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Introduction 

 Even before the initial spread of COVID-19 in Canada in early 2020, nearly one in 10 

Canadians worked from home in some capacity (Conference Board of Canada, 2020). The 

COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted the way organizations work (Gallacher & 

Hossain, 2020), making it critically urgent to understand how to build high-performing virtual 

teams, and to learn the basics of virtual team leadership. Suddenly, virtual teams are the norm 

in many sectors and organizations, a significant change for the labour market. With 

approximately five-million Canadians now working from home in response to the pandemic, the 

national total of work-from-home employees has risen to 6.8 million, or almost 40 per cent of 

Canada’s workforce (St. Denis, 2020). Meaning, 6.8 million employees are likely working across 

time and space, with interdependent virtual teams that communicate and collaborate through 

internet-based communications (Maduka, Edwards, Greenwood, Osborne, & Babatunde, 2018). 

With change comes opportunity (McCallum & O’Connell, 2009), in this case, to clarify 

and evolve in our use of virtual teams, creating potentially long-lasting benefits for organizations 

(i.e. Clancy, 2020; Gottfredson, 2020; Ruiller, Heijden, Chedotel, & Dumas, 2019). Of course, 

virtual teams are unique from physically co-located ones. With the lost ability to communicate in-

person, virtual teams face intense communication challenges that on-site teams do not (Sproull 

& Kiesler, 1986, as cited by Martins, Gilson, & Maynard, 2004), but strong leadership can 

coordinate teams into collectives (Ziek & Smulowitz, 2014).  

Towards the achievement of strong leadership, organizations should ensure leaders 

have the precise skills needed to navigate the unique virtual environment (Byrd, 2019). Even for 

experienced leaders, the virtual work environment carries new complexities that would indicate 

the need for virtual team leadership training. It is up to the leaders of teams to help facilitate the 

relational environment, rich in social capital, that is needed to build the trust, satisfaction and 

collectivism that virtual teams need to succeed (i.e. Ceri-Booms, 2020; Peterman, 2019; Spurk 

& Straub, 2020). This social capital, based in relationships, mutual obligations and reciprocated 
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trust and respect can be achieved via strategic and targeted leadership development (Day, 

2000). 

This paper explores the concepts of remote work and virtual teams, and examines the 

role of the leader in developing high-performing virtual teams. Suggesting a need for openness 

to new ways of leading, the value of shared leadership, linked to social capital and 

transformational leadership in virtual settings, is explored (Liu, Hu, Li, Wang, & Lin, 2014; 

Muethel, Gehrlein, & Hoegl, 2012; Robert & You, 2018). This paper contributes to the literature 

on virtual team leadership by suggesting that organizations need to undertake intense 

leadership development activities to increase team social capital (Day, 2000) and the use of 

shared leadership behaviours (Shuffler, Wiese, Salas, & Burke, 2010). It also examines 

considerations for leadership development in the virtual context.  

Especially now, amidst the global pandemic creating lockdown-type conditions in many 

parts of the world, the emphasis needs to shift from building effective leaders, to building 

effective teams of leaders. If employees and leaders learn together as a team, they will be 

better equipped to succeed (Panteli & Sockalingam, 2005, as cited by King, Fielke, Bayne, 

Klerkx, & Nettle, 2019). With the right training and development, leaders and teams can better 

face challenges, including those associated with the rapid onset of a “global health emergency” 

(Schumaker, 2020, para. 1), like the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Literature Review 

Changing Context of Work 

It is becoming clearer as companies permanentize working from home (Kelly, 2020), that 

there is the potential for “COVID-19 [to] lead to permanent shifts in work arrangements” 

(Conference Board of Canada, 2020, para. 1). Indeed, a recent Mercer Canada survey of more 

than 1,200 employers (including 138 Canadian responses) indicates that 85 per cent of 

employers are considering the provision of increased flexibility, even in the post-COVID-19 

world (Dujay, 2020). In Canada alone, 41 per cent of jobs can be done remotely (Gallacher & 
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Hossain, 2020). Even before the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, when many companies 

moved to a virtual work environment, there had been a steady move across the globe towards 

work environments that are flexible and often remote (i.e. Clancy, 2020; Huws, Spencer, 

Coates, & Holts, 2019; Spreitzer, Cameron, & Garrett, 2017; Spurk & Straub, 2020). In fact, 

Dujay (2020) notes that “pre-COVID, less than one per cent of employers had more than 75 per 

cent of the workforce working remotely; today, that number is switched, as 55 per cent have 

three-quarters of the workforce at home” (p. 3). COVID-19 has made the move towards flexible 

and remote work far more rapid, to the point that companies moved in that direction, before 

even fully understanding it (Upwork, 2020). 

Overnight, many organizations have had to quickly change how they operate in 

response to the pandemic, without having the luxury of time to examine and prepare for the 

common challenges faced by remote, distributed or virtual teams. Thus, virtual leaders need to 

build and maintain teams that can succeed in an environment of uncertainty and within the new 

normal of continual and rapid change (Dujay, 2020), where another future crisis event is 

inevitable“(Urick, 2020, p. 14). To do this, these leaders must understand how to successfully 

lead virtual teams; organizations can help by employing leadership development strategies that 

support the unique leadership needs that come with virtual team leadership. 

Virtual work presents challenges for teams such as delayed relational development 

(Powell, Piccoli, & Ives, 2004), weakened trust (Knoll & Jarvenpaa, 1995; Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 

1999), and feelings of team member isolation (Gottfredson, 2020). Because of this decreased 

organizational social capital, there is a greater need to focus on leadership development, which 

helps build networks of relationships, as opposed to the more traditional, individualized leader 

development, which is focused on individual skills and abilities (Day, 2000). Organizations 

should focus on rebuilding and maintaining social capital, which has direct ties to team success 

(Lee, Lee, & Park, 2013). In an environment that inherently threatens team performance, social 

capital can increase virtual team effectiveness, helping to rebuild commitments among team 
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members (Wenger, 1998, as cited in Day, 2001) through strong relationships and collaboration, 

and even adoption of shared leadership approaches, which positively impact creativity, 

innovation, and performance (Han, Chae, Macko, Park, & Beyerlein, 2017).  

Presently, organizations are operating in an environment of uncertainty and reactiveness 

(Gottfredson, 2020), rapidly adjusting as they go. As with most anything, there are ups and 

downs to remote work. However, it will be shown that the challenges associated with virtual 

work environments can be eased via a renewed organizational focus on leadership 

development. 

The Benefits of Remote Work  

The research demonstrates mixed findings about moving to a more remote work 

environment, but the benefits noted by all researchers, despite the challenges, are indisputable 

(i.e. Clancy, 2020; Gottfredson, 2020; Ruiller et al., 2019) and apply to both employees and 

organizations. First and foremost, much of the research agrees on the benefit of increased 

flexibility for employees, to determine when and where they work (i.e. Clancy, 2020; 

Gottfredson, 2020; Ruiller et al., 2019; Spurk & Straub, 2020), including the benefit of less 

commuting. In fact, with this increased autonomy and flexibility, there is a feeling of comfort that 

is likely when people no longer need to live in big cities (Clancy, 2020). Bloom, Liang, Roberts, 

and Ying (2015) demonstrate that the ability for workers to live in places with a lower cost of 

living alone can reduce organizational turnover by 50 per cent (Clancy, 2020).  

Secondly, of benefit to employees and their organizations, the productivity of remote 

workers has been found to be higher than that of workers sharing physical office spaces 

(Clancy, 2020). Perhaps at least partially due to the ability of workers to optimize their own 

environment when controlling where they work (Clancy, 2020). For instance, employees can 

choose dimmer lighting or other environmental changes which may improve their satisfaction, 

and therefore productivity. Research has also noted that virtual employees face fewer 

distractions and unnecessary meetings during the day (Ruiller et al., 2019). Dujay (2020) noted 
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the results of a global survey of more than 1,200 employers between July and August 2020, in 

the midst of the pandemic, showing that 21 per cent of respondents feel they had seen an 

increase in productivity, and only 8 per cent noted negative effects. Further supporting the 

notion of increased productivity in a virtual work environment, Upwork (2020) found, via their 

fourth annual future workforce report, that of the over 1,500 U.S. hiring managers surveyed, 32 

per cent felt productivity in their teams has improved because of remote work arrangements. 

Reciprocally, with increased worker productivity, organizations can save money by moving to a 

virtual workforce (Clancy, 2020).  

