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Leading International Teams

they go along, the payoffs are seen much faster. Our experience has shown us
that team performance is non-linear and exponential. Teams that are going to
end well, make and take the time to play and streamline up to half time. After
half time, the processes they have created and the way in which they structure
the use of technology to support those processes must be focused exclusively
on the finishing post. Ongoing teams, such as top teams, can create their own
milestones, upgrading their creative use of technology in each repeated cycle.

Rotate meetings

More sophisticated ‘groupware’ technologies such as Lotus notes, can do much
to aileviate these kinds of problems when they are set up and used well, and
these are discussed in more detail in Chapter Ten. Teams usually have to meet
from time to time to maintain their sense of joint work and mutual co-
ordination. With skewed and tilted teams, it is usually the outliers who have to
travel to save on expense. This means that they always meet in the main
group’s home environment, usually tired, and the main group may never get a
‘feel’ or understanding of what the outliers are facing on a day-to-day basis.
Budgets allowing, it is always a good idea to rotate the meeting sites according
to the team members involved.

Establishing horizontal communication

‘There is still too much allegiance to the “home" country line manager rather
than to the project team, so if there is a conflict of resource a team member
invariably goes against what the international project leader wants.’

A short example illustrates this small but crucial point. When one American
team member was offended by the style of a UK missive, instead of picking up
the phone for an explanation or being told to do so, he complained to his boss.
His boss complained to his boss who finally picked up the phone to his UK
counterpart, who told his subordinate who finally interrogated the UK team
member, who then had to explain himself in a teleconference with four
managers breathing down his neck. The managers should never have become
involved as it was not a major affair, only a misunderstanding of style, so
common across faxes and e-mails. The managers’ actions diminished the
opportunities for the team to leamn to trust each other and sort out their
own affairs and enhanced the ‘them’ and ‘us’ attitudes that the team was
designed to overcome.

K

Work to involve and assist outliers

Technology can also overcome some of the temporal differences, but only to
some extent. The fax machine does allow anytime communication, but there are
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still things that need to be discussed on the telephone. This means that often
either someone has to stay up very late in the UK to catch the Australians as
they come into the office or get up very early before they leave. Time zone
differences often means that there is increased blurring between home and office
hours, sometimes for one or two team members more than others. Build the
distances and infrastructure into time frames.

Assisting outliers

As mentioned in Chapter Two, international teams are seldom equally
distributed across the globe. There are often a few people working together
on one site, and a few others spread out. It does not take much for these
‘outliers” to feel left out of the main action. When thinking about assisting these
outliers and introducing new technologies for dispersed international teams,
there are first a few practical realities to take into account:

o New technologies such as desktop videoing, automatic translation and software
agents are available, but not yet robust, reliable or constrained by industry
standards. It is usually better to wait until the bugs have been sorted out, especially
it they are to be used in far-flung places.

e Countries have different import requirements and regulations.

 In some countries, as in most African countries, finding useful software support for
latest technologies can be difficult if things go wrong. This is usually not for want of
enthusiasm to help, but for want of experience. '

" ® Getting a clear tone (letalone digital and wide bandwidth) telephone line as and when
you want it is a fuxury of a few countries in the world (and some ‘developing’
countries such as Mexico have leapfrogged other countries like Japan and the UK
on this one). Free access fo leased international lines is consciously limited {in
Myanmar unlicensed logging on can mean 15 years’ jail!"®) or restricted by poor
communications infrastructure. If you get a connection, it may be for a very short
time. This means that there should be no non-essential graphics such as fancy
website logos, the most important information should be upfront without having to
go back and forth to many different pages, and data should be as compact as
possible. On e-mail, original messages and attachments should be removed or
heavily edited before replying. -

® Many countries do not have reliable power supplies, satellites can have glitches and
(as Canada learnt recently), weather conditions (droughts, floods etc) can play a
large factor in working conditions.

As a result of these factors, new technologies will probably be first tried and
tested between teams located in industrially advanced countries. It is better to



keep technology as simple as possible, the more a team extends into poor
communications infrastructure. The cost in time and money of regularly
including those battling with lack of basic resources and unfamiliarity with
the software will probably exclude them unless companies are very dedicated to
getting them up to speed. We are not suggesting that intemational teams only
think about the developed world. Only that they need to get creative and go
back to some basics.

Having matched the technology to the realities of the infrastructure available,
core team members can assist outliers by a few consistent behaviours.
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e Workoutaninitial time schedule that is inclusive and sets realistic time
frames for turning around documents and includes the time to set up
compatible technology as far as possible.

o Sendregular information updates on what is happening within the core
group.

® Lay the ground work for what needs to be discussed on the phone by
previously sending faxes, e-mails and other written text, -

o Ensure thatfax machines are on and working 24 hours a day and e-mail-
systems are compatible for attached documents.

