizations to utilize employees or 

external resources, with specific competencies in projects or teams, regardless of their 

physical location. At the same time VMs can be perceived as a great challenge in some 

organizations (Lindeblad et al., 2016). Specifically it is a challenge for managers and 

leaders. It has been found to be difficult to handle issues like confidentiality, security, 

conflicts, employee development and other matters of more personal nature, when 

using VMs compared to face-to-face meetings (Baltes et al., 2002;Lindeblad et al., 

2016;Ocker & Webb, 2009). It should also be noted that effective preparation and 

management of meetings are of even more importance in a virtual meeting, since the 
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media may restrict the possibilities to improvise solutions for example sharing of 

documents and slide shows (Arnfalk & Kogg, 2003; Baltes et al., 2002). 

2.4.4 Optimizing communication 

Is there such a thing as an optimal meeting? Previous studies have tried to find the 

answer to this question without success. For example, Hambley et al. (2007) failed to 

find support for their hypothesis that higher media richness results in higher team 

performance. According to Arnfalk and Kogg (2003), the choice of tools and hence 

media richness is part of an organizations culture. In order to improve the effectiveness 

of meetings, a change of culture is needed. Arnfalk and Kogg argues that this can be 

achieved best by building a meeting strategy, which in turn requires involvement of all 

stakeholders, an analysis of current meeting behavior, and an understanding of the 

needs of the organization. Ocker and Webb (2009) claim that teams who establish 

norms for collaborations have higher performance. 

Hinds and Mortensen (2005) found in their research that spontaneous communication 

is particularly important for PDTs, as a means of preventing and solving conflict. Hinds 

and Mortensen recommend that managers and team members “work to encourage 

spontaneous communication, particularly across locations”. (p. 304) Even if a 

recurrent, intentional activity aiming at including social communication between 

locations can’t be considered being spontaneous, such activities were found to be 

helpful to reduce conflict and boost performance of distributed teams, according to 

Hinds and Mortensen. Group dynamics is a topic we will further elaborate upon in the 

next section.  

2.5 Group Cohesion, and importance of affinity in the workplace 

Group dynamics is a large area of research in which psychologists have conducted 

research for decades. It covers many aspects of human relations which are valid for 

groups in general. We will only touch upon a few aspects here, which are vital for the 

outcome of group work in dispersed settings. These are aspects found by extensive 

research about VTs and PDTs the past decades, and which relate to the situation in the 

studied organization as indicated by our pre-study.  

2.5.1 The organizational value of group cohesion 

As with the term group performance, there has been a wide range of definitions of 

group cohesion during the years. For example group cohesion was defined as “total 

field of forces causing members to remain in the group” (Festinger, Schachter, & Back, 

as cited in Chang & Bordia, 2001, p. 380). Much of the early research on group 

cohesion were conducted on sports teams, but more recently the focus is shifted to 

encompass group cohesion in the work place. Carless and De Paula (2000) emphasize 

that group cohesion in the work place is more related to commitment to the group task 

rather than behavior that increases people’s liking for one another.  

Working in groups allows an organization to achieve something that an individual 

working alone cannot (Mullen & Copper, 1994). By combining individual’s skills and 
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traits the group creates outcomes that are greater than a sum of its individuals. As 

described in the section 2.2 , group collaboration increases effectiveness, because when 

people coordinate their efforts, they can divide tasks and roles to more thoroughly 

address an issue. Collaboration also reduces time required to perform a task, because 

groups use the efforts of many contributors, and in addition creates more innovative 

ideas, because each individual who works on a task may bring new knowledge, which 

can result in solutions another individual would not have identified (Boundless, 2015). 

The benefits for the organization is, however, dependent on how well-functioning the 

group is, and that may in turn be attributed to several factors including group 

composition, leadership, group goals, resources and group cohesion (Guzzo & Dickson, 

1996). A study by Chang and Bordia (2001) concludes that there is a one-to-one 

relationship between group cohesion and group performance, such as that when group 

cohesion is increased, group performance increases.  

The sense of affinity with other group members has also been shown to affect project 

results in an extensive study by Sobel-Lojeski and Reilly (2008). By studying over 300 

real world business projects, Sobel-Lojeski and Reilly found evidence that innovative 

behaviour declined by 87% and projects results dove by 50% for teams that rely solely 

on ICT, and that lack of affinity is the most influencing factor affecting project results. 

PDTs, where two or more sub-teams that are separated geographically, can foster 

strong group cohesion within the sub-teams. Colocation means a shared work context, 

and this shared context coupled with the rich social cues present in face-to-face 

communication builds a shared identity within sub-teams (Armstrong & Cole, 2002; 

Hinds & Mortensen, 2005). Within the sub-team this can be experienced as a positive 

experience. However this situation risks developing into in-group/out-group 

behaviour, which means increased communication with and preferential behaviour 

towards members within the colocated sub-team, leading to reduced trust and team 

cohesion in relation to the dispersed sub-team. In-group/out-group behaviour have 

been found to present severe negative consequences on the overall team performance 

(Ocker et al., 2011; Ocker & Webb, 2009; Privman et al., 2013). In an experimental 

study of PDTs, Bos et al. (2006) found that the members that are colocated tend to 

disregard skills in dispersed members of the team, and favor colocated members even if 

they did not possess the same skill level. This colocation blindness is caused by in-

group/out-group behavior and is subconscious. The colocated members feel that the 

colocated part of the team is performing well, but their colocation blindness affects the 

overall performance of the team negatively (Bos, et al., 2006).  The importance of 

addressing shared identity is also stated by Ocker and Webb: 

Research indicates that the lack of a shared work context in a distributed team 

reduces the amount of mutually shared knowledge among team members 

(Cramton, 2001; Mark, 2001) which reduces awareness of member activities 

and availability, leading to misattributions (Weisband, 2002). This reduction 

in awareness among team members leads to breakdowns in communication 

within the team and results in poor team cohesion, missed deadlines and an 

overall negative team experience. (Ocker & Webb, 2009, p. 3232) 
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The importance of group cohesion for the outcome of group work rests in employee 

satisfaction and motivation to conquer the tasks of the day (Alvarez, Butterfield, & 

Ridgeway, 2013; Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002). Lack of cohesion within a working 

environment results in unnecessary stress and tension among group members, which 

in turn affect work outcome negatively. Group cohesion in the work place could, 

according to Alvarez et al. (2013) be the rise or demise of an organization’s success. 

This is also stressed by Bos, Buyuktur, Olson, Olson, and Voida, stating: “When 

individuals see themselves as part of a group, they are more willing to make 

individual sacrifices, work harder toward collective goals, allocate resources more 

fairly, and coordinate work more smoothly” (2010, p. 1). 

Despite of the fact that group cohesion has many benefits for the organization, it also 

has positive effects on the individual team members. “When team members' self-

concept shifts from ‘I’ to ‘we’ they will be more likely to pursue shared goals and 

behave in ways that are normative for their shared group identity and contribute to 

the team's performance.” (Joshi et al., 2009, p. 243) Pursuing those shared goals 

allows individuals to feel more connected, which builds loyalty and adds to job 

satisfaction according to Harter et al. (2002). Teamwork maximizes shared knowledge 

in the workplace and creates an enthusiasm for learning that solitary work usually 

lacks. Tackling obstacles and creating notable work together can make team members 

feel fulfilled. Working as a team allows team members to take more risks, as they have 

the support of the entire group to lean on in case of failure. Conversely, sharing success 

as a team is a bonding experience. To have a shared identity within the team is 

important to enhance group cohesion, reduce conflict, and increase motivation (Joshi 

et al., 2009; Ocker & Webb, 2009). Due to the reduced contact of members in a virtual 

context, group cohesion that is promoted by shared identity may be especially 

important for team performance (Hinds & Mortensen, 2005; Ocker & Webb, 2009).  

2.5.2 Affinity in the workplace 

Affinity in terms of sociology refers to a close relationship between individuals 

including friendship, shared interests and other interpersonal commonalities. In a 

team context, affinity teams are teams whose members like one another and are likely 

to be more cohesive than teams where there is personal disliking, ignorance of others or 

indifference. Affinity is more likely to appear in teams with a democratic leadership 

style, close cooperation, team-building, and work flows which bring people into 

frequent contact (Garner, 2012). 

In some cultures affinity groups are semi-formal groups at the work place connecting 

people with shared interest, and formed on initiative from the management. Affinity 

groups are horizontal and cross cutting, and can be used to facilitate creative problem 

solving and collaboration, and they offer a unique way to tap into the social capital of 

the organization (McGrath & Sparks, 2005). In other cultures informal groups across 

organizational levels are common and informal social contacts during coffee-breaks are 

considered natural. Hinds and Mortensen (2005) specifically point at such 

spontaneous communications as crucial for building group cohesion.  
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Affinity builds stronger group cohesion and is important for perceiving team viability 

and motivation. In moments where, for some reason, team members individually 

experience negative events (e.g. conflicts, business related problems, or personal 

issues), affinity can contribute to a sense of collectively maintaining energy and 

enthusiasm, which in turn make the losses in terms of team effectiveness to be lower 

(Costa et al., 2015). 

A contrast to feeling affinity in the workplace is feeling isolated. According to a study by 

Mulki, Locander, Marshall, Harris, and Hensel (2008), a majority of sales people 

working individually in virtual settings feel isolated at work. The study shows that this 

has negative effect on trust in supervisors and coworkers, organizational commitment, 

and job performance. Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1999) state that feelings of isolation can 

be present even if you are part of a team, when the level of social interactions is low. 

As we have accounted for in this section, group cohesion has an effect on performance 

(Chang & Bordia, 2001), and the means by which this is accomplished is through an 

increase in motivation (Harter et al, 2002; Joshi et al., 2009; Ocker & Webb, 2009). In 

a study by Jenster and Steiler (2011), significant positive relationships were found 

between group cohesion and team motivation. In the coming section we will provide 

the reader with more theory about motivation. 

2.6 Motivation  

This section accounts for research about motivation, specifically in relation to teams. 

The type of motivation we address is the intrinsic motivation, i.e. motivation that is 

related to performing for the sake of the task or the team, compared to extrinsic 

motivation that is related to earning an award or benefit (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

According to Ryan and Deci (2000), people are curious, vital and self-motivated, when 

at their best. You might assume that humans have an in-built inclination toward 

activity and integration, but also a vulnerability to passivity, which can result in apathy, 

alienation and irresponsibility. When investigating the conditions that increase versus 

decrease the positive feature of human nature, the intrinsic motivation, researchers 

found that the conditions which promotes autonomy and competence reliability 

facilitated human growth. On the other hand, conditions that controlled behavior and 

kept back perceived effectance, i.e. the effect our actions has to other people (Egidius, 

2016), undermined its expressions. This is of significance, for those who strive to 

motivate others, for example managers, who want to encourage motivation and 

commitment on the job. A social environment that encourages autonomy, competence 

and relatedness has shown to improve intrinsic motivation among people, while 

excessive control, non-optimal challenges and lack of connectedness work in the 

opposite way.  