Another major benefit to organizations is an expanded workforce, with a virtual world 

creating a far bigger roster of potential candidates, and thus, the ability to better match 

individuals to the right positions (Clancy, 2020). In addition to having more workers to choose 

from, organizations can get more out of these workers, since teleworkers may have a 

broadened availability when not commuting, and therefore, be more responsive outside of 

regular business hours (Ruiller et al., 2019). With this increased flexibility and productivity, and 

expanded availability, autonomy and job satisfaction will grow, with workers less likely to face 

issues resulting from difficulty balancing work and home life, therefore reducing stress and 

turnover (Clancy, 2020). 

Despite the challenges of a virtual workforce, which will be explored in the next section, 

Upwork (2020) has found that 56 per cent of 1,500 U.S. hiring managers surveyed after the 

pandemic had started, feel that the remote work environment has exceeded their expectations. 

If leaders can foster “online communal spaces” (Clancy, 2020, p. 30) to replicate the 

socialization that would occur in physical workplaces, they can reap the benefits noted above, 

and even more importantly, they will benefit, as an organizational leader, from improved team 

success. Technology provides an opportunity to create strong bonds at a distance, and arrive at 

shared meanings and values (Ruiller et al., 2019), given that it provides the ability for teams to 

interact in ways that resemble a face-to-face working relationship. With strong communications, 
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and consistent sharing of knowledge and information, perceived proximity (i.e. how close team 

members feel to one another) can increase (Ruiller et al., 2019), thus improving job 

commitment, job satisfaction, and the interpersonal relationships that build organizational social 

capital (Spurk & Straub, 2020). 

Finally, there is an important ramification of remote work as it relates to shared team 

identity. Ruiller et al. (2019) studied several remote teams, noting a high-performing one that 

viewed itself as a tribe, so to speak, with a strong shared identity and high perceived proximity, 

with the leader acting as an effective and communicative facilitator. This can be related back to 

Joshua Greene’s (2013) concept of metamorality, where a moral system is created to increase 

cooperation between tribes that have varying interests and motivations (Betts, 2020). Groups 

are impacted differently by change, and “revert to intergroup behaviours in line with their group 

social identities” (Yuki, 2003, as cited by Betts, 2020). The critically important neutral zone 

“allows for a re-establishment of organizational norms through innovation, and, as the core of 

the transition process, this is when we want the tribes to come together, emerging as one in a 

new reality” (Greene, 2013; Bridges & Bridges, 2016, as cited by Betts, 2020, p. 2). In Ruiller’s 

(2020) example, the leader effectively led their team through the chaotic transition stage, 

allowing them the time and space to come together as one, but also helping to facilitate the 

interaction. This team was cohesive, cooperative, and loyal to one another (Ruiller et al., 2020), 

with a strong sense of belonging. 

The benefits of remote work are plenty, and aside from the positives noted here for both 

employees and their organizations, employees can experience a number of other helpful side 

effects including autonomous time management, and more calmness, both contributors to team 

effectiveness. Perhaps if leaders can find ways to build their competitive advantage through 

elevating their social capital, they can assist their virtual teams in achieving these benefits, and 

in overcoming challenges. 

The Challenges of Remote Work 



THE ROLE OF LEADERS IN FACILITATING SOCIAL CAPITAL IN TEAMS   8 
 

Remote work presents challenges in a team environment that can lead to decreased 

organizational social capital development (i.e. Gottfredson, 2020; Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999; 

Knoll & Jarvenpaa, 1995; Powell et al., 2004).  While remote work is efficient in many ways, the 

challenges need to be addressed by organizational leadership to ensure that high team 

performance, effectiveness, and success continues in the virtual environment. Employees 

working virtually may feel more detached from their work (Spurk & Straub, 2020), which can 

lead to decreased recognition, feedback, communication, attention from others, and 

collaboration (Gottfredson, 2020). Kurland and Bailey (1999) reveal a potential for these 

negative impacts of remote work to result in feelings of isolation and uncertainty for employees 

(Ruiller et al., 2019). Leaders can support self-care, but also take steps to build social capital via 

strong relational networks and skills, by focusing on leadership development, as opposed to 

individualized leader development (Day, 2000). With increased social capital, employees will 

feel more a part of the team, instead of on their own. 

Organizations essentially need to intensify their focus on people, via empathetic 

leadership, to promote employee effectiveness, confidence, and well-being, as well as the 

processes and technology that enable and support them to do their work (Wilson, 2020). 

Indicative of this, Wilson (2020) notes that  80 per cent of the more than 3,800 C-suite 

executives in 20 countries surveyed by IBM in July 2020 say that they are supporting the 

physical and emotional health of their workforce, while just 46 per cent of employees feel that 

support” (p. 3).  Additionally, there is a tendency towards an inward mindset within virtual teams, 

whereby team members see their own wants and needs as more important than others on the 

team (Gottfredson, 2020). To counter this insularity, leaders need to actively connect team 

members, enabling cooperation, mutual respect and sense of engagement (Gottfredson, 2020) 

In a time of crisis, it is critical to help team members connect in order to find solace in 

one another, and to enable communication in order to share and mobilize resources, necessary 

for innovation (King et al., 2019). With improved relationship management, team members can 
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better appreciate the value of others, leading to more collaboration and improved performance 

(Gottfredson, 2020). The strength of social capital is demonstrated through increased synergy, 

positive relations (Bilhuber Galli & Müller-Stewens, 2012),  loyalty and initiative, citizenship 

behaviours, and coordination (Bolino, Bloodgood, & Turney, 2001; Bolino, Turney, & Bloodgood, 

2002; Lin, 2001, as cited by Clopton, 2011). This social capital is especially critical to support 

the newly remote environment during, and potentially after, COVID-19, where team members 

are physically apart from one another, generally working in isolation, towards an unknown 

future. 

High Performing Teams Virtual Teams 

What is a High-Performing Team? 

 With a positive link between the behaviour of a leader and the efficacy of their team 

(Ceri-Booms, 2020), it is critical to remember that high performing teams result from a leader’s 

inspiration, not from manipulation (Lam, 2010). Motivated and successful teams are the 

“benchmark of organizations” (Goyal & Akhilesh, 2007, as cited by Clopton, 2011, p. 7). As 

such, with a humanistic focus, leaders of high-performing teams need to bring their people 

together around a shared mission and agenda, and ensure the operational structure is cross-

functional and relationally strong (Daniel & Davis, 2009; Kyle, Aveling, & Singer, 2020). The 

literature on high-performing teams focuses on leader behaviours that are participative, 

considerate, supportive, and generally, person-oriented (Ceri-Booms, 2020). These behaviours 

support “harmonious interpersonal relationships” (Ceri-Booms 2020, p. 92) which can 

strengthen a team’s role clarity, long-term/future focus, service continuity, and professional 

development (Aboott & Bush, 2013). Further, team efficacy drives innovation (Kyle et al., 2020).  

The establishment of a common purpose and vision, clear shared goals, collective decision-

making processes, and shared accountability (Aboott & Bush, 2013), are critical to maintaining 

or establishing a positive culture that values in-group collectivism (Ceri-Booms, 2020).  
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Especially relevant in the current context, Peterman (2019) reminds of the need for 

resiliency to achieve team success. A culture that values fun, risk tolerance, autonomy, trust, 

respect, psychological safety, mutual support, flexibility, engagement, recognition, and individual 

well-being, will support leaders as they strive to create a resilient workforce that “has the ability 

to anticipate risk, limit impact and bounce back rapidly though survival, adaptability, evolution, 

and growth in the face of turbulent change” (Peterman, 2019, p. 47). Psychological safety, in 

providing a shared belief that the team is safe to take risks (Edmondson, 1999), would then be 

critical to support the adaptability which promotes team resiliency. Funk (2014) suggests that 

collaboration, which allows for varying perspectives to be brought forward, can help teams solve 

complex problems; however, virtual teams need deliberate efforts to build a safe environment 

for that collaboration to occur  

Elements of a High-Performing Virtual Team 

Without necessarily having a physical space to bring virtual teams together, it is the 

behaviour of leaders that can create the psychological safety and shared empowerment that are 

both critical for team creativity and innovation (Zhang, Fang, Wei, & Chen, 2010; Kirkman, 

Rosen, Tesluk, & Gibson, 2004, as cited by Han et al., 2017).  Of course, in virtual teams, 

technology is critically important, and the process and structure needed for a team to succeed 

are dependent on it (Beise, Carte, Vician, & Chidambaram, 2010). Positive use of appropriate 

technology is woven throughout much of the research around high-performing virtual teams. 

