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ABSTRACT

Thisarticleprovidesaliteraturereviewonvirtualteamleadershipsimpactonprojectquality,team
effectiveness,andteamcommitmenttoshort-termprojects.Theauthorssummarizeseveralnegative
findingsrelatedtovirtualteamsandpositthatthesenegativeoutcomescontributetothenegative
impactoforganisationalfaultlines.Thearticleconcludesbyexploringatheoreticalmodelonthe
relationshipbetween fault lines invirtual teamsand teamperformance.Theauthors specifically
proposethattransformationalleadershipinvirtualteamswillpositivelymoderatethisrelationship.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Virtualteamsnowplayanintegralroleinhelpingbusinessesachievetheirorganisationalgoalsand
objectives,Akhras(2015).Virtualteams,however,likemanyorganisationalgroupingsofworkerssuch
asbydepartment,role,orgeographicregionaresusceptibletothenegativeeffectsoforganisational
faultlines.LauandMurnighan(1998)definefaultlinesasanyfactorthatsplitsagroup’smembers
fromothergroupsbasedononeormanyattributes.Theseattributescanbeanythingfromdemographics
suchasage,genderorraceandorattributessuchasdepartment,geographiclocation,and/orculture.
Ourconceptualstudyexploresatheoreticalmodelontherelationshipbetweenfaultlinesinvirtual
teamsand teamperformance.Wespecificallypropose that transformational leadership invirtual
teamswillpositivelymoderatethisrelationship.

BACKGRoUNd – VIRTUAL TeAMS

Theadventandrapiddevelopmentoftelecommunicationtechnologyhascreatedanenvironmentin
whichinformationisnowcommunicatedandsharedfasterthanever.Zivick(2012)addedthatthese
telecommunication technologiesprovideanadditionaladvantage fororganisations: theability to
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rapidlyassemblehumanresource(HR)expertise,regardlessofphysicallocation,forbothshortand
long-termprojects.Theseteamsassembledtogetherviatelecommunicationtechnologyhavebeen
labeledvirtualteams.Zivick(2012)definedthesevirtualteamsas:

A group of individuals dispersed in time, geography or culture that collectively produce a deliverable 
via inter-dependent work tasks and primarily use computer and telecommunication technology for 
individual and team communication. (p.19)

Virtualteamscanbephysicallyseparatedbygreatdistances:city-to-city,state-to-state,oreven
country-to-countryorseparateddepartmentallywithinthesameorganisation.Lee-KellyandSankey
(2008)statedthatvirtualteamsareusefulforprojectsthatrequireeithercross-functionalorcross-
boundaryskillswhentheyhaveaclearplantoovercomeproblemsgenerallyassociatedwithteams
thatareseparatedbyspace,time,language,cultureorotherdemographicdifferences.

Forexample,Lee-KelleyandSankey(2008)reportedfindingsthatarewellknowninthevirtual
team’s literature:globalvirtual teams(GVTs)provideorganisationalsuccesses in termsof time,
budget,andvaluedeliveryinvirtualteamprojects.Intermsofinter-organisationalvirtualteams,
Majchrzak,Rice,Malhotra,King,andBa(2000)demonstratedthatanorganisationthatwaswilling
toadaptorganisationalstructuresandworkgroupstosupportvirtualteamsusinganewcollaboration
technologycouldsuccessfullycreateanewhighlyinnovativeproduct.

Virtualteamsalsoofferorganisationsanopportunitytotapintohighlydispersed“pockets”of
organisationalknowledge.AlaviandTiwana(2002)acknowledgedthatoneoftheprimaryreasons
forvirtualteamformationisfoundedontheneedforknowledgesharing,knowledgeapplicationand
knowledgeexploitationfororganisationalgains.Withsomanyorganisationalbenefitsthatcomewith
virtualteams,theirusewillcontinuetoplayanimportantrole,wellintothefuture,inhowbusinesses
organizeunitsofworktomeettheirgoalsandobjectives.PerhapsBellandKozlowski(2002)saidit
best:“…virtualteamsarehere,andtheyareheretostay.”(p.45).

FAULT LINeS IN VIRTUAL TeAMS

Leadershiprequiredforvirtualteamsfacesmanykindsofchallenges.Manyofthesehurdlesare
oftenoverlookedbecauseleadersmaketheincorrectassumptionthatemployeesinvirtualteams,
asinthetraditionalworksettings,adoptsimilarworkbehavior.Onesignificantareaofdisconnect
intheseassumptionshasbeenidentifiedasfaultlines.LauandMurnighan(1998)definefault
linesasafactorthat“dividesagroup’smembersonthebasisofoneormoreattributes”.There
aremanyfaultlinesinanorganisationbasedondemographics,gender,companypoliticsand
corporatesub-culture.Faultlinesare,inshort,invisibleboundariesinorganisationsthatdetermine
howworkbehaviouroccurs.

Thesefaultlines,whileinvisible,canbeobservedoverperiodsoftimeinamoreconventional
(andmoreclosed)workenvironmentliketheoffice.Inavirtualsetting,whereworknetworksare
wideandopen,oftenhavingunobservableemotiveaspectsofwork,faultlinesmaybelessvisible.
Thus,tobettermanagetheorganisation,aleaderwouldhavetoemploynewstrategiestounearth
thesefaultlines.Despitethisreality,manyleadersoftencontinueusingexistingleadershipstyles
andstrategiesonvirtualteamsresultinginaweakunderstandingoffaultlines(DeRosa,Hantula,
Kock,andD’Arcy,2004).Suchleadershipdecisionsoftenleadtoacharacterizationofvirtualwork
teamsasbeingdifficulttomanage,organize,allocateresourcesforandmeasureoutcomes.Therefore,
thereisanacuteneedtobridgethisgaptoensurenewmethodsofleadershiparemadeavailablefor
virtualteams.
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