Mc Connell (1996) emphasizes the importance of motivation as the factor that probably 

has the largest impact of productivity and quality. Working with increasing motivation 

in organizations and project would have a huge leverage effect on outcome. “Every 

organization knows that motivation is important, but few organizations do anything 

about it.” (Mc Connell, 1996, p. 111) Mc Connell suggests that motivation is hard to 
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quantify compared to other less important factors, and that this is the reason that other 

factors are more likely to gain attention.  

Collaboration in virtual teams leads to challenges for team members regarding 

motivation, relationship building, and team leadership. Feedback is a form of 

communication that leaders supposedly give employees on a regular basis. Due to the 

fact that members of VTs rarely meet in person, engaging in the exchange of feedback 

and information becomes difficult. Geister, Konradt and Hertel (2006) suggest that 

feedback does not apply equally to all recipients. The notion of the team member’s 

different needs is important for managers in charge of VTs. Instead of treating all team 

members equal, it might be better to find an appropriate contact that fit every single 

member. Single team members might benefit from a phone call regularly, while for 

other a bimonthly meeting might be more sufficient. Geister et al. also found that team 

feedback is useful for virtual teams, especially for team members, who are less 

motivated. Feedback and information about the situation in the team is essential for 

improving satisfaction and performance of virtual team members. 

In this study we won’t quantify any of the challenges we have brought up so far. Instead 

we will use a qualitative method, which is described in the next chapter. 
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3 Methodology and Method 

In this chapter we give a (very) brief explanation of the philosophy that has served as a 

foundation for our research. The chosen research method is described, and motivation 

is given on why it fits the purpose of our research. We provide justification for sampling 

and describe the studied organization. The chapter ends with an account for ethical 

considerations and trustworthiness. 

3.1 Research philosophy 

Everything we do is affected by our philosophical stands, or as Aristotle himself put it: 

“Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom”. Being aware of that everything we 

encounter during our research is an interpretation based on who we are, is important.  

Different paradigms in research serve different purposes. Within positivistic 

paradigms, the discoveries begin with theory. Deductible logic is used to derive a 

hypothesis from the theory. After the data is collected, the hypothesis is tested against 

it (Bailey, 2007). Interpretivism, on the other hand, takes the view that there are 

multiple social realities, instead of one single reality. Research carried out in this 

paradigm focuses on social relationship and the processes and mechanisms through 

which members of the setting find their way and make up their social worlds (Bailey, 

2007). The weaknesses of interpretive methods are that the gathering of data can be 

both time-consuming and resource-consuming and it can be difficult to interpret the 

results. It may also be regarded as subjective by external parties not involved in the 

entire process (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2015). The phenomenon targeted 

in this study is rather complex and in order to understand the problem, we need to 

understand the people that are concerned and their view, so when choosing a method 

we chose among those available in the interpretivism book shelf. 

3.2 Research method 

One of the interpretivist methods available is Grounded theory (GT), which is a 

constructivist method used within the social sciences, where the theory is constructed 

through the analysis of data. GT often start with a question or by collecting qualitative 

data. When analyzing data, patterns emerge, which are coded and grouped into 

concepts and categories. Out of these categories new theories can be drawn. Using GT 

provides possibilities to discover a rich number of perspectives on work in dispersed 

settings. GT in its purest form as described by Glaser and Strauss (1967) requires the 

researchers to wait with examination of literature until the end of the research.  

Practicing GT is difficult, since researchers then would have to disregard all their prior 

knowledge in order not to get biased, and it also would mean that it is impossible to 

distinguish in advance if the research area is relevant. An alternative method is based 

on relativist epistemology and pragmatism and makes the assumption that data and 

theories are constructed by researchers in the interaction with the field and 

participants, rather than discovered. This method is called Informed Grounded Theory 

(IGT), in which both the process and product have been grounded in data by GT 

methods, while being informed in the existing literature and theoretical frameworks 
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(Thornberg, 2012). IGT advocates that researchers read literature and build theory as 

the project goes on.  

“In contrast to the classical GT tradition, but in accordance with the 

constructivist GT tradition, an informed grounded theorist sees the advantage 

of using pre-existing theories and research findings in the substantive field in a 

sensitive, creative and flexible way, instead of seeing them as obstacles and 

threats”. (Thornberg, 2012, p. 249) 

One disadvantage with both GT and IGT is that it produces large amounts of data 

which takes time to process and can be difficult to overview. This disadvantage was 

considered secondary compared to the benefit of being able to discover new 

perspectives. Using IGT permitted us to do a pre-study to lead us to an interesting and 

relevant research problem, while still examining the subject with an open mind, trying 

to understand how the phenomenon is experienced by respondents at the company, 

without assuming anything on forehand.  

An alternative approach for this research could have been to use traditional Case Study 

method, which means examining a specific or a few organizations over a time span. 

According to Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) most texts regarding case method are coming 

from the positivistic end of the scale, but it could also be done in a way to fit the 

relativist and constructionist point of views. Yin (2013) argues that all case studies 

should be designed in a clear way before the collection of data, but also that 

propositions or main questions, unit of analysis and links between data and 

propositions should be made before the interpretation of data. In this research project, 

the timespan for gathering primary data was limited to short period. Since case method 

includes gathering of data over time, and takes a more positivistic viewpoint, this 

method seemed unsuitable for this study. Using IGT lets us collect a large amount of 

data during a short time span, and use the time available to analyse data and build 

theories. 

3.3 Research process 

In this section we describe the research process of the study. It is schematically 

described in Figure 3-1 below.  

 

 

Figure 3-1. The research process. 
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3.3.1 Pre-study 

After having identified the research problem in accordance with the problem statement, 

described in chapter 1, contact was established with the studied organization regarding 

suitable ways of conducting the study. As part of IGT we performed a pre-study aiming 

to find a gap in existing research. A brief review of literature was made to familiarize 

with the most common expressions and concepts related to work in dispersed settings. 

Keywords such as affinity, group cohesion, GDO and VT were discovered at this stage. 

In order to get a basic understanding about how people in the organization of study 

experience working in a dispersed setting, a few employees on various positions in both 

line and project organizations were asked to participate. Five initial unstructured 

interviews were performed and the following analyse gave us enough data to be able to 

establish a research purpose and state research questions. The pre-study led to the 

following themes related to work in dispersed settings, which were to be included in our 

study: 

 Group cohesion 

 Motivation 

 Leadership 

 Communication 

 

3.3.2 Primary data 

According to Easterby-Smith et al. (2015, p. 8) there are two types of data; primary and 

secondary. Primary data is defined as new information that is collected directly by the 

researcher. Secondary data already exists in the form of publications or other electronic 

media, which is collected by the researcher. 

Lapan, Quartaroli and Reimer (2011) suggest that, in grounded theory, the data 

collection method that best fit the research problems and enable ongoing analysis 

should be used. Different methods in combination could be used and additional 

methods can be added as the work progresses, depending on outcome. Lapan et al 

state: “As long as you are conducting your study you have to think about how, where, 

and when to gather the data you need to address initial and emergent questions” 

(2011, p. 43).   

Data collection was performed using semi-structured in-depth interviews with 

questions of open-ended character open for improvisation and probing questions. This 

choice provides a depth of enquiry and a rich picture of the situation with a lot of 

nuances. We invited the selected interviewees to participate by talking to them in 

person or by phone to initiate a good relationship and create a fruitful interview setting. 

(The sampling will be accounted for in section 3.5) The interview instrument, which is 

attached to this thesis as appendix 1, included approximately 30 questions and two 

forms for the interviewee to fill in. It was sent to the interviewees a couple of days in 

advance.  
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In total 25 interviewees were invited, resulting in 21 completed interviews. The four no-

shows were caused by time pressure for the interviewees in three cases, and technical 

problems without a possibility to re-schedule in one case. The interviews were held on 

site in meeting rooms. Due to integrity reasons no audio recordings were made. Instead 

we took notes during the interviews. All interviews were carried out during two weeks, 

at two of the company’s sites. For each interview, a time slot of one hour was allocated, 

with an additional 30 minutes as buffer. The interviews lasted between 55 and 75 

minutes. After each interview the interviews transcribed and compared all interview 

responses. 

3.3.3 Secondary data 

In accordance with IGT, secondary data has been collected from literature, preferably 

peer-reviewed articles, and in some cases handbooks and textbooks. The purpose of 

secondary data is to either confirm or reject the concepts derived from grounded 

analysis, and also to move the research forward providing new insights leading to new 

questions. Reviewing literature was made during the whole process, building theory in 

an iterative process.  

In addition to literature, some data has been triangulated in order to confirm the 

validity of data that has been collected. In this case, results from an internal company 

empowerment survey, as well as communication guidelines, published on the 

company´s intranet have been used as secondary data for triangulation. 

3.3.4 Grounded analysis 

Grounded analysis is an analyzing method incorporated in IGT. In grounded analysis 

data is coded and categorized in iteration, eventually forming themes or concepts 

building theory. Easterby-Smith et al. state: “Grounded analysis tends to be a process 

of comparing different data fragments with another, rather than framing data to a 

pre-existing structure”. (2015, p. 191). In order to find and understand themes and 

concepts, the meaning of the data fragments needs to be coded. Saldaña (2009, p. 87) 

describes a code as a “word or short phrase that summarizes a meaning of a chunk of 

data, such as a statement, a sentence or an element in a picture”. Codes can create 

understandable connections between big amounts of data. The process from real and 

particular data to abstract and general theory is illustrated in Figure 3-2 below.  
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Figure 3-2. Codes-to-theory model for qualitative inquiry. Source: Saldaña (2009) 

 

In practice the coding was performed question by question.  The transcribed answers of 

all the interviews were collected into a single document. Non-verbal cues from the 

interview transcripts were within [brackets] in order to clarify some things the 

interviewee said, express reactions. Relevant parts of the interview responses were 

highlighted and lifted out as initial coding (Saldaña, 2009). Due to the semi-structured 

nature of the questions the interviews contained data unrelated to the actual research, 

and this data was not included in the coding. The identity of the interviewee as well as 

the location where the interviewee is located were anonymized.  

As a next step, data was sorted based on the initial coding where after labels were 

assigned describing the area to which the answer related. In total approximately 1 600 

rows of initial code from 21 interviews were subtracted and labelled. This step, is 

referred to as focused coding. After sorting on the labels, the interview answers were 

collected into themes. According to Saldaña (2009), it is important to see grounded 

analysis as an iterative process in which the researchers continiously return to the 

initial data in order to verify that evolving concepts and theories are valid and relevant.  

3.4 The studied organization 

Work in PDTs is common in many organizations. The studied organization is a Swedish 

high tech company with a couple of hundred employees dispersed to three different 

locations, and is chosen because of this organizational structure. The company uses a 

matrix organization, with two overlapping organizations; the line organization where 

employees belong to groups depending on their proficiency, and the project 

organization, where tasks are performed.  
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Leaders in the line organization are referred to as managers and are responsible for 

employing and educating subordinates, and are also responsible for setting wages. 