The literature (i.e. Beise et al, 2010; Graham, Daniel, & Doore, 2015) presents varying 

characteristics of high-performing virtual teams. For instance, Beise et al. (2010) suggest that 

relational development, management of process, task accomplishment, and positive technology 

are what distinguish high-performing virtual teams from their low-performing counterparts. 

Meanwhile, Graham, Daniel and Doore (2015) agree that it is trust, communication, social skills, 

mission and goal clarity, and reward and recognition that make virtual teams either fail or 

succeed. Additionally, it is important to understand that virtual teams take time to grow and 
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move through the stages of development (See Appendix A for stages of virtual team 

development) to a high-performing state as members build relationships (Beise et al., 2010). An 

initial focus on tasks at the beginning can help increase team connectivity (Beise et al., 2010). 

Facing a number of challenges, including the aforementioned technology that is not 

always reliable, virtual team performance ultimately relies on characteristics including the 

presence of trust, a sense of co-presence, psychological safety, creativity and innovation, 

collaboration and cohesiveness, communication and communication technology, a shared 

identity or relational development, and emotional intelligence (i.e. Alahuhta, Nordbäck, Sivunen, 

& Surakka, 2014; Ford, Piccolo, & Ford, 2017; Maduka et al., 2018; Ruiller et al., 2019, .   

Sense of Co-Presence. While not physically close to one another, the building of 

interpersonal relationships is critical to achieve perceived proximity (Ruiller et al., 2019), 

whereby employees feel close and have a sense of co-presence, critical to achieving success 

(Alahuhta et al., 2014). Also important to developing a sense of perceived proximity, or co-

presence, is the inclusion of some face-to-face interaction, of course currently impossible for 

many throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, with localized restrictions in place (Ruiller et al., 

2019). Technology can provide an experience that is very close to feeling like face-to-face 

interaction, for instance, through use of real-time and interactive video conferencing tools 

including the ever-popular Zoom and Microsoft Teams.  Utilizing technology to create face-to-

face interaction leads to a sense of togetherness (Biocca, Harms, & Burgoon, 2003; Ijsselsteijn, 

Ridder, Freeman, Avons, & Bouwhuis, 2001 as cited by Alahuhta et al., 2014). The sense of co-

presence, which leaders play a critical role in building, when supported by good technology, will 

enhance interaction and the sharing of knowledge and information amongst team members, 

lending to creative interaction (Clarke, 2012; Sanchez, 2009, as cited by Alahuhta et al., 2014). 

With links to connectedness (Clopton, 2011), the relational strength of social capital positively 

supports a sense of togetherness, with positive interrelations more easily permeating the virtual 

world. 
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Trust. The importance of trust to team success was discussed earlier in this paper, and 

equally important and relevant to virtual teams. Trust is also essential for cohesiveness and 

shared action, acting as the “glue of the global workplace” (Martins et al., 2004, p. 816). 

Positively linked to social capital, in virtual teams, trust must be even stronger to overcome the 

physical distance between team members.  

 The challenge with trust in virtual teams is that even though it may develop quickly 

based on initial team member interactions (swift trust; Ford et al., 2017; Graham et al., 2015; 

Jarvanpaa & Leidner, 1999), it is very fragile and temporal (Graham et al., 2015), with the 

potential to be broken, or to expire, over time. An early task focus (Beise et al., 2010) builds 

trust and cohesion out of a shared group commitment to get the job done (Maduka et al., 2018). 

Moreover, using video technology early in team formation to facilitate face-to-face interaction  

can help develop early trust and cohesion arising from members knowing one another (thus 

able to predict actions and behaviours of others; Maduka et al., 2018).  

Trust, which is “necessary for human interaction” (Kodish, 2017, as cited by Furumo, 

2018, p. 24), is a key determinant in team success and high performance (Lee et al., 2013), and 

is positively linked to organizational social capital (Day, 2000). Additionally, the presence of trust 

can lower costs and increase efficiency, since teams without trust are continually checking one 

another’s work, increasing time and resource demands (Furumo, 2018). With even greater 

distance and less ability to see what others are doing, virtual leaders need to build and enhance 

trust between and among followers, quickly, to build social capital resources. In this virtual 

environment especially, trust and social capital contribute to healthy innovation networks, by 

supporting cooperation, and the sharing of resources (King et al., 2019).  

Virtual, team trust “becomes an important component in preventing psychological 

distance” (Snow, Snell, Davison, & Hambrick, 1996), obviously critical where remote work is the 

direct result of a global pandemic that has also resulted in social distancing to control the spread 

of the virus. Perhaps now more than ever, trust is critical to keep organizations and teams 
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intact.  Alas, team members “need opportunities to develop trust . . . that allow them to access 

and share resources” (Lin, 2001, as cited by King et al., 2019, p. 125), and if they learn together 

as a team, they will be better equipped to succeed  Panteli & Sockalingam, 2005, as cited by 

King et al., 2019). Needless to say, even informal strategies to build trust, including group 

brainstorming sessions and social events, could be of use virtually, to help teams get to know 

one another better. 

Psychological Safety. Information and knowledge sharing among team members are 

important functions of virtual teams, which rely on collaboration, making personal-level 

information as a shared resource, immensely valuable (Hahm, 2017). Those who are 

psychologically empowered will be more likely to share with colleagues, thus contributing to 

team effectiveness (Hahm, 2017). Positive outcomes, including better decision-making, stem 

from the sharing of knowledge, ideas and information (thus increasing access to information; 

Hahm, 2017) and psychological safety provides an environment in which team members feel 

comfortable bringing these ideas forward (Furumo, 2018). With this safety, teams are better 

positioned for virtual team success, given the positive impact on relationship quality (Han et al., 

2017), trust, and the willingness of team members to share new and innovative solutions to 

complex problems (Han et al., 2017). To facilitate psychological safety in teams, leaders need to 

have a developmental view of failure, learning from encountered difficulties in order to enhance 

organizational resiliency in the face of a challenge or change (Day, 2000). While some level of 

order can be effective, maintaining a level of freedom for leaders and team members can pave 

the way for the collective risk-taking, creativity, and innovation needed to survive the current 

context (Liu et al., 2014).    

 Creativity and Innovation. Creativity allows for the solving of often intricate problems, 

by producing original ideas (Amabile, 1998). Naturally, the creativity of individual team members 

adds to the collective creativity of virtual teams (Han et al., 2017), especially critical in the 

modern world, where complex new challenges demand creative organizational innovation 
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(Hahm, 2017). To spur creativity, the research presents many strategies that virtual teams can 

employ, including: the development of trust, clear roles and guidelines, timely and frequent 

communication, psychological safety, shared leadership (which will be discussed in more 

detail), effective technology, collaboration, cooperation, supportive behaviours, encouragement 

of new ideas, autonomy, challenge, goal clarity, motivation, commitment, dedication, sufficient 

time and resources to achieve team goals, multimodality (using several methods of virtual 

communication), the use of rich visual information, synchronous technology, and finally, a 

positive culture (i.e. Han et al, 2017; Nemiro, 2002, as cited by Alahuhta et al., 2014; Mysirlaki & 

Paraskeva, 2020; Chamakiotis, Dekoninck, & Panteli, 2013). These determinants of creativity 

are deeply embedded in social capital (Chamakiotis et al., 2013) and positively related to 

individual, team, and organizational creativity. 

Virtual team creativity is strongly linked with innovation (Mysirlaki & Paraskeva, 2020), 

critical for teams to stay competitive and relevant in the changing world. Innovation supports the 

ability of a team to be adaptive and flexible (Gibson & Gibbs, 2006) and leads to new and 

creative ideas (Paulus & Huei-Chuan, 2000).  In the current context of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

innovation needs to be fast-tracked for industries, and organizations, to keep up with continual 

and rapid change. When team members build trust and understanding, interactions are more 

collaborative and positive, thus supporting the strong relationships that help drive innovation 

(Newall & Swan, 2000; Klerkx, Aarts, Leeuwis, 2010, as cited by King et al., 2019), through the 

sharing of resources, knowledge and expertise. One way to support the growth of trust and 

social capital to accelerate innovation, is via strategic and targeted leadership development 

(Day, 2000). 

