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	Managing Virtual Teams

	

	When your colleagues span the globe, your range of management skills must expand as well

	
	

	Howard Baldwin
	


CEO Steve Lewis is no stranger to global business. As a consultant, he opened Booz Allen Hamilton’s first office in the Middle East. Fluent in Mandarin, he spent 10 years managing companies in China that employed both Chinese and American staff. When he founded Teneros, his initial plan was to take advantage of low-cost development in India to create the company’s product — an appliance designed to keep Microsoft Exchange up and running. But when he found himself staring at a contract to lease a bigger facility in New Delhi, India — a contract his own board had authorized him to sign — he found himself hesitating. 

He thought about the problems he’d already encountered there — the dearth of qualified managers, especially those who’d already been through the trials of a startup. He thought about how every time a crisis arose, he had to send a senior executive on a 24-hour flight and lose that executive from the office for at least five days. He started calculating the savings on labor and comparing them to the cost of turnover and increased salaries, lost opportunity costs, logistics costs and, worst of all, the overhead of managing the labor overseas. Then his eyes fell on a business book on the shelf above his desk in his Mountain View office: It’s Not the Big That Eat the Small...It’s the Fast That Eat the Slow. 

The answer was clear. Designing the product in India was going to slow Teneros down, which would be deadly for a startup. Lewis threw away the lease and set about securing visas for the team — so that it could be managed more efficiently in the U.S.A. (The product was released in October of 2005.) 

Lewis’ experience notwithstanding (he acknowledges circumstances that made his experience unusual), the desire to keep costs low while hiring the best colleagues — wherever they may live — forces companies to manage virtual teams. It’s not easy — it requires a level of visibility, flexibility, cultural awareness and viability on the part of all members of a team, not to mention executive management itself. But in today’s globally dispersed business environment, learning and mastering these skills is a necessary part of being successful. 

Going Global, Going Forward 
Indeed, the ability to manage global teams is only going to become more crucial, and not just because of offshoring or outsourcing. 

“If you look at workforce demographics globally, there are very few countries that are going to see growth in their labor forces over the next 10-20 years,” suggests Timothy Kane, who works at consulting firm Deloitte as a virtual workplace leader; that is, he helps clients deal with managing employees who are absent from the office, whether occasionally or permanently. “The challenge is to find the best people regardless of where they happen to be located.” 

Kane works with a lot of companies in California’s Silicon Valley, where, because of the concentration of companies, it’s relatively easy (though expensive) to find talent. “But if you could just look for the best talent, period, rather than the best talent in Silicon Valley, and help them be effective, it would give you a real competitive advantage.”

“If there were an unlimited number of excellent resources in one place, I’d choose that option, because proximity is important,” says Andy Astor, CEO of open-source database developer, EnterpriseDB, Iselin, N.J., but has employees in Pune, India; Islamabad, Pakistan and Oxford, England. “But you can attract just so many engineers in one location.” 

As a result, you’re forced to go where the talent is. “There’s still competition for the best talent,” says Bill Wiberg, a general Partner in the office of Venture Capital (VC) firm Advanced Technology Ventures. At a previous VC job at the VC arm of Orange, the European telecommunications operator, the team was distributed between London, Boston, San Francisco and New Jersey. “Innovation is still borne on the backs of individuals with exceptional capabilities,” he says. 

Equally important, Wiberg notes, is the need to go where the customers are. “Startups and large companies alike need to look beyond the shores of the U.S.A.,” he says. “You’ll need customer contacts that are geographically distributed — not just sales, but someone with resources and credibility to help you build a customer base.” 

Finally, it’s also crucial to hone one’s capabilities because more employees are becoming more comfortable with working in a virtual team, and thus expect that flexibility. “A lot of people have grown up with work as a place you go, where you conduct meetings face-to-face,” Kane adds, “but the youngest generation in the workplace almost demands the flexibility that virtual teams bring.” Astor adds, “Once you get good at it, there’s not much of a downside.”

Look For Disciplined And Motivated Staff 
As with any management issue, it helps to start with the right people. “The problem with managing virtual teams,” says Wiberg, “is that it’s hard to do well. It’s a burden on the management team, and it requires that you pick people who can operate well in that kind of environment.” Any group working remotely needs to be excellent at communications because they have to be aligned and in touch with the rest of the team, even though they may be at a distance. 