Some managers are responsible for subordinates located at another site compared to 

where they themselves are located. Therefor we can describe the line organization as 

being a geographically dispersed organization, GDO.  

Most of the task completion in the organization is carried out in projects, where project 

leaders are appointed as responsible for task completion and everyday coordination of 

work. Project members are assigned to projects depending on the needs of the project, 

regardless of where they have their employment and work station. This means that 

managers in the line organization are not participating in the daily work of their 

subordinates, when the subordinates are assigned to a project. Project leaders lead 

projects irrespective of where the projects members are located, and work in project 

teams is thereby performed in partially distributed teams, PDT.  

3.5 Sampling 

The purpose of this study includes to look at the role of leaders in dispersed settings. In 

order to have an unbiased view on leadership, we believe that it is important to look at 

leadership from both the leaders’ perspective and from the subordinates’ perspective. 

Therefor we used typical case sampling which is a form of purposeful sampling 

involving taking a sample of what one would call typical, normal or average for a 

particular phenomenon (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). The following roles interesting to 

our study were identified in the organization: 

 Line manager with subordinates on site  
 Line manager with subordinates on another site  
 Subordinate with manager on site  
 Subordinate with manager on another site  
 Project leader with team members on site  
 Project leader with team members on another site  
 Project member with leader on site  
 Project member with leader on another site 

An employee in the organization can have more than one role at any given moment, for 

example being a subordinate and a project team member at the same time. Project 

leaders also have managers at a higher level. Managers can have some subordinates 

dispersed and others collocated at the same site. When asked to participate, the 

interviewees in some cases were informed about in which role we wanted them to act. 

The typical case sampling also took into account the geographical location of the 

interviewee to have representation of cases with current experience from PDTs or 

GDOs. 

3.6 Trustworthiness 

The trustworthiness of a research can be described in the terms proposed by Easterby-

Smith et al (2015, p. 103), i.e. reliability, validity and generalizability. To produce 

trustworthy research these three terms have to be considered during all phases of the 

study.  
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Reliability deals with the question if there transparency about data collection and 

interpretation. In order to achieve a high reliability, we have thoroughly described the 

research process in this methodology chapter. The choices of strategy and methods of 

data collection and analysis has been described and discussed. The chosen method IGT 

is well defined and followed.  

Validity measures how well the research findings provide accurate representation of 

what they are supposed to describe. In order to maximize validity, in-depth interviews 

was chosen as the method to collect data. Data was in some cases confirmed by the use 

of triangulation to validate findings. As described by Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) there 

is a concern that the interviewers bring their own frames of reference upon 

interviewees when asking questions and interpreting answers during semi-structured 

interviews. However, Easterby-Smith et al. also argues that the risk for bias during 

semi-structured interviews are lower than in other research methods since “there is no 

objective view to be discovered” (2015, p. 143). 

During interviews, interviewees were encouraged to develop and clarify their answers. 

Follow-up questions were asked in order to get a deeper understanding for the context. 

Different interviewing techniques were used in order to broaden the understanding of 

the interviewees’ reality. Laddering up, by using “why-questions” was used to get a 

better understanding of the context, while laddering down, by asking interviewees to 

give examples, was used in order to get more concrete answers when needed. In case 

that there has been uncertainties regarding any answer given by interviewees, we have 

reconnected with the interviewee after the interview and asked for an elaboration or 

clarification of their answer. Interview notes were taken during interviews, and those 

notes were transcribed shortly after the interviews. To avoid interviewer bias as much 

as possible, we discussed each answer of every interview to ensure that we had the 

same understandings for the given answers. IGT and grounded analysis involves 

iteration in the interpretation phase, which strengthens reliability. 

Generalizability deals with the question of to which extent the research findings can be 

applicable to other contexts (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). We believe that the concepts 

and constructs derived from this study are relevant to other organizations, where the 

workforce is divided into groups working in dispersed settings. There is a risk when 

choosing to study only one case that findings can be considered specific for that case. 

Our choice is motivated by a desire to get a deeper understanding of the conditions in a 

real organization, and is warranted by time constraints as described in the 

delimitations (Section 1.5). Our research has not specifically studied the studied 

company´s work tasks, but rather managerial and organizational structures, that can 

be applicable to many organizations. To ensure generalizability within the company, 

both project leaders and project members as well as managers and subordinates have 

been interviewed. Representatives for all these roles have been interviewed in both 

sites. Conclusions from our findings are given in general recommendations for leaders 

in companies who want to counteract the challenges of working dispersed, without 

trying to be branch specific.  
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3.7 Ethical considerations 

Ethics in research goes beyond the elements of trustworthiness. Ethics include honesty, 

transparency (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015), as well as a good will and social 

considerations.    

We have carefully used references, when citing sources of literature, both in text and 

figures, and paid attention to stay true to the ideas presented by others. We have also 

been transparent and honest when explaining our way of conducting the research and 

the results. The interviewees have been treated equally and with a respect for their 

privacy. All questions were sent to the interviewees before the interviews took place, 

together with information regarding informed consent, including a guarantee of 

anonymity in the final thesis. We clarified that participation in this study was entirely 

voluntary, and that the interviewee at any given time could abort their participation 

without giving any reason. This information was also repeated orally before the 

interview started. The interviewees were able to ask questions and give comments 

before agreeing to take part in the interview. 

With these ethical considerations in mind, the study has provided the results described 

in the next chapter. 
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4 Empirical Findings and Analysis  

In this chapter we account for the primary data gathered from interviews, data from 

triangulation sources and how primary data connects to the secondary data in the 

theoretical framework. Answers from 21 interviews have been analysed in accordance 

with the method described in previous chapter. The questions in the interviews are 

formulated a bit differently depending on whether the interviewee is interviewed in the 

role as manager, project leader, subordinate or project member. Some of the findings 

are designated to a certain role, while others are designated to “interviewees” in 

general. The complete research instrument is included as Appendix 1. 

The chapter is divided into sections, commencing with a section about work in 

dispersed settings which is then followed by sections about the themes originating from 

the pre-study, i.e. group cohesion, motivation, leadership, and communication. In the 

end of each section we will summarize the most important findings with bearing to our 

research questions. 

4.1 Working in dispersed settings 

Before examining the interview themes individually, the interviewees were asked a few 

questions on their general view of how it is to work in dispersed settings. Most of the 

interviewees came to the interviews prepared, and had thought about the questions that 

were sent to them in advance. It seemed that the subject of the study was engaging and 

the interviewees in general were eager to share their thoughts on GDOs, VTs and their 

organization. The initial questions targeted benefits and challenges of working in 

dispersed settings, and how to overcome these challenges. Answers to these general 

questions often included aspects relating to the specific themes leadership, 

communication, group cohesion, and motivation. For the benefit of clarity we will 

account for those answers in the respective section, and in this section account for 

answers not relating to the themes, or containing important findings that span over all 

themes. 

Spontaneously, many of the interviewees expressed that there are no benefits per se in 

having a dispersed organization. “If you start a new business, you would, if possible 

have it in one place”, one person said. Daft et al. (2010) mention that a company can 

restructure its organization to become geographically dispersed in order to be able to 

meet the different preferences of users or customers in different regions, but this is not 

the reason for the studied organization, since it operates on a global market and has 

chosen to use a dispersed organization for other reasons than to be close to its 

customers. 

Recruiting and keeping highly qualified and skilled employees was one of the most 

mentioned benefits. Being present on two different employment markets can also be 

good. If it is hard to recruit a certain competence in one market, it could be easier in the 

other. This is confirmed in the literature by the work of for example (Cascio, 2000; 

Criscuolo, 2005; Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008; Samarah et al., 2007). 
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Some interviewees mention synergy as a benefit when two different sites are working 

together. This point of view has its origin in a slightly different interpretation of the 

question than the interviewers first thought of. It is plausible that those respondents 

compare being one dispersed organization with being two separate companies working 

together. This point of view probably originates from the company’s history which is a 

merger of two separate companies. Looking at the situation from this perspective, one 

can agree with Chen et al. (2008b), who points of the possible synergy effects of sharing 

resources cross site. One interviewee mentions that the different cultures of the sites 

can contribute with different points of views in work. If the company can adapt the best 

practices and learn from another´s way of seeing things, the whole company can 

benefit.  

Another benefit that is mentioned is that communicating via ICT requires a higher level 

of clarity to ensure that the message is understood correctly. This has the positive effect 

that communication between sites is to the point, a finding which is in accordance with 

the view of Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1999). 

Some interviewees mention that having two different sites is inefficient regarding use of 

resources. Except from the travelling cost itself, many managers and project leaders 

spend many hours every weeks in cars or airplane between the two sites, which 

obviously take away a lot of time from their work. Lost time slows down the progression 

of work. Travelling is one of the most obvious ways, especially for managers, to be 

available. The company must be aware that there is a cost, both in money and lost time, 

for travelling, and be prepared to pay for it. 

In order to counteract the challenges of working in a dispersed setting it is important to 

be aware of the causes and effects. One project leader mentions that being aware of the 

situation and accepting it is a first step to overcome the challenges. There needs to be 

an understanding and tolerance in the organization that there are differences between 

the sites. It is everybody´s responsibility to make this visible. The reasons for, and the 

benefits from, using a GDO must be highlighted, according to several interviewees. 



Empirical Findings and Analysis 

 32 

 

 

4.2 Group Cohesion 

Every organization or team refers to themselves as “we”, but studies by several 

researchers (Lipnack & Stamps, 2000; Ocker et al., 2011) have found that group 

cohesion is difficult to maintain when working in dispersed organizations.  

Our interviews included eight questions on group cohesion, starting with a control 

question to see how the interviewee defines group cohesion.  

A common definition among the interviewees is that group cohesion is connected to 

having a shared goal, which conforms to the theories presented by Hinds and 

Mortensen (2005). Further definitions given by the interviewees include notions like; 

to contribute, to know the context, to have an understanding for the vision, to feel part 

of the group and to share information with your colleagues. It is also expressed that 

being seen and heard is an important part of group cohesion. You experience affinity 

when you can contribute in discussions, when there is a dialogue, when you are listened 

to, but also when you feel needed. The importance of feeling affinity for group cohesion 

and performance is confirmed by Costa et al. (2015) and it seems that this is also valid 

for the company in our research. Both subordinates and managers stress that feeling 

engaged is also a prerequisite for experiencing affinity. Lack of affinity is considered by 

Key findings: 

Benefits: 

 Recruiting and keeping highly qualified and skilled employees. 

 Synergy effects of sharing resources cross site.  

 Cultures in different parts of the organization can provide different perspectives, 

methods, and best practices that enhance the organization as a whole. 

 Communication via ICT puts demands on discipline and structure in messages, 

which brings clarity to communication. 