Mysirlaki and Paraskeva (2020) note that the research supports the need for virtual 

teams to creatively collaborate, using technology, which is only getting better. For instance, the 

research supports the use of virtual reality worlds in teams, which bring together multiple 

communication channels, and mimics face-to-face interaction (Mysirlaki & Paraskeva, 2020). 
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However, simply bringing teams together is not enough to result in creativity (Chamakiotis et al., 

2013); rather, virtual teams need to be supported by the aforementioned psychological safety 

and strong interpersonal relationships (Chamakiotis et al, 2013). Clearly, relationship 

development is especially critical now, since feelings of isolation act as an inhibitors to creativity 

(Chamakiotis et al., 2013). Organizational leaders have their work cut out for them currently, to 

ensure the presence of factors that support team creativity and innovation (Chamakiotis et al., 

2013). Teams that have social capital will experience effective knowledge and information 

sharing (King et al., 2019) and can “feel safe to explore new ideas together” (Newall & Swan, 

2000; Tregear & Cooper, 2016, as cited by King et al., 2019). Leaders need to maintain and 

develop their team’s social capital (King et al., 2019) in support of creativity, and the safety 

needed for others to bring forward new and innovative ideas.  

Collaboration & Information Sharing. This paper has strongly highlighted the need for 

virtual teams to effectively share information, knowledge and resources to succeed and perform 

well. This section does not need to reiterate that, but is meant to demonstrate at a high level, 

some of the ways that collaboration supports performance. In fact, there is evidence that the 

virtual environment can provide even more means of collaboration than a physical office 

environment. For instance, there is an improved ability to effectively brainstorm, with technology 

making it easier to bring teams together in a cost-effective manner to collaborate (Alahuhta et 

al., 2014), regardless of where they are located. Also contributing to more effective 

brainstorming and solutioning, the literature demonstrates an increased consideration of 

alternatives virtually, with more “rounds of voting taking place” (Valacich & Schwenk, 1995, as 

cited by Martins et al., 2004, p. 817). An enhanced ability to collaborate is likely to result in 

improved knowledge sharing, and thus better idea sharing, increased levels of engagement and 

satisfaction, stronger relationships, quality decision-making and high rates of participation 

(Martins et al., 2004). 
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Martins et al. (2016) note that “relations among team members should be foundational 

when collaborating in a project to achieve creative goals, even in a virtual world” (p. 272). 

However, it can be tricky to get to a collaborative end-state when the research also 

demonstrates the potential for more uninhibited behaviour in a virtual environment (Han et al., 

2017). To counter this, despite virtual teams producing more high quality work (Jarvenpaa, Rao, 

& Huber, 1988, as cited by Martins et al., 2004), leaders need to focus on keeping teams open, 

cooperative and communicative, to sustain good performance (Martins et al., 2004) via social 

engagement. Teams need to be cohesive, and work as one, despite distance and thus, 

individualized leader development will not be as effective virtually, until this cohesiveness is 

achieved. Thus, virtual teams require a focus on developing social capital, via leadership 

development, since it helps teams work together towards shared objectives, enabling collective 

action (King et al., 2019; Bilhuber Galli & Müller-Stewens, 2012). 

Effective Communication & Technology. The research is almost unanimous in 

supporting team communication as a critical factor contributing to virtual team effectiveness and 

success (i.e. Chamakiotis et al., 2013; Hahm, 2017; Han et al., 2017; Martins et al., 2004; Ziek 

& Smulowitz, 2014). Team members need to ensure the accessibility of information, but also the 

sharing of information with others, via various communication methods (Hahm, 2017). 

Fortunately, modern technology supports effective virtual team communication, with richer 

media selections leading to improved communication and therefore better decision-making 

(Burgoon, Bonito, Ramirez, Dunbar, Kam, & Fischer, 2002, as cited by Martins et al., 2004). 

While newer technology has reintroduced the concept of face-to-face interaction, the same 

group dynamic does not so easily appear without random and frequent interaction (Martins et 

al., 2004), though there is evidence that team communication remains effective where teams 

have a prior working history together (Martins et al., 2004). However, communication becomes 

a challenge in cyberspace, especially in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, with a perceived 
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loss of socialization opportunities, as a result of public health restrictions that restrict in-person 

gathering. 

That said, some research suggests that members of high-performing teams have a greater 

tendency to interact socially, in informal ways (Saphiere, 1996, as cited by Martins et al., 2004). 

Furthermore, there has been evidence in virtual teams of better flow of communication, more 

relaxed, even joking, behaviour, and more social interaction (Martins et al., 2004), suggesting 

that the building of a team identity, supported by team communication, is easier with the 

presence of social capital. 

 Technology is critical to ensure virtual team success (Han et al., 2017). During the 

COVID-19 pandemic, many teams needed to move to a virtual environment quickly. With trust 

already established in some teams, those teams were in a better position to initially have 

creativity emerge virtually, likely working together to ensure the most effective use of the various 

available technological tools. Technology, which can directly support communication and the 

emergence of creative ideas (Han et al., 2017), can also support a team’s spontaneous 

interaction; and in 2020, especially fuelled by the global COVID-19 pandemic, there are many 

available tools. 

However, just utilizing technology is not enough; teams must utilize the right 

technologies, that afford the most effective means of virtual communication, in order to succeed. 

Media Naturalness Theory (DeRosa et al., 2004; Shuffler et al. 2010) is a critical consideration 

in virtual team communication. It asserts that “as technologies become less natural (i.e., more 

aspects of human face-to-face interaction are suppressed), the task of interaction becomes 

more cognitively effortful, the ambiguity of the communication increases, and the level of 

physiological arousal decreases” (Shuffler et al., 2010, p. 6). Thus, media richness (based on 

the capacity for feedback to occur), the number of tools used, and how personal they are 

(DeRosa et al., 2004), needs to be critically considered. Further, according to Media 

Naturalness Theory, humans are optimized for face-to-face interaction, and anything above or 
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below it requires increased intellectual effort (DeRosa et al., 2004). But perceptions do change 

(DeRosa et al., 2004), and while 20 years ago, organizations may have been critical of video 

technology instead of being face-to-face with teams in shared spaces, video technology in the 

modern day is perfectly normal, and widely accepted as such.  

While often seen as a challenge, technology can be used as an effective tool to alter 

communication processes and overcome communication challenges (Shuffler et al., 2010), thus 

enabling teams to perform well as a unified group. In fact, Shuffler et al. (2010) found in their 

research that high-performing teams do not necessarily have better technology, rather, they are 

better at adapting available technology, spending considerable time sharing ideas about, and 

managing their technological tools. Just as organizations and teams face more complex 

problems in the modern world, they also face increasingly complex and challenging technology.  

Using technology in effective ways is possible, and it can position teams for even greater 

success than they have known previously. For instance, a study by Alavi, Wheeler, and 

Valacich (1995) “found that ‘distance’ (in terms of geographical proximity) teams using desktop 

videoconferencing exhibited critical thinking skills that were superior to those in the face-to-face 

and ‘local’ videoconferencing teams” (DeRosa et al., 2004, p. 221). So while communicating 

virtually may not be as emotionally fulfilling for team members as in-person interaction, with 

strong interpersonal networks (Lurey & Raisinghani, 2001) supported by strong social capital, 

and effective use of communications technology, virtual teams can succeed. 

Establishing a Strong Team Identity. Complementing the trust and cohesiveness 

discussed earlier in this section, is the need to establish a team identity to succeed. Relational 

development plays a key role throughout the development of a team’s life cycle, contributing to 

things like decreased conflict, equalized participation, meaningful peer evaluations, shared 

language, and increased satisfaction with team members (Beise et al., 2010). And shared 

identification with a team requires effective communication, since improved depictions of team 

members can strengthen a team’s shared identity (Martins et al., 2004). With a strong shared 



THE ROLE OF LEADERS IN FACILITATING SOCIAL CAPITAL IN TEAMS   19 
 

team identity comes better decision-making, increased trust, and more cooperation (Kramer & 

Brewer, 1986), all markers of high-performing virtual teams. Virtually, relational development 

and the building of a shared identity take time, but it is possible for these teams to positively 

interact, sharing social information to fuel relational development, and thus, building a strong 

shared understanding of processes (Beise et al., 2010). Virtual teams need to start early on 

managing shared processes, then focus on task accomplishment (Beise et al., 2010) and 

building team collegiality. 

Emotional Intelligence. Finally, as we move towards discussing leadership of high-

performing virtual teams, it is important to note a critical skill that much of the research views as 

critical for virtual teams to be high-performing. Emotional intelligence, which is the ability to 

understand and regulate one’s emotions (Mayer & Salovey, 1997), is linked to increased virtual 

team member satisfaction, team viability, and of course, improved virtual team performance 

(Mysirlaki & Paraskeva, 2020). While emotional intelligence is important for all team members, it 

is also critical for leaders of high-performing virtual teams (Mysirlaki & Paraskeva, 2020). Thus, 

this paper will now examine those centralized figures, the leaders of virtual teams, and what 

they can do to contribute to virtual team high-performance. 