® Have direct lines (definitely not automated receptionists) and arrange
key convenient times for calling.

o Inform secrelaries that long-distance calls from developing countries
take priority and phone back when you say you will.

e Sound pleased when an ‘outlier’ gets through.

Leading Virtual International Teams

Here we refer to virtual teams as teams that never meet face to face. Such teams
are no more different in substance to international teams than international
teams are to national teams. They have added dimensions of complexity to
handle with fewer options of interaction. When teams never meet they will
have to do all the things that are described in Chapters Four, Five and Six, but
at a distance and in a slightly different way. Creating a unified ‘teamspace’ with L
technology is the ultimate triumph over physical distance. But the paradox is ]
that, at least for the moment, the leader may be more tempted and in fact need

to revert to playing a dominant ‘strong’ role. "

Like all team leaders, virtual team leaders will need to:

® Establish the purpose of the team.
¢ Clarify goals, interim targets, success criteria, roles and responsibilities.
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® Create a working communication strategy that clarifies the linkages
between team members, takes cultural and contextual differences into
account and establishes a workable rhythm.

® Establish and harmonise what technology will be used for what purpose and
how often.

® Agree good communication and ‘meeting’ habits.

® Agree on decision making, problem solving, conflict resolution and feed-
back processes.

® Establish developmental and learning mechanisms.

® Log the learning so that other teams can learn from this experience.

On some of these issues, the team leader can solicit for preferences, experience
and ideas. However, it is likely that the team leader will have to put in the first
inputs and then ask for suggestions and changes. One option is to share out the
responsibilities for creating first drafts on the different bullet points between
different team members.

The second major challenge is being creative about team building. If the team
is still using simple technology, it is worth sending pictures and fun resumes of
each other even through surface mail. Otherwise scanning photos into e-mails,
creating team rooms or extra files where the team shares photos, chat and
extraneous items can be important. It is unlikely that many team leaders or
members will have the technical knowledge to set up a team room, or even
format process templates on groupware. If the team has important work, even if
the team is short lived, it can be worthwhile hiring a team facilitator who can
design the templates, co-ordinate the communication and who again has to
understand and accommodate cross-cultural and contextual differences.

-Especially in virtual teams, having a facilitator can lessen the temptation to
resort to being an authoritarian leader when frustration and long silent gaps set
in. I heard of my first leader of a dispersed team of home workers six years ago,
because she had had a nervous breakdown. There had been no support to deal
with all the ambiguity and uncertainty of what was ‘really’ going on. Facilitators
can help leaders chart this unfamiliar territory and act as moral support.

The third issue is checking understanding at every step of the way. Teams
that meet can check at the beginning that they agree the purpose, goals,
boundaries, sponsors, dlients, roles, responsibilities and working practices when
they are face to face. Virtual teams need to send out a questionnaire
immediately they feel that these are agreed in order to check that everyone
has understood the same things. Again questionnaires have to be carefully
worded to avoid dual meanings and idioms.*

If this makes it sound easy, it isn't. In our personal experience, dreams are
seldom realised quite the way you thought they would be. Someone gets stuck
on the plane in Warsaw and misses the teleconference. It is not possible to catch

* A good source book of virtual worksheets and questionnaires is Virfual Team by Steve Rayner.
http://www.whidbey.com/rayner. Fax: + 1 360 331 2047,
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up the next day, because they are already on a flight to America. Atmospheric
conditions have disabled the Internet connection between Kenya and America.
When they return, their computer system has a virus and is not downloading
documents. Brief e-mails get through and messages are left on answerphones.
Days turn into weeks. At some point decisions have to be made just to move
forward. The leader may have to take more power over final decisions than
expected or wanted.

One of the paradoxes of effective virtual teams is that the more disciplined
the team is about every aspect of its work together, the more democratic and
consultative the processes can be. Absolute clarity of team purpose, goals, and
contribution, roles and responsibilities, of agreed working processes, especially
to manage boundaries and ‘meetings’ is vital to allow all the members to be
consulted and participate in major decisions.

Much can be done by putting established best practices on to e-mail and
intranets. Many of the interventions suggested in Chapters Four and Five, such
as cultural value checklist for agrecing working processes and team review
health checks, are ideal for setting up on conference and on-line questionnaires.
What should not be forgotten is that virtual space is full of paradoxes. Handling
conflict illustrates this. i