Challenges: 

 Arranging spontaneous meetings is not possible in the same way. Solving technical 

problems is more difficult over ICT than face-to-face. 

 Lack of affinity which nourish in-group/out-group behavior and colocation 

blindness. 

 Differences in work culture 

 Cost in money and time for travelling  

Countermeasures: 

 Being aware of the situation and accepting it is a first step 

 The positive effects of working dispersed must be highlighted 

 Accept the fact that having a dispersed organization is costly, and try to find out 
where the use of resources pays off best in the long run. 
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many of the interviewees to be significant challenge. They mention that it is difficult to 

have a shared identity, but also to build group cohesion, which makes cooperation 

between the sites difficult. Employees at the smaller of the two sites express a feeling of 

being disconnected and omitted because most decisions are taken at the larger site, 

where management is located. Lack of affinity is shown to have a significant negative 

impact on result (Sobel-Lojeski & Reilly, 2008), negative effects on performance 

(Hinds & Mortensen, 2005), and also increase risk for project failures (Lipnack & 

Stamps, 2000). This is also a concern by several interviewees who express that task 

performance is perceived to be lower due to lack of affinity for the dispersed team. 

Being able to influence work is mentioned by several interviewees as very important for 

group cohesion. Having sufficient information is, according to some of the respondents, 

a prerequisite for feeling group cohesion. One subordinate said that “If you don´t know 

what is going on, you cannot be a part of something bigger.” This relates to leadership 

issues, as discussed in section 4.4. 

In order to distinguish the feeling of being informed from the feeling of being involved 

that comes from cohesion, the interviewees were asked to elaborate on those concepts. 

Most managers and project leaders express that they feel informed about the work 

performed by their subordinates to a satisfactory level. Subordinates express that they 

seldom are informed about what others do and have trouble defining their part in the 

bigger picture. When comparing “informed” to “involved” we see a different picture 

emerging. Several managers do not feel involved in the work that is performed by their 

subordinates. In some cases it is expressed that it is not the role of the manager to be 

involved in all details of the work, since most of the work is performed in projects. One 

manager calls this “situation-based leadership” and states that he adapts to the needs of 

the subordinates. In other cases managers strive to be involved but feels shut out. One 

manager said that his subordinates want to keep some distance and not having him too 

close. One manager even expressed a feeling that “the subordinates think that 

managers only try to monitor, question and destroy their work.” This situation is 

likely to be a consequence of the fact that this manager is situated on one site, while the 

subordinates are on another site, and point to a lack of shared identity. Trying to 

execute leadership over distance is according to a study by Ocker et al. (2011) 

challenging and the challenges can be attributed to the in-group/out-group behavior as 

described by Privman et al. (2013). One manager, however, believes that the problems 

of not feeling involved is caused by company culture, rather than geographical distance; 

“I don´t think that top management realize that line and project can help each other 

out. There is no understanding that we line managers can, and want to contribute”.  

Project members experience negative consequences from being geographically 

dispersed. “It feels like we at this site is only a subcontractor to the other site in the 

projects. We do our thing, they do theirs”. Even when working on the same projects, 

there is an apparent in-group/out-group behavior (Privman et al., 2013). Some 

interviewees, project leaders as well as project members, say that effectiveness would 

be higher if different tasks would be executed at different locations. Groups can 

contribute in the same project, but same task should only be executed on one site. This 

opinion was also expressed by the participants in the study by Privman et al. (2013) but 

was found to be contra productive and wrong by Privman et al. Members of a group 
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misinterpret the higher effectiveness within their own group to be applicable to the 

organization as a whole, but on the contrary the total effectiveness often decreases with 

this kind of in-group/out-group behavior. Some interviewees realize that dividing the 

tasks between the sites would have a negative effect on group cohesion, but seem 

unaware of the effect in a larger perspective. 

As a means of probing, we also asked the interviewees if they ever feel isolated at work. 

The question was mainly intended for subordinates and project members, but as the 

interviews evolved we found reasons to address this question to managers and project 

leaders as well. Most of the interviewees responded that they do not feel isolated, that 

they feel affinity towards their colleagues, and that they are part of a group at work – 

not necessarily the project team where they produce, but rather with those who are 

colocated. The concept of affinity as described by Garner (2012) seems to have a 

significant impact on the working environment in the studied organization. There are 

some subordinates, who feel isolated, and express this in words like; “I have no team, 

just hours” and “it is boring to work without colleagues”. A sense of isolation is also 

expressed by a manager, who thinks that some sort of mentorship for managers is 

required. A few project leaders feel isolated from other project leaders and would like 

more communication, cooperation, and exchange of ideas between projects 

When asked about how issues with isolation in the workplace can be resolved, most 

managers say that it is up to the individual who feels isolated to take the initiative to 

solve the situation. “If you feel isolated, you must express that, so your manager or 

project leader can be aware.” According to Mulki et al. (2008) issues with isolation at 

the workplace often affects trust in your superior, so putting the responsibility to 

resolve the issue on the affected individual may not be the easiest solution for the 

isolated individual. Some of the interviewees, mostly subordinates, have the opposite 

view compared to the managers, and claim that it is the manager´s responsibility to 

resolve isolation at the workplace. When asked what they themselves can do to make 

their respective managers more involved in their work, we got rather pessimistic views, 

like for example: “It is hard to get him involved, because he is not present”. “He 

doesn´t have so much time for that”. “I have contact with my manager, mostly when 

there is a problem”. “It is the manager’s responsibility if he or she wants to be more 

involved in what I do”. “I don´t feel like talking to my boss more than necessary.” “My 

energy is needed for my daily work”. There are, however, others who have different 

opinions: “I force my manager to be more involved in my work”, one employee told. “I 

send status reports, even if my project leader has not asked for it”. One suggestion for 

how to resolve situations with isolation is that the manager can make sure that all 

subordinates are included, both in work and social activities, by for example inviting 

everybody to coffee once a week at the office., and thereby providing opportunities for 

social and informal communication. 

A majority of the interviewees stress the importance of efficient and effective 

communication to enhance group cohesion. Especially important is communicating 

clear long term goals and then break them into manageable and understandable short 

term goals. This will according to the interviewees “make people feel that they 

contribute to something bigger.” Shared identity and goals are also what Hinds and 

Mortensen (2005) in their field study found to be the best way to enhance group 
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cohesion and resolve confilcts in geographically dispersed teams. The thoughts on 

importance of spontaneous communication is something the interviewees share with 

for example Hinds and Mortensen (2005). Communication is not only about informing, 

but also listeneing to subordinates. Managers say that they find it important to 

recognize all their subordinates and to meet them in person in order to really 

understand how they feel. Some subordinates question if this actually happens.  

Lack of trust has been identified as a source for conflicts in VTs (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 

1999). The need for trust is expressed by several interviewees, mostly project members. 

One of them said: “You need to have trust in your colleagues, but that is hard when 

you don´t know them so well. Building and maintaining good relationships is harder, 

when on different locations, and to repair a relation when something has gone wrong 

is harder when you are in different locations”. Sensitive communication is, by some 

interviewees, preferred to be carried out in person, rather on the phone in order to 

minimize risk of misunderstandings and conflicts. 

Suggested solutions by interviewees to overcome the problems of decreased group 

cohesion are: 

 Have frequent alignment meetings. 
 Make sure that your manager or project leader is informed and involved in your 

work. 
 Have an understanding of the difference in business culture between the sites, 

and try to learn best practices from each other. 
 Define shared goals. 
 Make time for spontaneous communication. 
 Arrange face-to-face meetings at recurring intervals. 

What we find in these suggestions is that most of the suggested solutions to increase 

group cohesion are related to communication. According to the literature about group 

cohesion, many of the suggested solutions above are common to findings from other 

studies. Several authors mention the importance of making room for spontaneous 

communication (Hinds & Bailey, 2003; Hinds & Mortensen, 2005; Jarvenpaa & 

Leidner, 1999; Nardi & Whittaker, 2002), the importance of arranging face-to-face 

meetings (Baltes et al., 2002), the increase in performance by having shared identity 

(Ocker & Webb, 2009), and shared goals (Harter et al., 2002; Joshi et al., 2009).  

From the theoretical framework we know that group cohesion has an effect on 

performance (Chang & Bordia, 2001), and that the means by which this is 

accomplished is through an increase in motivation (Harter et al, 2002; Jenster & 

Steiler, 2011; Joshi et al., 2009; Ocker & Webb, 2009). The next section account for our 

findings on the theme of motivation. 
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4.3 Motivation 

The interview theme motivation was introduced by asking the interviewee how he/she, 

defines “motivation”. Ten of the twenty-one interviewees expressed that motivation is 

closely connected to feelings of joy or happiness when going to work. Motivation is also 

connected to group cohesion according to half of the interviewees. This view is mostly 

expressed by managers. “Motivation is to be part of the bigger picture” is one way this 

is stated. “Willingness to share my knowledge to others” is yet another. Some 

interviewees mention that motivation makes them more creative, and that it feels good 

when days go on faster. “I want to feel satisfied with my work and motivation makes 

that easier”, was one view expressed. Most of the interviewees seem to think that 

motivation is very important in work. “Motivation is the force that drives everything”, 

one respondent concluded. Among the subordinates there are a few who express other 

views. ”Motivation is not necessary, but it is an advantage”, one person said. “I work 

to earn money so I can finance my hobbies” another person told. These viewpoints 

concern extrinsic motivation, which also can be a strong driver for some people’s 

performance (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

 A majority of the interviewees feel that they become more effective if they are 

motivated, but also that it helps them perform when things does not go smoothly. 

“When things are not going so well, motivation can help you to push yourself that 

extra mile”, one person told us.  

Most of the managers connect motivation to ambition. One manager says that “it is 

important to be eager to solve the task” and continues: “This is a feeling that comes 

from deep inside you”. Subordinates on the other hand seem to need input from others 

to feel motivated. “I get motivated when I feel needed”, was one answer given. “Being 

seen and get credit for what I do give me motivation”, was another. In order to feel 

motivated the subordinates and project members need feedback from their superiors as 

well as responsibility and authority. “A defined responsibility” and “clear expectations 

of my work” is mentioned as prerequisites for motivation. This gap between what 

Key findings: 

 

Effects of challenges connected to group cohesion: 

 Subordinates lack information about project achievements and have trouble defining 

their part in the bigger picture 

 Several managers do not feel involved in the work that is performed by their 

subordinates 

 There is an apparent in-group/out-group behavior found to be contra productive 

 There is a risk for employees to feel isolated in the work place. 

 Limited time and resources for teambuilding activities creates lack of shared identity 
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managers think, and what subordinates need is also present when talking about task 

performance. Managers and project leaders express that results and progression is 

motivating, while project members and subordinates mostly find their motivation from 

having interesting tasks and problems that require a lot of thinking. The answers are in 

line with the results of the research of Ryan and Deci (2000), who claim that people in 

their nature are curious and self-motivated, when the environment is fulfilling the basic 

human psychological needs of autonomy and trust.  