The Role of Leadership in Developing Virtual High-Performing Teams 

The task of a team leader is significant. It is no small feat to create an environment that 

supports and promotes shared success through team member cohesion, cooperation, and 

coordination (Daniel & Davis, 2009). There is added complexity for virtual leaders, with team 

members scattered geographically. Effective leader behaviours in the virtual environment 

include a goal or task orientation, communication, facilitation, those which promote an outward 

mindset, technological expertise, and those behaviours which support team creativity (i.e. 

Chamakiotis, 2013; Maduka et al., 2018; Urick, 2020; Ziek & Smulowitz, 2014). Through these 

relational, process-oriented and technologically savvy behaviours, as well as with a 

transformational leadership style leaders can facilitate team high-performance (Beise et al., 
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2010; Graham et al., 2015). Through these behaviours, leaders can place emphasis on social 

capital development by encouraging strong relationships, enhanced cooperation, and the 

sharing of resources (Day, 2000).   

While team success has been linked to the collective efficiency of the group working 

together towards shared goals (O’Leary-Kelly, Martoccio, & Frink, 1994, as cited by Clopton, 

2011), that success is also attributable to group cohesiveness (Beal, Cohen, Burke, & 

McLendon, 2003), the structure of social networks (Balkundi & Harrison, 2006, as cited by 

Clopton, 2011), and the quality of interactions between team members (Lee et al., 2013), all 

elements of social capital (Day, 2000). As a team’s social capital increases, cognitive and social 

intelligence lead to better performance (Lee et al., 2013), and lend to increased team 

cohesiveness, improved information sharing, and effective communication (King et al., 2019). 

Social capital clearly provides the competitive edge that organizations need to survive rapid 

change in a virtual environment, and the glue that holds teams together. 

Leader Behaviours 

Goal Orientation. When leaders communicate clear shared direction, goals and 

objectives (Maduka et al., 2018), team members are better able to self-regulate their 

performance, important in the virtual context where they may be working physically apart from 

colleagues. Virtual leaders can emphasize a common vision shared by the team, to help counter 

feelings of isolation or detachment (Kirkman et al., 2002, as cited by Maduka et al., 2018, p. 

705), thus enhancing the shared team identity. The ability of a leader to clearly demonstrate and 

articulate goals to their team, rests on their ability to effectively communicate in the virtual world. 

Effective Communication. There is consistency in the research on high-performing 

virtual teams and virtual team leadership (i.e. Beise et al., 2010; Maduka et al., 2018), that 

virtual leaders must be good communicators. Effective communication can be used by virtual 

team leaders as a means to engage, inspire, and motivate team members. There is a strong 

connection between team effectiveness and a virtual leader’s communication (Ziek & 
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Smulowitz, 2014). The deliberate communications effort required by virtual leaders is amplified, 

since “70 per cent of exchanged information in face-to-face communication is non-verbal, which 

disappears in a virtual team” (Brown, Huettner, & James-Tanny, 2007, as cited by Maduka et 

al., 2018, p. 700).  Communication not only helps ease the uncertainty created by a virtual team 

environment (Maduka et al., 2018), but in 2020, amidst a global health emergency, 

communication from leadership, particularly in newly virtual teams, is critical to address the 

uncertainty of team members and help them feel a sense of belonging. With the effect of 

organizational success via the development and maintenance of trust, the success of virtual 

teams depends not just on whether leaders communicate, but also on the quality of that 

communication (Maduka et al., 2018). For instance, a leader who uses a monotone voice when 

speaking with staff over video calls is less likely than a virtual leader focusing on projection, tone 

and upper body language, to fully engage their team. The virtual team leader’s communication 

needs to provide inspiration and motivation (Tyran, Tyran, & Shepherd, 2003, as cited by Ziek & 

Smulowitz, 2014, p. 114), achievable with focus on communication quality and frequency (Ziek 

& Smulowitz, 2014). 

 The virtual team leader, if struggling to communicate effectively with their team, can 

focus on building social capital, which will inherently improve communications (Day, 2000). For 

instance, when a group is headed in an uncertain direction, managers must use communication 

to build a single social identity that all team members can relate to (Urick, 2020), which can be 

facilitated via socialization exercises. With a shared identity, team members can buy into shared 

visions and goals, and be more motivated towards success. Furthermore, with a shared team 

identity, virtual teams are collectively motivated towards an adaptive style (Urick, 2020), ready 

to tackle challenges together. And to truly act together, in unison, facilitation from above is 

required. 

The Leader as the Facilitator/Coordinator. As has been demonstrated throughout 

various aspects of this paper, notably, those related to high-performing teams and the 
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challenges of remote work, leaders, especially today, play an important role as one who 

integrates the team, bringing everyone together and coordinating them into a collective (Ziek & 

Smulowitz, 2014). Social Identity Theory (Ashforth and Mael, 1989) suggests that people have a 

natural tendency to identify with others whom they perceive to be similar to themselves. This 

natural tendency may be heightened by the physical distance imposed by virtual teamwork. 

Therefore, leaders should place focus on attempting to foster feelings of social identity among 

virtual team members by highlighting common experiences (Ruiller et al., 2019). 

Effective coordination, or the organizing of the team so they are better enabled to work 

together, is an element of social capital (McCallum & O’Connell, 2009) and contributes to virtual 

team performance (Daniel & Davis, 2009). Ultimately, it brings people together.  And in the 

virtual world, with inherently limited opportunities for virtual social development, leaders need to 

create them (Beise et al., 2010). Being coordinated, and facilitating a cohesive team, can help 

alleviate conflict and motivate team members (Maduka et al., 2018), as they focus efforts on the 

collective interest of the team, thus leading to success. 

Promoting an Outward Mindset. Virtual leaders, in line with this notion of motivating 

team members towards collective action, need to set the culture in their teams right away. For 

instance, in organizations changing to virtual work as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, to 

alleviate some of the potential negative consequences of remote work including isolation, and 

communication challenges, leaders need to promote an outward mindset, by encouraging team 

members to care about the needs of others as much as they do their own (Gottfredson, 2020). 

This can improve engagement, necessary for the creativity and innovation needed for virtual 

teams to be high-performing, with individuals viewed as people, as opposed to objects that can 

be manipulated towards goal-achievement (Gottfredson, 2020). 

Supporting Creativity. To support team creativity and innovation, virtual leaders need 

to ensure a positive environment, positive culture, support of appropriate skills and resources, 

an appropriate structure, and effective processes and systems (Chamakiotis, 2013). Individual 
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team members need to feel psychological safety, as discussed in this paper, to feel empowered 

to bring forth new ideas. Funk (2014) suggests that collaboration, in allowing for varying 

perspectives to be brought forward, contributes to solving complex problems, but virtual teams 

first need a safe environment for collaboration to efficiently occur. Team members who feel 

more psychologically safe, are likely to contribute more (Han et al., 2017; Burke et al., 2006; 

Edmondson, Kramer, & Cook, 2004; Zhang & Bartol, 2010, as cited by Han et al., 2017), 

leading to a valuable diversification of perspectives to be considered in creative solutioning and 

decision-making. Psychological empowerment provides the autonomy, self-management and 

determination (Han et al., 2017) that modern technology makes possible for virtual teams. 

Technological Expertise. Not surprisingly, virtual team leaders are encouraged to use 

and understand the same technology utilized by their teams, so they can better appreciate the 

challenges and perhaps offer more choice (Davis, 2004, cited by Beise et al., 2010). If leaders 

can understand when and how to use the right tools, have the ability to train others, and ensure 

their own team understands how the tools work (Maduka et al., 2018), communication is less 

likely to break down. Given the reliance on technology for all team communication in virtual 

environments, it is critical that leaders have at least a working knowledge of the tools that 

enable them to connect with their teams, continually be on the lookout for advancements, and 

be positioned to build their virtual team social capital. 

Building Virtual Trust. It is largely agreed upon in the literature, that leaders of high-

performing virtual teams must build trust both within teams, and also between themselves and 

their subordinates (i.e. Graham et al., 2018; DeRosa et al., 2004; Ford et al., 2018; Ruiller et al., 

2019). The role of trust in team performance has been discussed already, however, in relation 

to virtual leaders, it is critical. In the traditional organizational structure, managers with ranked 

positions would keep close watch over task completion, but the ability to do so dissipates in a 

virtual environment. Thus, leaders need to empower team members to be autonomous and 

independent (Ruiller et al., 2019; Maduka et al., 2018; DeRosa et al., 2004; Graham et al., 
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2015), and trust them to do their work. Han et al. (2017) notes the danger of not developing trust 

– distrust, which in virtual teams, can severely hinder creativity, cohesion, and success (Maduka 

et al., 2018).  