Though today’s communications tools — and the infrastructure they run on — are a huge improvement over those of just 15 years ago, e-mail is impersonal and prone to the loss of nuance. “A person who doesn’t naturally communicate well is likely to just spin his wheels on his own without being connected to the overall mission of the organization,” Wiberg fears. 

When it comes to hiring, Kane recommends using the abbreviation PAST, which stands for process, ability, self-discipline and track record. If the person’s track record for meeting goals is good, then look to see if they’re self-disciplined when they can’t be seen working. Do they have the ability to deal with the technical issues that pop up when working remotely? And finally, does your process lend itself to having virtual team members? 

Once you’ve done that, set clear expectations. If you don’t have a baseline against which to measure output and results, it will be impossible to recognize problems when they occur. “It’s key to have objective-based metrics,” insists Kane. “When you see them slide, then you know you need to intervene. Be clear about the problem, though: If somebody is not meeting objectives that others are hitting, then it’s the individual. If nobody is meeting the objectives, then they may be unreasonable.” 

Are the issues of metrics different when you’re outsourcing versus when it’s your own staff you’re managing? Yes and no. “When they’re your employees, you can dictate as much as possible that they adhere to a certain culture and value,” says Julie Kunstler, who’s doing double duty as VP, Business Development at Teknovus, a manufacturer of broadband-networking equipment, and as a Managing Partner of one of its investors, Portview Communications Partners. You don’t demand that adherence when you’re outsourcing, but the concept of looking for specific milestones remains the same. 

Even with a disciplined staff you must consider what that team is contributing. At Teneros, CEO Lewis acknowledges that his mistake was locating his entire product-development process in India, rather than a project team with a narrower focus. “Building projects is hard,” he says. “In a world-class team, you’d better have a cohort of people who’ve already done it, people who can guide the team when they run into trouble. It takes judgment, experience and management talent,” he says, that’s just not available in India. “The resources you need to be successful — the senior managers who understand problem and program management — are severely lacking,” he adds. 

EnterpriseDB’s Astor concurs. “You need to have a team leader co-located on site, because the work of individual contributors is best managed locally.”

Keep Your Passport Updated 
One important fact to remember: You can’t manage a virtual team via e-mail or even phone. Executives who’ve dealt with virtual teams consistently recommend at least quarterly visits to remote offices. “The highest form of communication and collaboration still takes place face-to-face because you get both verbal and non-verbal cues from the person you’re talking to,” says Kane. Equally important, you get to see the culture in which they operate. 

That’s a key prerequisite for someone chartered with managing the remote team. “If you’re signed up to lead, you’re signed up to a life of continual travel,” warns Wiberg. “To lead people you need to be in front of them. It’s especially important to start the relationship with such visits,” says Astor, who notes that even though his company relies a lot on videoconferencing (more about that later), “we spend a lot of money and time on travel. Shaking hands and seeing each other eye-to-eye is important.” Personal contact still matters, and even if it’s infrequent, it goes a long way to improving communication over an electronic connection. 

Kane also acknowledges that it’s costly and time-consuming to make such trips, so that you have to match the output of the team with the level of your attention (granted, if it’s a company doing back-office processing for your company, it’s probably not as important as a group doing software development). 

Though the face-to-face meetings that stem from these trips can be informal, it’s not difficult to come up with reasons — they can revolve around important decision-making milestones or customer visits. Wiberg warns that it’s hard to schedule them on a consistent basis, because you never know when a problem or an opportunity are going to crop up.

Consider Cultural and Legal Issues 
What’s more likely to crop up are problems over cultural issues, suggests Kunstler, who understands global management because half of her VC firm’s investments are in California and the other half are in Israel; she also understands the cultural divide because of a course she once taught at the Executive MBA program at Israel’s Haifa University on cultural ethics. “What Americans define as ethical may be different in another culture,” she says. “In Israel, for instance, in small transactions, it’s not uncommon for one lawyer to represent both sides.” It’s considered an advantage because one person can draw up a contract that considers the priorities of both sides; in America, it would be difficult to find a lawyer who would do such a thing. 