Managers and project leaders were asked how they can help their subordinates to build 

motivation at work. Four ways to increase motivation were mentioned by most: 

 Empowerment of the workforce. To give challenging work tasks is one way of 
motivating. “You have to give challenges without breaking a person. Challenges 
can be hard in the beginning, but after a while the person will eventually grow”, 
one manager said. Responsibility must be matched by influence. 

 Increasing group cohesion. Several managers stress the importance of making 
employees feel cohesion. Being interested, inspire, create understanding and 
meet the subordinates face-to-face are other different means mentioned. “When 
the workload is high, I need to show my team members that I care about what 
they do” was the answer from one project manager.  

 Giving feedback. To be as communicative as possible is mentioned by many 
project leaders and managers as important. “I try to give constructive feedback 
all the time” are answers given. But the feedback has to be personalized. “I have 
to make their work visible and show that they are important”, one project leader 
told.  

 The importance of shared goals was mentioned by many interviewees. But the 
goals also needs to be broken down into smaller pieces, otherwise it is hard to 
grasp what is your part. “I have to define the goal and set a clear frame for 
everyone”, one project leader said.  

Furthermore, managers and project leaders, with only a few exceptions, try to tailor 

their work with motivation to the specific needs of the individual subordinates, in line 

with the findings of Geister et al. (2006), who stress the importance of individualizing 

feedback in order to achieve the best effect on motivation for every employee.  

Our interviews confirm group cohesion’s positive effect on motivation as stated by for 

example Harter et al. (2002), Joshi et al. (2009), and Jenster and Steiler (2011). 

Interviewees express that contributing to something bigger than yourself is one driver 

behind motivation. One manager said that being part of the management team was the 

biggest source for motivation. Clear goals and shared visions are important in order to 

feel motivated, as mentioned by many interviewees. 

With the objective of probing, we added an interview question about factors that affect 

motivation in a negative direction. This question led to long answers where many 

interviewees took the chance to express opinions about everything they feel is negative 

about their current working situation. To conclude the answers that relate to 

motivation, we found these recurring viewpoints: 
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 The values and actions of management seem to have a big impact on motivation 
on the employees in the organization. Lack of trust and responsibility is 
something that many respondent mention as a motivation killer. “The 
command and control culture that is set by management is killing my 
motivation”, one project leader responded.  

 Lack of prerequisites for doing your job is one theme that several interviewees 
mention. It has to do with for example changing conditions, complicated 
processes, and sub-optimal tools. 

 Lack of clear goals and feedback makes people hesitant and that is 
demotivating. “I don´t know if my results will be perceived as good”, was one 
example of that.  

We here reconnect to the research of Ryan and Deci (2000), who emphasize that 

excessive control, non-optimal challenges and lack of connectedness lowers the 

motivation. According to McConnell (1996), there is a significant potential of 

improvement on performance, by trying to increase the motivation for all members of 

an organization.  

 

 

 

4.4 Leadership 

Morgeson (2005) states that leaders can make a critical difference to team performance 

and effectiveness. Leading in dispersed settings includes many challenges on 

leadership, and leaders must cope with these challenges at the same time as they 

provide optimal conditions for their subordinates to handle their challenges (Bell & 

Kozlowski, 2002). 

From a manager´s or a project leader´s point of view, it can be difficult to see how an 

employee or a project member is doing. Is he or she well? How does he or she react to 

something I say or do? It is hard to be aware of a person´s feelings or point of views. 

Working together in projects is also perceived as more difficult, when on different 

Key findings: 

Effects of challenges connected to motivation: 

 There is a discord between managers and subordinates regarding the source to 

motivation. Most of the managers connect motivation to ambition. Subordinates on 

the other hand seem to need input from others to feel motivated. 

 There is also a discord between project leaders and project members, where project 

leaders express that results and progression is motivating, while project members 

mostly find their motivation from having interesting tasks and problems that require 

a lot of thinking. 

 Lack of trust and responsibility is a motivation killer.  

 Lack of prerequisites for a specific task, for example complicated processes and sub-

optimal tools lowers motivation. 
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locations. When not in the same location, arranging spontaneous meetings is not 

possible in the same way. Solving technical problems is much harder, when not sitting 

at the same table. Subordinates as well as project members express that it sometimes 

can be difficult to obtain support from their leaders to accomplish tasks. With this the 

interviewees confirm the challenges in GDOs as found by other researchers (Cascio, 

2000; Furst et al., 2004; Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008). 

When looking at the relation between manager and subordinates, we can see two 

distinct tendencies. On one hand, there are those who say they have a good relation 

with their manager. They say that their manager is supportive, believes in them and is 

eager to create a good work environment. On the other hand, other express that they 

get too little feedback and that they have to come to their manager and ask for it. “My 

boss doesn´t have time for me” one employee told us. “I would like that my boss would 

ask me how I am doing”, another one said. Yet another interviewee expressed that “My 

manager only administrates”.  

The managers are using both spontaneous and planned meetings, individually and in 

group, to communicate. The distance is regarded as a barrier for good contact. 

Managers try to be present and available on both sites (if they have subordinates there), 

but it happens that they don´t have time to meet everybody when visiting, because they 

have so many planned meetings. Some of the managers try to be more structured and 

wants their employees to gather all their questions for a meeting once a week, while 

others allow the subordinates to pop in to their office at any time.  

Working in projects on different locations can be difficult when it comes to affinity. “I 

have less good contact with the project members in my team that are on the other 

site”. “If the distance had been shorter, we would have a better relationship”, one 

person expressed. The personality interaction between project leader and project 

member is also a key factor of the success. An important factor affecting affinity is the 

engagement from the project leader. Some project members experience that project 

leaders are interested and engaged, some not. Driving and active project leaders can 

bring the team together and ensure that everybody have the same prerequisites. Jenster 

and Steiler (2011) confirm that a supportive leadership style has significantly positive 

influence on group cohesion as well as on motivation in VTs, in opposite of the 

command and control leadership style. 

The managers are talking about how they try to make sure to have a personal contact 

with every employee. Many of them visit the other site often. “Travelling makes you get 

better contact”, one manager expressed. It is also a common view that those who travel 

a lot, are regarded as more successful. “I would travel to the other site every week, if 

that was possible” one manager said. There is a difference in managers’ possibilities to 

meet all subordinates when at the other site. Some make sure that they say hello to 

every subordinate, some have difficulties in making that happen. It could be that there 

are planned meetings during the visits and that there is insufficient time to meet 

everybody, or it could be that there is no extra time that sometimes could be needed, 

when you are on visit. 
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Trust is also vital in relation to empowerment, which has proved to be a valuable way to 

increase motivation in the workplace (Zhang & Bartol, 2010). Enpowerment includes 

delegating responsibility and authority to employees, supporting them and involving 

employees in decision making. We found that managers and project leaders often 

delegate responsibility, but that time pressure and communication difficulties prevent 

them from including all of the required ingredients of empowerment. Subordinates and 

project members express concerns about lack of support and authority to match the 

delegated responsibility.  

We also had the possibility to triangulate the information about empowerment in the 

workplace by viewing the results from an internal survey conducted last year. The 

survey targeted different aspects of empowerment as motivation, support, 

responsibility, and authority. Results from the survey confirm the findings as expressed 

by the interviewees. 

According to the interviewees there is limited time and resources for team-building in 

the organization. Two quotes describing this are: “You don´t do anything special to get 

new members into the teams; they are supposed to get into the group themselves” and 

“Management doesn´t understand how important it is to build a good team”. One 

interviewee suggests that there should always be a kickoff when starting a new project. 

However, there seems to be a wish, both from managers, employees, project members 

and project leaders, to have the possibility to build better relationships and forming 

better teams. Both project members and project leaders say that the best way of getting 

a team to be close is to work together. The need for extra social activities is not that big, 

but to actually have met is something that is considered to be valuable.  

Research show that it might be hard to establish trust in later stages of team 

development (Hunsaker & Hunsaker, 2008; Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1998; Lipnack & 

Stamps, 2000), so making the team together early in the process, or when somebody 

new joins, might be a good investment for creating trust, which also will get the team 

perform better, as shown by Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1998).  

Hinds and Mortensen (2005) stress the importance of having a shared identity for the 

best outcome of team performance. They encourage leaders of PDTs to pay attention to 

differences in work practices and to work toward compatibility of processes, tools, and 

systems across locations. Providing the vision of a shared goal is another way. “I can 

make my people feel that they are part of something bigger”, one manager said. “I try to 

set up common goals for my team”, a project leader told. ”It is good to have team 

building around an actual task”. The importance of having a shared goal is stressed by 

Joshi et al. (2009), who present a clear connection between shared goals and group 

performance. 
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The findings suggest that many of the countermeasures that managers and project 

leaders can deploy is related to communication. In the next section we will identify 

more countermeasures and present suggestions from interviewees on how to handle 

the vital part of communication. 

4.5 Communication as a countermeasure 

Communication is a vital part of all relationships, and most organizations are strongly 

dependent upon their ability to communicate; internally as well as externally (Arnfalk 

& Kogg, 2003). Being dispersed puts a lot of strain on communication. Tools and 

procedures have to compensate for the lack of face-to-face communication. This is one 

of the major concerns when working in a geographically dispersed organization, 

according to the interviewees, but also where potential for countermeasures can be 

seen. Face-to-face communication, which have been proved as being very important for 

effective communication by for example Afifi (2006), is possible within the colocated 

sub-teams in PDTs, and by travelling between the dispersed parts of the organization. 

There is a consensus among the interviewees that finding ways to make communication 

effective is crucial to counteract challenges imposed by working in dispersed settings.  

 

Key findings: 

Countermeasures to be applied by leaders: 

 Describing a vision and clear common goals is a success factor. 
 Building trust is a key factor in leadership, but is increasingly important in 

dispersed organizations. 
 Teambuilding around work tasks is regarded as more valuable than other 

social teambuilding activities. 
 Encourage leaders of PDTs to pay attention to differences in work practices 

and to work toward compatibility of processes, tools, and systems across 
locations.  

 Be as communicative as possible and give constructive personalized 
feedback. 

 Co-operate and exchange ideas between projects 
 Delegate responsibility and show trust. The responsibility should be 

matched by authority and empowerment to provide conditions for 
successful outcome.  

 Involve team members in planning and decision-making in order to 
empower them. 

 Highlight achievements and success and let co-workers “rest” in that 
success, even for only a short while. 
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4.5.1 Communication patterns 

As a part of the interviews, the interviewees were asked to fill in a form describing how 

different methods of communication are used throughout the company. The answers 

gave the researchers a better understanding of the current communication patterns. 

One noticeable result is that informal and social conversation almost exclusively is 

carried out on coffee breaks. Only 25% of the interviewees at some point include social 

conversation when using other communication methods. Figure 4-1 below shows the 

percentage of the interviewees who use, or consider using, different media types for the 

purpose of social and informal communication. 