Unfortunately, building trust in virtual teams is not as easy as in physically co-located 

teams. Face-to face interaction is critical in developing trust (Nohria & Eccles, 1992), given its’ 

role in reinforcing similarities amongst team members and shared values (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 

1999). Leaders can utilize video technology right away to help develop a swift trust in their team 

(DeRosa et al., 2004), allowing for the recognition of visual cues for team members (Ford et al., 

2017). However, as has been discussed previously, this trust is fragile and needs attention and 

nurturing. Proper face-to-face (virtual) orientation for team members, exposing team members 

to personal details of one another via interaction and networking opportunities, effectively 

sharing information, connecting teams to other organizational units (i.e. to assist with 

information flow) and keeping team members focused on broader team progress (Ford et al., 

2017), can positively impact trust levels. It is a delicate leadership balance to provide autonomy 

and independence, while also ensuring team members have ample opportunity to meaningfully 

interact, and celebrate in their collective success (Kirkman et al., 2002, as cited by Maduka et 

al., 2018).  

Leadership Style 

 Researchers point out that traditional leadership theories may not apply in the virtual 

world (i.e. Graham et al., 2015; DeRosa et al., 2014), especially given the lack of face-to-face 

communication (Graham et al., 2015). Virtual worlds, particularly those resulting from the 

COVID-19 pandemic, require leaders who can quickly make difficult and complex decisions 

(DeRosa et al., 2004; Maduka et al., 2018), while supporting their teams. This support facilitates 

a team’s ability to respond effectively to change (Maduka et al., 2018), while also giving 

attention to their needs, given the isolation that can ensue in a remote environment (Ruiller et 

al., 2019). 
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 Specific to virtual teams operating through the COVID-19 pandemic, with teams that are 

typically physically co-located operating in complete isolation from one another, leaders need to 

recreate the lost in-person social climate. A safe virtual space can empower team creativity in 

responding innovatively to new complexities (Hahm, 2017). Given the newness of virtual work 

for traditionally office-bound teams, leaders need to support their teams through a process of 

change. Lewin’s (1947) model of change leadership can help leaders unfreeze the organization 

from traditional ways, move it through the change process and transition, and of course, 

refreeze it into a developed new state (Lewin, 1947; Schein, 1996). The all-important change 

management process, typically proactively planned, is critical in certain circumstances, like 

changing the way we work, that come unexpectedly.   

Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leaders have the ability to motivate followers to do things they may not 

have considered important – things that are outside of their comfort zone (Burns, 1978). The 

transformational leadership style has a long-standing place in the literature on team leadership, 

but in more recent years has been touted as an effective means to lead a virtual team, given 

that it promotes trust amongst followers (Boni et al., 2012). Purvanova and Bono (2009) assert 

that transformational leadership behaviours are rarer in virtual environments, given the 

communication challenges presented by technology and therefore, more effort required to 

communicate in such a way that motivates and inspires (Graham et al., 2015). Virtual leaders 

have a tendency towards one-way communications, speaking to followers, without necessarily 

listening – this can be perceived as micromanagement (Hambley, O’Neill, and Kline 2007, as 

cited by Graham et al., 2015). In this sense, technology is used as a means to an end in terms 

of goal completion (i.e. to provide direction), as opposed to a tool for conversation, and thus, 

relationship-building. And relationships are key, amidst the complexity of the COVID-19 

pandemic, constant change, and in many cases, a newly virtual world.  
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Relationships stem from a leader’s relational behaviours, providing the inspiration, 

motivation, and emotional investment that virtual team members need (Graham et al., 2015) to 

overcome a decreased shared identity, and build team cohesiveness towards shared goals 

(Ziek & Smulowitz, 2014). Further, the research demonstrates that high-performing teams are 

typically led by transformational leaders (Maduka et al., 2018), who positively impact employee 

motivation and satisfaction, as well the growth of a team’s shared commitment over time 

(Atmojo, 2015; Aga, Noorderhaven, & Vallejo, 2016; Choi, Kim, & Kang, 2017, as cited by 

Mysirlaki & Paraskeva, 2020). Perhaps the timeliest argument for transformational leadership in 

the COVID-19 era, is its positive impact on the ability of a team to cope with environmental 

challenges, via increased team commitment, making them more likely to work together for a 

longer period of time (Mysirlaki & Paraskeva, 2020). The transformational leader encourages 

their team to cope with complex challenges and continue working together towards the 

achievement of shared team goals (Mysirlaki & Paraskeva, 2020). 

The Need for Shared Leadership 

 Under a shared leadership model, the responsibilities of the leader are dispersed 

amongst team members (i.e. Shuffler et al., 2010; Muethel et al., 2012), as opposed to 

remaining centralized with one individual leader. There is an interactive and dynamic process of 

influencing that occurs, with individual team members working together, and guiding each other 

towards achieving shared goals (Pearce & Conger, 2003a, as cited by Muethel et al., 2012). 

Teams are coordinated as a collective group of leaders, under the shared leadership approach, 

sharing information and responsibility, and working towards the same end. Team members, 

responsible for their own leadership tasks and virtually collaborating with their co-leaders to 

make collective progress (Graham et al., 2015) are likely to be more empowered to act. 

With virtual teams communicating electronically and not physically co-located, there is 

an added complexity to the simple concept of team collaboration. Where teams once shared 

information fluidly with their team members, passing them in hallways and conversing in 
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elevators, dispersed team members work more independently. In fact, Muethel et al. (2012) 

states that virtual teams could fail to meet their objectives due to their inability to coordinate their 

activities. With a potential lack of coordination, and an impeded ability to easily share 

information, virtual teams need to focus on coordination and collaboration. In high-performing 

virtual teams, ideal leadership is that which is shared and collaborative, thus encouraging more 

collaborative participation and problem-solving by team members, as well as creativity 

(Chamakiotis, 2013), which is positively mediated by organizational social capital. Therefore, it 

is not surprising that the research demonstrates an uptick in shared leadership approaches in 

modern virtual work environments, and more broadly, a team-based approach to complex 

problem-solving (Shuffler et al., 2010), given the link between shared leadership and a 

collaborative team environment (See Appendix B; Robert & You, 2018). 

Given the continual state of change faced by modern organizations, shared leadership is 

critically important for survival (Shuffler et al., 2010), since those actually doing the job have the 

best understanding of its’ complexity in the modern setting, and thus, how it needs to change to 

adapt (Jackson, 2000 as cited by Shuffler et al., 2010). Dynamism and complexity are an 

inherent reality in organizations that have moved to remote work as a result of the COVID-19 

pandemic, and consequently, virtual organizations train in and promote shared leadership 

behaviours, more so than direct leadership (Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014, as cited by Ford et al., 

2017).  

It is up to leaders to first promote shared leadership behaviours, and provide the 

necessary integration, facilitation and autonomy to support these behaviours. When leaders 

promote a learning environment that includes leadership development, and are able to influence 

team members towards collective problem-solving to support a shared vision, shared leadership 

can occur (Shuffler et al., 2010). Under a shared leadership model, the leader plays the role of 

the social integrator, paving the way for team members to move between leadership roles, 

based on the situational context (Shuffler et al., 2010). Team members both lead and follow 
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simultaneously (Liu et al, 2007), bringing a collective team effort into a leader’s own decision-

making (Muethel et al., 2012). To successfully implement a shared leadership model, a leader 

needs to be comfortable giving up some elements of control and power for team members to 

feel they can step in and help lead. 

 Suddenly, under a shared leadership model, team members carry increased 

responsibility, autonomy, and influence, with the ability to direct and change the behaviour of 

others (Maduka et al., 2018), and spread their ideas and energy. Instead of the traditional 

organizational focus on building strong independent leaders, the concept of shared leadership 

supports the assertion that virtually, leadership is a team effort (Han et al., 2017). Therefore, 

organizations need to support leadership development activities that help create a more 

relational leadership process, whereby team members reciprocally help each other become 

better leaders. 

 Shared leadership has many positive outcomes for virtual teams, including on team 

performance and effectiveness, creativity, empowerment, motivation, collaboration, satisfaction, 

trust, and a constructive learning environment (i.e. Han et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2014; Robert & 

You, 2018; Shuffler et al., 2010). When leadership is distributed across a team, the inclusion of 

varying perspectives and experiences in decision-making can have a positive organizational 

impact (Han et al., 2017). When teams achieve cohesion under a shared leadership approach 

they collectively (Hiller, Day, & Vance, 2006, as cited by Shuffler et al., 2010) up the quality of 

their own work (Shuffler et al., 2010), enhance team creativity (Han et al., 2017), and improve 

individual job performance. Further, a shared leadership environment increases the motivation, 

empowerment, commitment, and effort of individuals, with increased task coordination, which 

the research demonstrates as being positively linked to the performance, effectiveness, and 

success of virtual teams (Shuffler et al., 2010; Han et al., 2017; Hahm, 2017; Muethel et al., 

2012; Robert & You, 2018). Additionally, two primary criteria of team effectiveness, adaptability 
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and communication (Hackman, 1987, as cited by Muethel et al., 2012), are supported by this 

model. 

