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Date:  September 21, 2013 

To: All Project Managers in AVI  

From: Jim Jones, Manager of the AVI Program Office 

Subject: Discussing Effectiveness and Concerns of Implementing Virtual Teams in AVI 
Projects  

As you may have noticed, the number of projects where we have to work with individuals 
outside our headquarters has been rapidly increasing. As Manager of the AVI Program 
Office, I just wanted to make sure that all of us managers are up to date with the latest 
research on leading virtual teams for peak performance and productivity. I want to 
discuss the vast benefits of having virtual teams, as well as  go over some frequent 
concerns I’ve heard about implementing teams and how we can minimize those 
drawbacks. 

Benefits of Virtual Teams 

I have been managing virtual teams for the last 10 years, and in light of recent events, 
AVI leadership had asked me to conduct extensive research on the benefits of virtual 
teams. Below is a sampling of what virtual teams can offer AVI: 

• Lean. With the rise of the lean startup methodology as popularized by Silicon 
Valley startups, companies are now trying to cut costs without sacrificing 
performance, productivity, and bottom-line results. Virtual teams allow us to save 
on operational costs by eliminating the need for office space in other locations, as 
well as eliminating climbing travel costs. Some successful million dollar 
companies such as the online publishing platform Wordpress rely on virtual teams 
with 87% of their workforce working remotely.1 

• One Global Network. With globalization, the success of our organization rests 
upon our ability to be diverse, and to provide efficient communication for teams 
that span across international borders.  

• Greater pool to tap experts from. In engineering, we all know that the quality of 
our workforce dictates whether we are innovators or those that lag behind in the 
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technologies that we build. Tying with the point above, virtual teams allow us to 
utilize talent from anywhere; we no longer have to restrict hiring talent that live 
near our headquarters, or even in the United States. Take the mind-blowing 
example of Rocketdyne, a satellite-building division within Boeing. When the 
Cold War ended, they lost a lot of their business as cheaper rockets where being 
made in Russia. To cope, project manager Bob Carman gathered experts from 
MSC Software (100 miles away from him in California) and Texas Instruments. 
Despite being called blasphemous at the time, the eight-person team went on to be 
a success, delivering a rocket engine, called SLICE, in 10% the time it took to 
build its predecessors using a team that is 1/10 the normal size.2 

• Happier Workforce. Now that virtual teams allow us to hire experts from 
anywhere, we want to keep them happy. Virtual teams allow our employees to 
enjoy a greater work-life balance and flexibility. They can work from more 
locations that fit their lifestyle.  

• Increased employee productivity and focus. Employees can spend more time 
doing focused work instead of commuting to and from the office. Lack of physical 
space may also cut down on office chit chat and water cooler talk that can 
sometimes get carried away.  

• Better cross functional interaction. Due to the nature of virtual teams, the lack 
of in-person communication tends to democratize the workplace – people tend not 
to notice levels of hierarchy as much. This leads to better collaboration in a team 
that is, in essence, a flatter organization.  

• Faster, more strategic responses to market conditions. Again, due to its natural 
flexibility, virtual teams can be assembled in a pinch to rapidly respond to 
emergency situations, changing market conditions, etc. As an example, let’s look 
at Lithonia Lighting who was able to create a virtual marketing team to respond 
quickly to market changes. Pulled from different talent pools ranging from 
engineering to suppliers, they were able to increase both sales and customer 
satisfaction levels while keeping logistics cost low. 3 

• More even team dynamics. We all know that in a group, there are always 
stronger personalities that can drown out the more introverted types. Since half of 
our workforce is by definition, an introvert, we want to capitalize on their ideas 
and unique value offerings as well. Some organizations build on what can be seen 
as a “weakness” of virtual teams to solve that extrovert ideal problem.4 For 
example, when debating a high topic issue, managers can start a Google Doc 
where individuals can hash out their points of view – something less 
confrontational than if it were done in person.  
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Frequently Asked Questions 

Now that I feel like I’ve made a solid case for the benefits of virtual teams, I want to take 
time to answer a few concerns that have been brought up. 

• Now that we are operating across different geographies, how to we minimize 
cross-cultural barriers and faux-pas?  
We are already in the process of putting up a guide in our portal on how to deal 
with the different cultures we anticipate we are going to be dealing with. 
Furthermore, each team will have an appointed scrum master that will facilitate 
the team’s agreement of common protocol at the start of each project. Newcomers 
to the team will be given the resources they need to know as they join each 
project.  

• Because team members won’t be able to meet in person, won’t it be harder to 
perceive subtleties? Some companies follow a rule that all “heavy” or “hard” talk 
has to be done in video; this prevents misunderstandings that email and instant 
messaging are notorious for.5 

• How do we know that employees are actually working when they are at home? It 
will be really hard to oversee employees that are not physically present. Aren’t you 
worried about absenteeism and missed deadlines? 

Micromanaging does not working in a physical office; it will not work on a virtual 
team.  I encourage you as a manager to read this article by David Heinemeier 
Hansson, one of the folks behind successfully remote company 37 Signals. 
Basically he is saying that you get peak performance by making the environment 
right (people working on things they believe in) – and then get out of their way 
and let them do their jobs. 

“A star environment is based on trust, vision, and congruent behavior. ..Give 
people a strategic plan that’s coherent and believable and then leave the bulk of 
the tactical implementation to their ingenuity.”6 

• You said employees can actually work more since we are eliminating commute 
time. How do we ensure that employees don’t take too much responsibility that 
they can’t deliver? 

This is where I am a fan of daily scrum meetings that last about 15 minutes each 
to do a round table of how each person in the team is doing. You can supplement 
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that with personal 1:1’s with each team member once or twice a month where they 
can confide to you as their manager on their concerns. 

• How exactly do you build relationships and rapport in a virtual team?  
A great article by Forbes outlines for us how we can do just that through three 
things: transparency, appreciation, and empathy.7 Simple things such as saying 
exactly what you know as a manager really builds trust among your subordinates. 
These can be simple as being truthful about less-than positive news about a layoff 
(don’t call it restructuring if it is not), etc.8 On a more positive note, appreciation 
can also be as simple. Call out specific people during meetings and thank them for 
the work they have done. Implement a “say thank you to a colleague” program 
where team members can thank each other as they deem appropriate.  Lastly, be 
empathetic. Listen to your team’s concerns and always follow up if you say you 
would.  

• My project is about to launch as we are trying to build a new product. How do I 
make sure we have the same shared vision?  
Make sure all of this information is readily available on your team’s portal, and 
during on-boarding, make sure each member is aware of their existence. Other 
teams, especially those with a more software background, have been successfully 
implementing what we call “planning games” of the Agile world. Other 
companies do a once a year retreat where they gather the virtual team in a physical 
location. This provides an added bonus of building relationships and rapport 
among team members.  

!
Summary 

Virtual teams can bring us a lot of positive effects and can really bring transformational 
change within AVI if we recognize their drawbacks early on and be prepared to minimize 
them. I will be holding a workshop for managing virtual teams on Saturday, October 5, 
2013. If you are interested, please reach out to me. As always, any questions, comments, 
or suggestions are more than welcome. 

!
Best regards, 

Jim Jones  
jim.jones@avi.com  
235-094-0981 
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