 

 

Figure 4-1. Usage of different media types for informal communication. 

As research have shown that informal communication is of significant value for group 

cohesion as well as performance (Hinds & Mortensen, 2005; Nardi & Whittaker, 2002), 

consciously including informal communication in more communication methods can 

make better use of the resources in the company. 

For the purpose of solving technical problems the interviewees use all of the available 

communication methods, except for the Instant Messaging function included in the ICT 

software which is seldom used at all in this company (Figure 4-2 below). In the 

discussions following the use of this form, interviewees express that there is a need for 

coordination of the use communication methods, especially within the projects. This 

can be done by involving all project members in setting up norms for communication 

containing methods, time limits, and contingency procedures. 
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Figure 4-2. Usage of different media types for problem solving 

 

The described communication pattern confirms the channel expansion theory and 

shows that the company in question has acquired a high level of ICT maturity 

(Lindeblad et al., 2006). This is not surprising since a large majority of the employees 

are engineers, and have used ICT for many years. Channel expansion theory can also 

partly explain the low usage of videoconferencing (Arnfalk & Kogg, 2003), i.e. the 

media richness of non-visual tools is considered sufficient to convey messages. 

Lack of face-to-face communication is mentioned as a challenge by a majority of the 

interviewees. “The use of communication tools takes away one dimension of 

communication, when not in the same site”, as one interviewee expressed it. This 

opinion is backed by Knapp et al. (2014) and Afifi (2006), whose researches show 

significant losses in understanding messages without non-verbal communication. 

Regular meetings face-to-face is regarded the best way of mitigating the difficulties in 

communication. Generally, the interviewees express that they appreciate to meet their 

colleagues, and many people in the organization, especially managers, travel between 

the sites. Research by for example Hunsaker and Hunsaker (2008), and Jarvenpaa et 

al. (1998) show that trust and collaboration between dispersed team members can 

benefit greatly if team members have the chance to meet face-to-face already when the 

teams are formed. This view is shared by several interviewees. “It is a lot easier to pick 

up the phone and call someone whom you have met” says one project member. 

Another suggestion is that it would benefit the entire organization more to let project 

members meet once in a while, than having managers travelling every week. Another 

suggestion related to this, but ever so simple, is that all employees have a current photo 

on all profiles in the tools for ICT that are currently in use. 

Project leaders share the thoughts about the importance of frequent spontaineous 

communication, and find it more natural to realize since they often are more involved 
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with the project members in the daily work, whether they are colocated or not. Project 

members express that they prefer to have their project leader colocated so that they can 

“pop into” his or her office for spontaneous communication on both project related 

matters and unrelated social small talk.  

When asked about how dispersed team members can develop and keep a shared 

identity, interviewees express that it is important that all team members have access to 

the same information at the same time. The studied organization’s business units are 

all located within the same time zone, but still asynchronous communication tools, like 

for example email can give the impression that the sender has to wait longer than 

necessary for a reply. Some interviewees suggest that project teams should agree on 

certain policies when the teams are formed. Such policies can include definitions of 

preferred communication methods for different issues and contingency plans.  

Almost half of the subordinates and project members express that there is an apparent 

risk for in-group/out-group behavior when there is a lack of communication. This is in 

accordance with findings by Hunsaker and Hunsaker (2008) who connects this to lack 

of shared context. One way to increase shared context and to counteract in-group/out-

group behavior is to have project common web sites on the intranet, for example 

SharePoint, or the like. Some project leaders express that this is used and functions 

well. This tool can be used by project members as a starting point for each day’s work, 

and function in parallel with other project tools to make sure that work at different sites 

do not diverge.  

Research has found ways to lessen the communication challenges in virtual 

organizations and teams, for example by building a communication strategy (Arnfalk & 

Kogg, 2003), or setting clear norms (Ocker & Webb, 2009). When the interviewees 

were asked about how to improve communication, their answers mostly focused on 

how to optimize VMs. In addition to suggestions about new tools, for example 

interactive smartboards or high quality videoconferencing, a few interviewees 

suggested more training on their current tools. The interviews did not include a specific 

question about communication strategy, but secondary data from the company’s 

intranet show that there is an extensive toolbox of information available to the 

employees on this matter. The intranet asset includes articles of different topics, such 

as for example planning communication, driving change with communication, 

communicating through crisis, and tips on how to provide feedback.  

4.5.2 Virtual meetings 

Operating in PDTs and as a GDO, many meetings in the studied organization are 

carried out as virtual meetings. As a part of the interviews, we asked the interviewees to 

compare how different constellations of meetings affect the interviewees’ impression of 

the level of group cohesion, motivation, and effectiveness. (The form is included in the 

interview guide which is found in appendix 1.) The constellations of meetings that were 

included were: 
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Figure 4-3. Different constellations of meetings.  

 

The interviewees were asked to grade his/hers impression of the level of group 

cohesion, motivation and efficiency on an unnumbered scale. Since the grading scale 

was not absolute, the form wasn’t regarded as a quantitative study. Rather, each result 

was used as a base for discussion and follow-up questions, and was not compared to the 

answers given by other interviewees. The results of the form show trends that the 

interviewee experience when comparing the different types of meetings. Interviewees in 

general find that group cohesion is perceived to be much lower in VMs where the 

interviewee is part of a group that is significantly smaller than the other group. Only 

one interviewee thinks that there is no difference in group cohesion with respect to the 

different constellations of meetings. Two thirds of the interviewees express that 

meetings, where all participants are colocated increase group cohesion compared to 

VMs of any constellation. The level of motivation that the interviewee feels when 

attending a meeting follows the level of perceived group cohesion. One noticeable result 

is that managers and project leaders in general regard VMs with an unbalance in group 

size as having severe negative effect on motivation in the smaller group. Subordinates 

on the other hand express smaller differences in level of motivation between the 

different meeting types. 

The interviewees had several suggestions on how to increase group cohesion, 

motivation and effectiveness when conducting meetings, both colocated and VMs. 

Many of the suggestions are basic and valid for all constellations of meetings, like for 

example having a clear goal and agenda for the meeting, to set up goals, making sure 

that all participants contribute, and to sum up the meeting in the end. According to 

Arnfalk and Kogg (2003), effective preparation and meeting management are of even 

more importance in VMs, since it is more difficult to improvise solutions, and to share 

visual ques like for example documents and slide shows. The interviewees share that 

opinion and also stress that VMs require even more discipline, both from the leader 

and the participants, than a face-to face meeting. It is considered important to stick to 

the topic in order to not let sub-discussions occur. If there should evolve “local” sub-
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discussions, it is the leader’s responsibility to get everybody back on track. Several 

interviewees express that you should refrain from joking in VMs, unless it can be done 

in a way that includes all participants. Interviewees express that there often is a 

continued discussion “in the corridors” after the meetings has come to an end. It is 

important that outcome of these discussions are shared to all parties, especially if they 

conclude in decisions of some sort.  

Arnfalk and Kogg (2003) elaborate on how a meeting strategy can be achieved by 

involvement of all stakeholders, performing an analysis of current meeting behavior, 

and by understanding of the needs of the organization. The secondary data of our study 

reveals that this work has already been carried out in the studied company. The 

intranet asset about communication includes guidelines and tips regarding what is 

considered best practices in meetings.  

Even if VMs are used extensively, informal communication is regarded as a very 

important complement, which is why some managers and project leaders deliberately 

give time for informal small-talk as part of VMs. This is believed to strengthen group 

cohesion and function as “team-building over distance”, and confirms findings by 

Nardi and Whittaker (2002), who have shown that informal communication 

strengthens affinity and group cohesion. In addition, including planned informal 

communication on the agenda contributes to a shared identity (Hinds & Mortensen, 

2005). One way of doing this could be to start the meeting by letting all participants 

introduce themselves in order to see that everybody are present, but also to make 

everybody feel included. Two managers express that a way of increasing effectiveness 

when groups are unbalanced is to lead the VM from the location where the group is 

smallest, as it evens out the balance of power and triggers participants in the bigger 

group to be more attentive. Effectiveness in meetings is perceived to be highest when 

all participants are colocated. However, six out of 21 interviewees believe that VMs can 

be equally effective as long as the total number of participants is reasonable. A 

reasonable number is suggested by several to be three to five participants on each 

location. This acceptance for VMs also confirms the high level of ICT maturity in the 

organization. VMs is an important and common part of the daily work in the 

organization, and overall most interviewees seems to be satisfied with the tools 

currently in use for VMs. One feature that is commonly appreciated is the ability to see 

in real-time whether people are available, in meetings or unavailable. 
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Key findings: 

Communication’s potential to counteract challenges: 

 Build (and follow) a communication strategy, and educate employees in how to use 

it. 

 Startup projects by having all team members meeting face-to-face to build group 

cohesion. 

 Include face-to-face meetings at regular intervals throughout projects to enhance 

sense of shared identity. 

 Set norms and policies for communication within projects to counteract challenges 

with asynchronous communication. 

 Include tools that facilitate access to relevant information at the same time for all 

team members in order to provide a shared context. 

 Include informal communication when using ICT and when conducting VMs in 

order to increase group cohesion. 

 Strive to lead VMs from the location where the group is smallest to enhance 

attention and motivation. 

 Appoint meeting leaders at each location in order to prevent sub-discussions in 

order to achieve higher meeting effectiveness. 

 Make sure that unofficial discussions and decisions that follow after the end of a 

meeting is shared to all parties. 
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5 Conclusions  

In this chapter we will draw conclusions from our analysis from the previous chapter 
and relate them to the purpose of the study and to our research questions. In Figure 5-1 
and Figure 5-2 in the first section below, we draw the general picture of how primary 
data and secondary data contribute to the conclusions. More detailed answers to the 
research questions will follow in section 5.2.  

5.1 Conclusions in general 

As stated in the introduction chapter, the purpose of this study has been to identify 

benefits and challenges following from being geographically dispersed and investigate 

how the challenges affect organizations, with the aim to suggest countermeasures 

against these challenges. In this section we account for the holistic view of our findings, 

and how our primary data fits with secondary data. 

Research shows that  group cohesion affects motivation, and that team performance 

is dependent on  group cohesion (Jenster & Steiler, 2011) and  motivation (Chang & 

Bordia, 2001), as shown in Figure 5-1 below. Previous research also suggest that 

working in dispersed settings has negative effect on  group cohesion (Hinds & 

Mortensen, 2005),  motivation (Hertel et al., 2004), and  performance (Baltes et 

al., 2002). The first two research questions of this study were aimed at confirming the 

existence of these challenges in a real-world organization, which were found to be true, 

and to investigate how this affects the organization. 