 The research shows that distributed leadership is more effective for virtual teams than 

the traditional leadership structure (Hahm, 2017), and where processes are effectively 

managed, shared leadership makes teams potentially even higher-performing than their in-office 

counterparts (Han et al., 2017). With a direct and positive impact on commitment, motivation, 

effort, and performance of individuals and teams (Robert & You, 2018), and a clear connection 

to increased social capital, through strengthened interconnectedness among members (Liu et 

al., 2014), shared leadership may be just the answer that virtual team leaders are looking for, if 

they are prepared to acquiesce some of their own power. 

 A climate of shared learning can stem from the interactivity and coordination that are 

inherent to the shared leadership approach, supported by inherent psychological safety 

(Edmondson, 1999, as cited by Liu et al., 2014) which makes it easier for team members to take 

risks, and learn new skills and knowledge (Liu et al., 2014). Liu et al. (2014) note that shared 

leadership enables social learning. Bandura’s (1977) Social Learning Theory posits that 

individuals learn not just through their own interactions with their environment, but from the 

experiences and actions of others, through observational learning. They pay attention to what 

their co-leaders are doing and saying, retain what they have observed, replicate the learned 

behaviour and are more motivated to change through a desire and willingness that comes from 

seeing positive outcomes of modeled behaviour (Bandura, 1977).   

 Finally, trust and satisfaction can flourish under a shared leadership model (Robert & 

You, 2018). Receiving enhanced support and encouragement from colleagues (Drescher et al., 

2014; Hoch & Dulebohn, 2013, as cited by Robert & You, 2018), team members and by 

extension the broader team (Robert, 2013, as cited by Robert & You, 2018), are increasingly 

satisfied under a shared leadership model, as they inherently trust one another. They feel safe, 

and therefore, are more likely to share creative and innovative ideas (Robert & You, 2018), 
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knowing they will be supported along the way. To increase the potential for effective shared 

leadership via collaboration, cooperation and strong relationships, modern virtual teams would 

benefit from the more relational leadership development training, where leaders can learn to 

work together, while building social capital, trust, and commitment (Day, 2000).  Shared 

leadership doesn’t stop at virtual leaders and their teams; it can also have value higher up in the 

organization, among leadership teams. 

 In their case study examining project management practices in virtual settings, Beise et 

al. (2010) noted the essentiality of top management teams’ working effectively together. These 

teams of leaders need to establish their own social capital, via positive interactions, and when 

they do, Beise et al. (2010) found that their self-managed teams are more easily able to interact 

with each other. With this relational approach, comes shared language and meaning (Beise et 

al., 2010), which translate to better conflict management, but also, naturally, clearer 

communication and direction-setting. Where this doesn’t occur, and management teams 

operate in silos, with potential side conversations that do not get shared broadly, conflict tends 

to ensue as leaders become focused on individual goals and needs instead of the collective 

ones (Beise et al., 2010). The authors conclude that a management team’s relational 

development, which can be achieved through shared leadership development, aids integrated 

and shared perspective development, as well as trust, shared information and knowledge, and 

management team cohesion (Beise et al., 2010). Thus, management teams should be engaged 

in leadership development, to strengthen their relational connection, build shared language, 

goals, and understanding, and finally, inspire the same relational approach within their teams. 

With this, social capital can increase at all levels of the organization, and teams are more likely 

to succeed.  

Developing Leadership 

Recognizing the importance of developing effective leadership, since it is what drives 

team success (Day, 2000), organizations invest $366 billion globally into leadership training 
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(Westfall, 2019). Training can develop human capital, or individually competent leaders, via 

individualized leader development or social capital, meaning leaders with the ability to relate 

well to others, via leadership (McCallum & O’Connell, 2009).  

Leader Development versus Leadership Development 

Leader development is focused individual intrapersonal skills and leadership 

development is focused on developing leaders’ interpersonal skills (Day, 2000; Edmonstone, 

2011). With interpersonal skills, leaders focus on relationships and the team leadership process, 

whereas with intrapersonal skills, an inward focus may result in self, rather than group, 

confidence (Day & Dragoni, 2015, as cited by Subramony et al., 2018). Riggio & Lee (2007) 

noted a traditional focus on intrapersonal skills within management training and education 

programs. While organizations have historically been overly dependent on individualized leader 

development programs, and the development of human capital, McCallum and O’Connell (2009) 

laud the value of development programs that are more attentive to a leader’s outward mindset, 

relational ability, and networking and communication skills. While human capital may be easy to 

spot in the managerial realm, for instance by examining performance evaluations and 

succession plans (i.e., a tangible resource), social capital is more of an intangible resource, like 

synergy or social networks (Clopton, 2011). 

With the assumption that leadership comes from within an individual, ranked within the 

organizational structure as opposed to collective leadership efforts (Edmonstone, 2011), leader 

development tends to result in short-term impact (Pitichat, Reichard, Kea-Edwards, Middleton, & 

Norman, 2017). For example, often classroom-based, Edmonstone (2011) suggests there is a 

wrongful assumption embedded in leader development, that leaders will come together once 

developed, to, on their own accord, create organizational social capital. Instead, leader 

development often lacks the follow-up needed to help developed leaders integrate new skills 

into their leadership. This is perhaps one of the reasons that Bolden and Kirk (2006) assert that 

developing leaders individually is unlikely to significantly impact organizational outcomes. In 
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fact, current research points to leadership being a social process that engages everyone in 

group-based commitment (Wenger, 1998), a stark difference from programs that focus on 

teaching skills and abilities to those in formal leadership positions, to improve their own self-

awareness, and level of motivation and regulation (Day, 2000).  

 Research emerged as early as the first part of the 1900s, with assertions that 

organizations need to consider the relational aspects of leader behaviour (Bass, 1990; Stogdill, 

1974; Fleishman, 1953, as cited by Riggio & Lee, 2007), given growing complexities, 

interdependencies and turbulence impacting the business environment (Limerick & Cunnington, 

1987, as cited by Keys & Wolfe, 1988). As early as the 1980s, research documented that in-

house leadership development programs needed to improve (Shrader, 1985, as cited by Keys & 

Wolfe, 1988). Further, long before we got to where we are today in terms of virtual work, the 

research showed that networking was a critical component of leadership development (Bures & 

Banks, 1985; Luthans, Hodgetts, & Rosencrantz, 1988, as cited by Keys & Wolfe, 1988). It was 

suggested at this stage of the research that a leader’s learning needs cannot be met simply in a 

classroom-like setting, and that alternative learning methods with a focus on relational skills 

needed to be explored, including “planned on-the-job learning experiences” (Keys & Wolfe, 

1988, p. 216).  

With the previously cited criticisms of leader development (i.e. Bolden & Kirk, 2006; 

Edmonstone, 2011), even in the latter decades of the 20th century, there was a view towards a 

more integrated, collectivist learning environment that focuses on relationships, and the building 

of social capital. For example, Avolio (1999, 2005) asserted the need for effective listening skills 

to be part of leadership development, but perhaps more importantly, the need to develop trust 

within leadership teams (Riggio & Lee, 2007). The research was starting to recognize that 

management education needed to not just build leaders, but also their connections (Keys & 

Wolfe, 1988). 
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While human capital can result in a social return that lends to improved innovation 

systems (Bennett, 2010, as cited by Nafukho, Graham, & Muyia, 2011), human capital 

development in and of itself, means nothing without follow-up that equips leaders to act on their 

new knowledge (Day, 2000). The research (i.e. Edmonstone, 2011) is clear in its’ assertion that 

organizations are facing added complexities and swift change. Thus, they would benefit from 

rebalancing their focus on leadership, versus leader development activities (Edmonstone, 

2011). Keys & Wolfe’s (1988) assertion rings even more true today, that there is a need for 

learning about lateral and upward influence, and the value of relations and networks, given 

increased complexity and interdependence at the middle-management level. New-age leaders 

need to inspire followers towards action, and embrace the opportunity that comes with change 

(McCallum & O’Connell, 2009), increasing their social intelligence. This social intelligence (i.e. 

networking capabilities, empathy, negotiating, persuasion, managing relationships) positively 

impacts team performance through the growth of social capital (Lee et al., 2013).  