Consider, too, how you might deal with issues such as bribery. “To an American, a bribe is black-and-white — are you rewarding a decision-maker for choosing you?” asks Kunstler. “But in other countries, that person might expect a high level of wining and dining.” (Knowing that the U.S. government is increasing the enforcement of the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act, which covers bribery of foreign citizens, helps get across the point that American companies need to adhere to American standards.) 

The list goes on: Be clear about what you mean by deadlines, testing, standards, reliability and anything else that might be misconstrued or misinterpreted. “You have to spend time making sure that what you’re communicating is what the person understands,” warns Kunstler. “In certain cultures, what gets said in a formal meeting is different than in an informal meeting — so make sure you’re in the informal meeting.” She also recommends being aware of cultural constrains regarding what people feel comfortable saying in the presence of supervisors. “In Israel, people will openly disagree with their supervisors. In Japan, it’s just the opposite.” Similarly, she says, watch your own body language to ensure you’re not being too assertive. “You have to be aware of how confrontational you appear, so that the person feels secure.”

Invest in Collaboration Technology 
Again, much of that can be discerned in face-to-face meetings, but when that’s not possible, collaboration technology can ease the challenge of long-distance management. Deloitte’s Kane recommends keeping it simple. “A lot of times in technology, we think we need to go with the latest and greatest,” he says. “But you should start with simple technology that people are already using such as instant messaging or something that will be easily available from traditional desktops, such as Microsoft SharePoint or its upcoming Windows Live technology that brings together in one place shared information and interests,” he says. He’s not a big fan of videoconferencing, given that it’s more valuable that someone be able to see a PowerPoint presentation than the person giving it. 

EnterpriseDB uses IP-based videoconferencing to encourage communication between its four offices, using 50” Sony television sets and IP-based video cameras from Polycom that plug into the company’s Ethernet network. “We come in a little early, the Indians and the Pakistanis come in late, and we have about a five-hour overlap,” he says. The videoconferencing systems are in conference rooms, so that’s where designers and developers tend to spend those five hours. “We can have a view of all four offices on each screen, so we look like the credits from The Brady Bunch,” says Astor. 

“People object to offshoring because it detracts from crucial communication,” says Astor. “If you don’t have familiarity with someone or you can’t walk down the hall to ask a question or share a joke with them, then you’re less likely to ask why they did something a particular way.” Instead, you’ll just push forward, working under what may be a mistaken assumption. “All of our employees know each others’ names and faces, and treat each other as peers. We’re in the same room that just happens to be 12,000 miles away.” 

And ultimately, that’s what can make the process of managing and working with virtual teams unexpectedly enjoyable. “It’s a lot of fun working with many cultures,” says Teknovus’ Kunstler. “You get to compare notes and find out how people were raised and how they’re raising their children. You get to hear the funny stories and learn multicultural viewpoints. You get to compare and contrast.” 

That’s probably one of the reasons dealing with global teams isn’t going away. Even his experience in India hasn’t soured Teneros’ Lewis for good on offshoring. In fact, he just signed a deal with a team in Islamabad that had “a unique set of competencies that’s enormously useful to us, and we’re launching a project to make use of those skills in a way that will accelerate our development.” Yes, Teneros is hiring Pakistani developers at a lower rate than it would pay them in the U.S.A., but it was their skill that was most important. It takes even longer, after all, to fly to Islamabad from Silicon Valley than it does to Delhi.

SHIFT YOUR SENSE OF BUSINESS HOURS 

It’s a great temptation, if you’re in what’s considered to be headquarters, to ask remote employees to adhere to your logical schedule when you’re scheduling meetings. That doesn’t always work. When venture capitalist Bill Wiberg was with Lucent, he managed a team that had members in India, Korea, China, Brazil and the U.S. Midwest. “Somebody always has to make a sacrifice,” he acknowledges, but recommends spreading the pain. “Don’t always make it 9 p.m. for the poor team in Korea, just so it can be 8 a.m. on the East coast,” he says. 

Granted, it’s sometimes simpler and easier to remember when meetings are at set times, but that kind of flexibility goes a long way in helping remote people feel respected. “If you say, let’s do the meeting at a time that’s convenient for you, it goes a long way toward making people feel like they’re not on the periphery,” says Wiberg.