 

Figure 5-1. Dependencies between Group cohesion, Motivation and Performance 

 

Secondary data point at the role of communication for  group cohesion (Hinds & 

Bailey, 2003; Nardi & Whittaker, 2002; Ocker & Webb, 2009) and  motivation 

(Geister et al., 2006), as shown in Figure 5-2 below. By further investigating these 

connections in the context of a geographically dispersed organization and partially 
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distributed teams, this study extends the existing literature with further knowledge on 

the mechanisms behind the challenges imposed by working in dispersed settings. Our 

study also confirms that many of the challenges found by other researchers are present 

in a real-world organization, despite a high level of ICT maturity.  

 

Figure 5-2. Effect of communication on group cohesion and motivation 

While several researchers mention communication as a fundamental challenge, as we 

have accounted for in the theoretical framework, it can also be seen as the solution to 

counteract other challenges. With this in mind, and in connection with the above 

mentioned models, we can provide answers to our third research question and suggest 

countermeasures against the challenges in order to enhance team performance and 

organizational effectiveness (illustrated by dotted arrows in Figure 5-2). These 

countermeasures are based on the use of communication and the leaders’ role.  

5.2 Answers to the research questions 

The first research question was looking at general aspects of working in dispersed 

settings and aims to identify areas that needs to be considered when planning for, or 

currently working in dispersed settings. The question was answered by connecting 

findings from a qualitative study with secondary data from multiple peer reviewed 

articles and books. The answer to the question is the following list of benefits and 

challenges:  

Q1: What benefits and challenges come from being geographically dispersed? 

Benefits: 

 Better possibilities to recruit and keep highly qualified and skilled employees. 
 Synergy effects of sharing resources cross site.  
 Communication via ICT puts demands on discipline and structure in messages, 

which brings clarity to communication. 
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 Cultural differences in different parts of the organization provide different 
perspectives, methods, and practices that enhance the organization as a whole. 

Challenges: 

 Implementing effective communication tools and establishing procedures to 
compensate for the lack of face-to-face communication. 

 Lack of spontaneous and informal communication makes solving of technical 
problems more difficult. 

 Lack of affinity with dispersed colleagues and team members nourishes in-
group/out-group behavior and colocation blindness, which in turn has a 
negative effect on task performance. 

 Lack of group cohesion, including lack of a shared identity brings a risk for 
differences in work culture and diverging businesses. 

 Unclear or missing common goals have a negative effect on motivation and 
effectiveness. 

 Less personal contact and feedback affects trust negatively, which in turn lowers 
motivation. 

 Cost in money and time for travelling.  

Our findings agree with those of other researchers in the field. From this holistic view 

we continue with the second research question and delve into which effects the found 

challenges can have on an organization.  

Q2: What effect do the challenges have on the organization? 

The primary effect of being dispersed is lack of spontaneous and informal 

communication. When teams are colocated, verbal communication can be augmented 

with non-verbal clues that decrease the risk for misunderstandings. When teams are 

left with only using ICT, communication takes longer time due to use of asynchronous 

methods, and leaves more room for interpretation. Solving difficult technical tasks are 

increasingly difficult when team members are dispersed. 

Group cohesion suffers as a consequence of information losses. Affinity is felt within 

the colocated sub-teams but is less towards the dispersed sub-team members. This may 

cause in-group/out-group behavior, which means increased communication with and 

preferential behavior towards members within the colocated sub-team. In-group/out-

group behavior may be experienced as a positive feeling at first, but have been found to 

have negative consequences on the overall performance. By favoring colocated team 

members and disregarding about skills in the dispersed sub-team, colocation blindness 

is caused, sub-optimizing the operations at a larger scale. 

Even when managers and project leaders are travelling between the sites, the work 

culture at the different sites still affect the subordinates and project members who don’t 

travel. Subordinates express that they seldom are informed about what others do and 

have trouble defining their part in the bigger picture. Being dispersed makes it difficult 

to share the same identity and have shared goals which are understandable in the 

different cultures. Unclear goals have a negative effect on motivation and effectiveness. 

There is a risk that local culture and procedures cause diverging businesses. Limited 

resources for team-building is another risk for lack of shared identity. 
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Leaders feel less involved with dispersed subordinates’ and team members tasks. 

Travelling means that managers lack times to really meet individual subordinates and 

require them to work as empowered self-guided units, but the subordinates feel it is 

difficult to feel empowered when there is a lack of support, responsibility, and feedback 

as a consequence of the managers not being present. There is a discord between 

managers and subordinates regarding the views on source for motivation. Most of the 

managers connect motivation to ambition. Subordinates on the other hand seem to 

need input from others to feel motivated. There is also a discord between project 

leaders and project members, where project leaders express that results and 

progression is motivating, while project members mostly find their motivation from 

having interesting tasks and problems that require a lot of thinking. Less personal 

contact and feedback affects trust negatively, which in turn lowers motivation, job 

satisfaction and well-being. 

The third research question aims at providing countermeasures to the above mentioned 

effects on the dispersed organization: 

Q3: How can leaders counteract challenges imposed by being geographically 

dispersed? 

The research question takes the perspective of leaders as the driving force behind 

countermeasures against challenges in dispersed settings. Our study shows that there is 

a common knowledge about challenges among employees at all levels of the studied 

organization, and that countermeasures against the challenges can be deployed at all 

levels. However, management and project leaders have the responsibility to oversee 

that countermeasures are implemented consciously and consistently throughout the 

organization. The results of our study have found that communication is the solution, 

and primary and secondary data of our study present a flora of actions that can be 

undertaken to counteract challenges from being geographically dispersed. 

Countermeasures of a more general nature include being aware of, and accepting the 

benefits and challenges as a first step. It is important to communicate the benefits for 

all members of the organization in order to have a positive drive and seeing solutions 

instead of drowning in problems. The organization and management must accept the 

fact that having a dispersed organization is costly, and try to find out where the use of 

resources best serves the overall goal. 

Our data suggests that leaders in dispersed organizations should continuously and 

consciously repeat visions and common goals to promote a shared identity. Goals must 

be adapted to fit in to the different work cultures at different sites. Encourage leaders of 

PDTs to pay attention to differences in work practices and to work toward compatibility 

of processes, tools, and systems across locations. It is also important to communicate 

achievements made by other sub-teams in order to counteract colocation blindness. 

Teambuilding is considered to be a key factor in forming any team, but is of paramount 

importance when setting up PDTs or VTs, because building trust and relations is 

arduous over ICT. Empowerment of individuals is of benefit to the organization. In 

order to feel empowered the individual needs responsibility, and matching authority 

and support.  
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Communication is the key to success in dispersed settings. At the same time as it is a 

challenge, wise and proper use of communication can be the solution. Secondary data 

suggests that making and following a clear communication strategy is a crucial first 

step to take. Defining norms and policies for communication within projects can 

counteract challenges with asynchronous communication. Our primary data confirm 

that there is a need for coordination of the use communication methods. Project 

environment should include tools that facilitate access to relevant information at the 

same time for all team members in order to provide a shared context. Advanced 

videoconferencing equipment including smart boards can replace face-to-face meetings 

to a certain extent in an organization with high ICT-maturity. Meeting face-to-face at 

regular intervals throughout projects is still recommended to enhance sense of shared 

identity. Results from our study show that receiving personalized and relevant feedback 

is essential for motivation.  

To end the conclusion chapter, we have collected conclusions from our primary data 

regarding best practices in VMs. When conducting VMs, using common meeting 

technics as having a predefined agenda and goal, showing discipline and avoiding sub-

discussions are more crucial than during face-to-face meetings. By including informal 

communication in an orderly fashion when conducting VMs group cohesion can be 

increased. It is recommended to lead VMs from the location where the group is smallest 

to enhance attention and motivation. Appointing meeting leaders at each location in 

order to prevent sub-discussions can achieve higher meeting effectiveness. All meeting 

attendees have a responsibility to make sure that unofficial discussions and decisions 

that follow after the end of a meeting are shared to all parties. 

In the following chapter we will discuss these conclusions and what implications they 

may posit on organizations in general. 
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6 Discussion  

In this chapter we will provide a discussion about the method used, the results of the 
study, and what implications the results entail on organizations. We will also mention 
limitations of the study, and provide recommendations for future research.  

6.1 Method discussion 

The choice of an interpretivist approach for this study was motivated by the need for an 

in-depth understanding of all the relations involved in the phenomenon of dispersed 

organizations, a context which is difficult to describe in positivistic terms. The choice of 

Grounded Theory (GT) was the result of the overall complexity where many different 

aspects of work in dispersed settings seemed to overlap. To let theories emerge from 

the data seemed to be an appropriate approach, which would give the possibilities to 

discover a rich number of different perspectives of the topic. GT in its purest form 

requires the researchers to wait with examination of literature until the end of the 

research. However, that is in practice very difficult, since researchers then would have 

to disregard all their prior knowledge in order not to get biased, and it also would mean 

that it is impossible to distinguish in advance if the research area is relevant. The 

approach of Informed Grounded Theory (IGT) deals with this matter since it advocates 

that researchers read literature and build theory as the project goes on. The main 

advantage of this approach is that it is a good compromise between the wish to go into 

the research with an open mind, but with the ability to use your prior understanding. 

Using IGT permitted us to do a pre-study to lead us to an interesting and relevant 

research problem. 

Using semi-structured interviews for collection of primary data was a good choice for 

this study. It would have been difficult to gather such rich data through surveys or the 

like. The 5 shorter interviews that were part of the pre-study were beneficial for 

defining the interview themes, identifying typical cases for the sampling, and to 

establish prerequisites and routines for the semi-structured interviews. Of 25 targeted 

interview subjects, 21 complete interviews were conducted. Since the typical-case 

sampling had targeted several subjects from each of the targeted cases, the cancelled 

interviews did not affect the breadth of the study. The interviews were held on site in 

meeting rooms allowing the interviewees to speak freely. 

In order to deal with the risk of imposing our own references and opinions, we tried not 

to lead when interviewing. Sometimes there was a need to gently helping the 

interviewees to stay inside the scope of the interview when they had a tendency to go 

off-topic. Some of the findings we made are, as we see it, not directly related to the fact 

that the organization is dispersed. When interviewees were giving their picture of the 

implications of their everyday work life, they touched on a wide range of topics. We 

have chosen to leave out parts of answers which have obviously nothing to do with the 

research questions. There are, however, answers and opinions that might not directly 

be related to our research questions, but that indirectly provide a context for the overall 

understanding. In those cases we have kept the answers in the report.     
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When using Grounded Analysis to analyse the primary data, we put a lot of effort into 

staying true to our data. When compiling and sorting data there is always a risk for 

over-interpretation or biased interpretation. The difference in personality among the 

interviewees may have influence on the balance of data because some respondents were 

more talkative than others and therefor produced more data. There is a risk that certain 

viewpoints get undeserved attention. By continuously iterating the analysis and going 

back to the original interview transcripts, we feel that we have taken this into 

consideration and that our findings are valid despite this risk. 

Finding connections between coded data and literature was an iterative process. 
Secondary data was searched as new theories emerged. As with all literature reviews, 
the use of key words plays an important role for the outcome. The fact that our pre-
study had provided knowledge of the most commonly used terms and definitions, 
increased our possibilities to find relevant data. 