Virtual conflict

In contrast to audio and visual technologies, cues about social context are
missing when communicating by computer on e-mail, and so people worry less
about how other people evaluate them. Researchers notice that people seem to
- be more honest and direct, displaying uninhibited emotions and perhaps waste
less time on posturing and social niceties (and more on social chat). This lack of
inhibition has led to the occurrence of ‘flaming’, pouring scom and anger, in”
response to relatively -insignificant levels of provocation, into the computer
keyboard, as nobody is going to directly answer you back or hit you. Dispersed
teams often suffer from sudden flare ups that come ‘out of the blue’ as all the
cues about the build up are missing. So paradoxically, you have less inhibited
emotions, which more sophisticated desktop videoing may come back to
inhibit, and on the other hand, you have only part of the information that
allows empathetic feeling, especially if you have never met face to face.
As Nohria and Eccles point out, their four criteria for electronic substitution
of face to face interaction: unimportant identities, routine tasks, unambiguous i
- circumstances and no demands on the relationships’ were the truths of ’
hierarchical, bureaucratic and market organisations. They are the opposite of -
what is.now being demanded of team members in unpredictable but responsive
‘network” or ‘cellular’ organisations and self managed work teams. Hopefully
the qualifier will turn out to be ‘at the moment’. We will no doubt come up with
the pressures, technologies, suitable attitudes (such as ‘what was so great about
meeting face to face?) and processes that will move working in the ‘team i
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information space’ through the same iterative changes that have happened to
physical organisations. Before long it will seem natural and normal, especially to
those who ‘grew up digital'.

Identify Effective New Processes Before Buying the Hard
and Software

Team leaders need to assess what technology they need before investing
millions on hardware and software that does not get used. New technologies
seldom completely replace old technologies. Companies still write letters,
produce annual reports and send faxes. Each new technology adds a different
dimension and usually speeds up a previous process. However, in deciding what
to invest in, we advise team leaders to be pragmatic and support the view that:

First understand the processes (that need to happen) and then see how technology
can enable those processes.’’®

If a team needs to collaborate often on creating written reports at a distance,
then investing in a replicative database facility such a Lotus notes is essential. If
a very high profile dispersed team needs to work on very contentious issues
and change core processes within the organisation, then setting up a fully
supported meetings facility with immediate access to company data and home
offices will be worthwhile.

Our sense is that, even at this moment, most international companies are
making do with the basic toolkits of telephones, with conferencing services,

~ -voice mail systems, faxes, some group video-conferencing facilities, internal e-

mail, internal networks, shared databases and increasingly interactive databases
like Lotus notes. We believe that few international companies so far have
widespread use of computer supported group decision making tools or desktop
videoing, virtual offices and high (modem) speed integrated digital voice and
data facilities. We also believe that because of the way that technology is often
provided instead of introduced, most technology is under-utilised (eg using
Lotus notes for e-mail only instead of concurrent document building2).
Research is beginning to back up many people’s experience that there is a
much better uptake and usage of communication technology if the technology
grows with the people involved. British Petroleum Exploration, for example, set
aside a large sum of money to support a virtual teamwork project. Led by a
‘non tech.” who had already demonstrated his passion for organisational change
and teamwork in Alaska, the project’s aim has been to entice the organisation
with pilot projects that showed spectacular results in productivity. Planned over
a few years for experimentation, consolidation, spreading of critical ‘mass and
becoming profitable, part of their task has been to provide proactive help and
coaching, not only on technical support issues but also on attitude change.
Super coaches challenge managers and employees on a one-to-one basis, to
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think through how the technology is changing the way they work and how it
can improve the speed and quality of their work. They are using some very
sophisticated technology.

Of course there needs to be a dynamic interchange and growth between both
the new technologies, the expected increased productivity and people. Even so,
the message to over-excited information technology departments is experi-
ment, tickle the rest of the organisation and demonstrate the effectiveness of
new products. Do not impose them.

Whether teams meet and work apart or never meet, responsibility for the
success of company-wide technology rests with team members and leaders,
with creative IT departments and imaginative support mechanisms and with
senior management. Wellcome senior managers insisted that all team leaders
and members had open diaries on their e-mail to ease transatlantic scheduling.
They then decided that they themselves should be exempt so that they could
personally decide what to do with their time.

“The process (of establishing effective technology) should be viewed as a dynamic
interchange between the intentional changes designed by management, the
ongoing and developing organisational structures, the emerging and newly
created interests created through the technical system and the capabilities and
constraint of the system technology.’

F. A. Dubinkas

-
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Summary of Key Learning Points

Understand the best uses of current technology.

Enjoy reading about and fantasising on future technology.

Realise that many of the same cultural and contextual differences and
Inequalities will apply, however sophisticated the technology.
Understand that technology is not good at conveying emotions and so
does not readily support ftrust building, establishing robust
relationships, or making value judgements and difficult decisions.
Think through the criteria of whether to meet or not.

Set a firm rhythm for working together and apart.

Do not expect technology to cut the travel budgets. Look for gains in
extraordinary results.

Create horizontal communication to break the dominance of ‘national’
vertical channels.

Assist geographically dispersed outliers.

Understand that belng a virtual team leader has its ownissues.

When choosing technology:

Work out the processes that you need to support and then buy the
technology - realise that technology cannot create good
collaboration;

Pay attention to how the technology is introduced;

Work on the changes in technology, team members’ skills and work
habits and productivity simultaneously.

Create informal channels alongside technical and task channels.

Start with pilot studies where technology will make a dramatic
difference to routine tasks and decision making, and anticipate inter-
national problems.