Overall we found the methods used to be appropriate for the study, providing us with 
substantial data. In the next section we will discuss the results that this data gave us. 

6.2 Results discussion 

We started this study with an aim to shed light on connections between communication 

on one hand, and group cohesion and motivation on the other hand. We searched to 

gain valuable understanding which would lead us to suggest countermeasures to 

overcome challenges imposed by working in dispersed settings.  

Reactions from interviewees and other members of the organization, with whom we 

had informal discussions, reveal that the topic of this study was considered relevant 

and engaging. Several times we found ourselves in a situation where the time originally 

planned for the interviews was insufficient because of the willingness among the 

interviewees to discuss the topic. The interviews collected a comprehensive amount of 

data, and the conclusions we have drawn from analyzing the data are believed to be 

valid and relevant. During the data collection process we have personally experienced 

challenges related to communication, for example when trying to explain and use the 

form on meeting types in an interview via audioconferencing. We have seen project 

teams trying to solve technical problems on whiteboards covered with post-it notes, 

and understand the challenge it must be to involve dispersed team members in those 

discussions. Other organizations may have less difficult tasks to perform over distance, 

but at the same time the organization of study has a high ICT-maturity which other 

organizations might lack. There are also cultural aspects that come to play since the 

topic involves group dynamics and organizational structures. In Sweden informal and 

social communication has a natural place in most organizations “coffee-rooms”. This 

strengthens affinity in the work place and includes everybody regardless of 

organizational level or title. In other cultures affinity in the work place needs to be 

deliberately incorporated, but in Sweden it is a common part of business life. Since 

research has pointed to the value of social communication in business, we believe that 

this part of our culture may play a positive role for group cohesion. However, it can also 

be a potential breeding ground for in-group/out-group behavior.  
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As it may seem findings concerning first and foremost motivation, could also be valid 

without the context of being dispersed. Several researchers, for example Harter et al. 

(2002), and Jenster and Steiler (2011) argue that group cohesion has strong influence 

over motivation, and as we have shown, communication affects level of motivation. 

When taking a holistic perspective, it seems that all the examined areas are connected 

and affect each other, and therefore we find it plausible that feelings regarding 

motivation to a large degree are affected by working in a dispersed setting. 

Literature on VTs, PDTs and GDOs zoom in on many challenges connected to the 

dispersed setting, as we have accounted for. However, it seems to be more common to 

focus on identifying problems than to suggest means to actually handle them. Our 

findings confirm many of the challenges identified in previous studies, but in addition 

also points to connections between them. During our search through journal articles we 

have come to realize that themes common in dispersed setting such as group cohesion, 

affinity, motivation, trust, communication, and performance are intertwined. There 

seems to be vicious circles where for example lack of group cohesion affects motivation, 

which in turn affects performance leading to crises affecting trust, and so on and so 

forth. Our study shows that communication is the tool that can be used to break these 

vicious circles. We thereby believe that we have achieved the purpose of the study. 

Relating to the title of this thesis, working in dispersed organizations and partially 

distributed teams entails a risk of dividing teams into “we, and the others”. There are 

however ways for leaders to bridge the gap and unite teams. Thoughtful use of different 

types of communication can in fact counteract challenges and lead to increased 

productivity and well-being.  

6.3 Implications 

We believe that the topic of our study is relevant and important since a large number of 

organizations use a dispersed workforce of some sort, and that the challenges described 

are common to organizations of different sorts. Working in dispersed settings and 

using ICT for communication require thoughtful and systematical planning and 

execution. It is important to look at the benefits as well as the challenges with having a 

geographically dispersed organization, and we hope that this study will have positive 

implications for organizations that are planning for or currently utilizing such 

organization structure. 

6.4 Limitations 

In this study we have tried to look at leadership in dispersed organizations by 

conducting a qualitative study of one organization. Likely, there are differences in how 

dispersed settings affect an organization depending on organizational structure, degree 

of dispersion, ICT maturity, and many other factors. It is therefore plausible that the 

findings and conclusions could differ if the same research had been conducted in 

another organization. A broader study including several organizations would benefit 

the result. 
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6.5 Recommendations for future research 

Existing literature on work in dispersed settings have provided knowledge about 

challenges that can be experienced, but general knowledge on the challenges is merely 

the first step in the process of counteracting them. There are some guidelines, for 

example Arnfalk’s and Kogg’s (2003) advice on strategies for VMs, and Jenster’s and 

Steiler’s (2011) advice on leadership in VTs. However, we would recommend that future 

research on work in dispersed settings include broad studies of how real-world 

organizations have managed to counteract challenges and achieved successful results. 
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Appendix A – Interview Instrument 

 

 

Interview instrument for interview with:                           site 1       site 2 

Role in company: 

  Line manager with subordinates on site  

  Line manager with subordinates on another site  

  Subordinate with manager on site  

  Subordinate with manager on another site  

  Team leader with team members on site  

  Team leader with team members on another site  

  Team member with leader on site  

  Team member with leader on another site 

 

Background: 

Your company has operations in various locations. This means that project may have staffing 
that is spread over several locations. The same applies for line organization where some 
employees in a department can be located on site, while the rest of the department, including 
the manager, is located on another site. 

Our thesis will study how leadership is exercised in a dispersed organization. We do this by 
interviewing line managers, team leaders, subordinates and team members. The selection of 
respondents is done in cooperation with our supervisor and aim to get as complete a picture 
as possible of the organization from different perspectives. The aim of the project is not to 
suggest changes in the organization, but only to observe. We intend to study the connection 
between group cohesion, motivation and effectiveness, and how different methods of 
communication affect these connections. 

Ethics: 

Your participation in this survey is completely voluntary. You can always cancel your 

participation, without giving reasons. 

Your trust is important to us because we take your privacy very seriously. Your answers will be 

compiled together with other persons’ interview responses to anonymous, general 

conclusions. In the thesis both personal names and site names will be anonymized. During the 

interviews, the interviewers will take notes. No other than the interviewers have access to 

those records, and nothing that is said in confidence will be passed on.   
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Initial question: 

1.1)  Please, describe your work in general terms. 
 

Working in dispersed settings: 

2.1)  Which benefits do you see having a dispersed organization/PDT? 

2.2)  Which challenges do you see having a dispersed organization/PDT? 

2.3)  In what ways can you contribute to enhance the benefits and counteract the 

 challenges of a dispersed organization/PDT? 

Leadership: 

3.1a)  [line manager]  How would you describe your relation to your subordinates? 
3.1b)  [project leader]  How would you describe your relation to your project members? 
3.1c)  [subordinates]  How would you describe your relation to your closest manager? 
3.1d)  [project mbr] How would you describe your relation to your project leader? 
 
3.2)  Which factors affect that relation? 

3.3)  How does the geographical distance affect that relation? 

3.4a)  [line manager]  How do you work with team building at your department? 
3.4b)  [project leader]  How do you work with team building in your project teams? 
3.4c)  [subordinate]  How does your department work with team building? 
3.4d)  [project mbr]  How does your project team work with team building? 

Communication  

5.1a)  [line manager]  If several subordinates shall attend a virtual meeting via ICT, which 

    difficulties can you identify? 

5.1b)  [project leader]  If several team members shall attend a virtual meeting via ICT, which 

    difficulties can you identify? 

 

5.2a)  [line manager]  How do you plan and conduct a face-to-face meeting in order to make 

    the meeting as effective as possible? 

5.2b)  [project leader]  How do you plan and conduct a face-to-face meeting in order to make 

    the meeting as effective as possible? 

5.3a)  [line manager]  How do you plan and conduct a virtual meeting in order to make the 

    meeting as effective as possible?  

5.3b)  [project leader]  How do you plan and conduct a virtual meeting in order to make the 

    meeting as effective as possible? 

5.4)  Can you think of any function that is missing in your current communication tools? 

5.5)  Can you think of any communication tool currently not in use in your company, which 

 would make your work easier? 
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5.6)  What are the risks involved when communication is not optimal? 

Group cohesion 

6.1)  How would you define group cohesion? 

6.2a)  [line manager]  Do you feel informed of the work being done by your subordinates?  

6.2b) [project leader]  Do you feel informed of the work being done by your team members? 

6.3a)  [line manager]  Do you feel part of the work being done by your subordinates?  

6.3b) [project leader]  Do you feel part of the work being done by your team members? 

6.4a)  [project leader]  Is there any difference in how work is performed with regards to  

    where the team members are located? If yes, in what way?  

6.4b)  [project mbr]  Is there any difference in how work is performed with regards to  

    where the other team members are located? If yes, in what way? 

6.5a)  [line manager]  How can you increase group cohesion among your subordinates? 

6.5b)  [project leader]  How can you increase group cohesion among your team members? 

6.6a)  [subordinate]  How can you make your manager involved in your daily work?  

6.6b)  [project mbr]  How can you make your team leader involved in your daily work? 

6.7a)  [subordinate]  Do you ever feel isolated from the rest of your department? 

6.7b)  [project mbr]  Do you ever feel isolated from the rest of your project team? 

6.8)  How can feelings of isolation be handled at the workplace? 

Motivation 

7.1)  How would you define motivation? 

7.2)  Why is motivation at work important? 

7.3)  Which is your most important source for motivation? 

7.4)  State one or several prerequisites for you to feel motivated at work? 

7.5)  What lowers motivation? 

7.6a)  [line manager]  How can you motivate your subordinates? 

7.6b)  [project leader]  How can you motivate your project members? 

7.7a)  [line manager]  How to customize your work with the motivation for different  

    subordinates?  

7.7b)  [project leader]  How to customize your work with the motivation for different project 

    members?  



Appendix A – Interview Instrument 

 

Group dynamics at meetings could be affected by, among other things, group distribution and 

placement. Here we would like you to mark with a cross to which extent you experience the 

feeling of group cohesion, motivation and effectiveness at a few different constellations of 

meetings.  

 

Virtual meetings where the participants are situated at different locations connected by ICT.  

(Similar size of the groups) 

Low group cohesion             High group cohesion 

              

Low motivation             High motivation 

              

Ineffective             Effective 

 
 

 

Virtual meetings where the participants are situated at different locations connected by ICT.  

(My group is significantly larger) 

Low group cohesion             High group cohesion 

              

Low motivation             High motivation 

              

Ineffective             Effective 

 
 

 

Virtual meetings where the participants are situated at different locations connected by ICT.  

(My group is significantly smaller) 

Low group cohesion             High group cohesion 

              

Low motivation             High motivation 

              

Ineffective             Effective 
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Virtual meetings where the participants are situated at their respective work station,  

connected by ICT. 

Low group cohesion             High group cohesion 

              

Low motivation             High motivation 

              

Ineffective             Effective 

 

 
 

 
Face-to-face meetings where all participants are colocated. 

Low group cohesion             High group cohesion 

              

Low motivation             High motivation 

              

Ineffective             Effective 
 

 

 