Elements of Effective Leadership Development 

McCallum and O’Connell (2009) suggest that organizations need to find very technical 

and institutionalized ways of incorporating the growth of team social capital into leadership 

development. The need for leadership development that is grounded in the growth of 

interpersonal connections and that is very based in the organizational and leadership context, 

increases when teams connect virtually. Thus, the process of connecting via relational strength 

and social capital, needs to be more deliberate, and also becomes more critical (Bilhuber Galli & 

Müller-Stewens, 2012), when teams are dispersed. With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 

and the quick move of many organizations to remote work, leadership development needs to be 

considered in a context of suddenly disconnected teams, leaders, colleagues, and by extension, 

their individually held information and knowledge, a critical resources to be shared in virtual 

teams (Hahm, 2017).  
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 In emerging organizations, as many are today in the changing world, rank and power 

structures mean less and mutual understanding and shared responsibility mean much more, as 

teams work to build their collective capacity (Drucker, 1995). Leaders in formal, informal and 

assumed leadership roles, benefit from leadership development activities that expand this 

collective capacity, enabling them to work together more effectively vertically and horizontally in 

the organization (Day, 2000). Dixon (1993, as cited by Day, 2000) notes the importance of 

leadership development in building a strong collective team capacity for complex problem-

solving, particularly in relation to new, unanticipated challenges. Furthermore, Day (2000), notes 

that profound changes in organizations are changing the way leaders are being trained, with the 

integration of traditional and more relational approaches, perhaps useful as organizations move 

from shared physical to virtual spaces. Several methods of leadership development will be 

discussed in the following section. Later in the paper, practical approaches for the virtual world 

will be put forward. 

Edmonstone (2011) writes about the optimal overall design of leadership development 

programs and suggests key components of an effective strategy to develop leadership 

processes and social capital. Leadership development programs need to be  situated within the 

current context, and focused on over-arching shared goals (Walmsley and Miller, 2008; 

Anderson et al., 2009; Wilkinson, 2009, as cited by Edmonstone, 2011). Ideally, these activities 

examine real and current priorities, address organization-wide issues, and explicitly link to 

shared team values. Leadership development can be done in many ways including via 

traditional classroom training, mentoring, coaching, active learning, feedback programs, job 

challenges, and social networking, and should focus on helping members relate better to each 

other, and work collectively and collaboratively towards their goals (Day, 2001).  

Considerations for Leadership Development in the Virtual Context  

Unfortunately, when the pandemic caused organizations to re-think how they work very 

quickly, the result was a lack of training for leaders on how they should be leading their newly 
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virtual teams. With the drastic increase of virtual work, even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (in 

2015, virtual work had increased by more than 86 per cent in the 20 years prior; Slade, 2015, as 

cited by Byrd, 2019), teams are moving from boardrooms to Zoom breakout sessions, and 

informal office contact to deliberately placed virtual calls. As such, employees are at an 

increased risk of isolation, faced with fewer opportunities for connection and collaboration with 

colleagues (Byrd, 2019).  

Thus, organizations need to ensure their leaders understand effective virtual leadership, 

and that they are well-equipped to facilitate the success of their virtual teams. However, Byrd 

(2019) cites an Association for Talent Development Report that surveyed 505 learning 

professionals across various companies, noting that while almost all respondents had 

opportunities for virtual work, “only 20 per cent stated that their organizations provided training 

to support virtual leadership” (Byrd, 2019, p. 20). Meanwhile, an unsurprising but eye-opening 

76 per cent of respondents, believed their organizations would benefit from them learning more 

about strategies and techniques for effective virtual team leadership (Byrd, 2019). 

An important, but potentially easy-to-overlook area for organizational improvement, 

especially when shifting from physical to virtual offices and changing the way teams work, is 

leadership development. Organizations cannot forget to ensure leaders are equipped to lead 

high-performing virtual teams; a far different feat than leading high-performing in-person teams. 

Virtual teams require a leadership approach that enables social capital development among 

team members and the team as a whole, as has been demonstrated in this paper. This requires 

strong interpersonal skills, which can be achieved through a transformational and shared 

approach to leadership. To create this type of leadership, organizations need to engage in 

effective leadership development.  

Training should be relationship-focused, embedded within the organization, and as is 

noted in relation to the organizational shifts as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, constantly 

reviewed for updating (Dujay, 2020). For instance, a leadership development program offered 
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today should reflect the context and reality of the organization within the ongoing pandemic (i.e. 

if training a new leader in the long-term care sector, they must fully understand the current 

context relating to COVID-19 outbreaks in congregate care settings), to facilitate issues 

exploration, and collaborative solutioning. 

Recommendations 

Elements of Leadership Development for Virtual High-Performing Teams 

In a time of global uncertainty, training and development should focus on not just what it 

takes to be a leader and building up a collection of well-skilled individual leaders, but how to 

lead in the current context, in such a way that supports high-performing virtual teams. 

Traditional leadership traits and attributes, based on intrapersonal skills and abilities, are no 

longer enough, especially in ever-changing, virtual environments (Cohen & Prusak, 2001).  

Further, training focused on bettering just the individual leader is no longer sufficient 

virtually, since “effective leadership in today’s complex, fast-moving organization is really the 

result of a coordinated effort among leaders and followers” (Pearce & Conger, 2003, as cited by 

Riggio & Lee, 2007, p. 423). In fact, leadership skills questionnaires, including the Multifactor 

Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) and Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI), that have 

traditionally been relied on to spot effective leaders and target development, carry very little 

meaning since they provide no information about the context surrounding leaders (Solansky, 

2015).  

With many activities that develop varying levels of social capital (i.e. networking events, 

mentoring, coaching and job assignment; Bilhuber Galli & Müller-Stewens, 2012), leadership 

development needs to be viewed “as a process rather than an isolated event” (Van Velsor, 

Moxley, & Bunker, 2004, as cited by Bilhuber Galli & Müller-Stewens, 2012, p. 197). Effective 

relationship management and social awareness contribute positively to organizational social 

capital and team performance, and are positively linked to leadership development (Riggio & 

Lee, 2007). More than ever, leaders need their followers to feel like part of a team. 
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Delivering Leadership Development Training for Virtual High-Performing Teams 

Virtual Leadership Development  

To build strong interpersonal skills, virtual leadership development should include 

organized and collaborative learning activities that utilize dialogue and feedback functions, in 

either emergent or planned ways (Byrd, 2019). While many organizations have typically relied 

on classroom-based development that aims to advance intrapersonal leadership skills, the 

virtual environment requires leadership development activities that are relational in nature, to 

support the social capital needed for virtual teams to succeed. One example of such a program 

is the Virtual Leadership Development Programme (VLDP; Sherk, Nauseda, Johnson, & Liston, 

2009). 

The Virtual Leadership Development Programme (VLDP) is a web-based 13-16 week 

program that has been shown to strengthen the ability of virtual teams to problem-solve, and 

produce better results. As of 2008, the program had been delivered in more than 45 countries, 

with the intent of quickly building up virtual management and leadership capacity at all levels 

(Sherk et al., 2009). Instead of training leaders individually, and sending them back to their 

teams seeking support for change, which is challenging, the VLDP trains leaders as groups, 

resulting in a quicker application of key concepts in the workplace, and better organizational 

teamwork (Sherk et al., 2009). As a group, learners come together to develop a leadership 

project that addresses a real challenge the organization is facing (Sherk et al., 2009). The 

program, which follows a model of challenge, feedback, and support, has proven effective in 

several instances where teams have later reported project success, including for example, when 

used to train HR managers with the Uganda Protestant and Catholic Medical Bureaus and the 

Christian Health Association of Malawi (Sherk et al., 2009). Follow-up with all teams that took 

part in the VLDP for HR Managers in April and November, 2007, revealed that they were able to 

apply concepts learned through the program in their workplace and that they were working 

better as teams. 
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Leadership Development for Leadership Teams 

Nevertheless, and in line with the purported importance of social capital building in 

virtual team environments, entire leadership teams should also undergo leadership 

development activities, to strengthen relationships and thus, social capital, building and/or 

maintaining high-performing teams in the process. Through the social interaction of executives 

that takes place in leadership development programs, could come improved information sharing 

and resource exchange between their various business units and divisions (Bilhuber Galli & 

Müller-Stewens (2012). By focusing on training that brings the leaders of multiple business 

streams together, and using it as a platform to promote shared leadership behaviours, 

organizations can emphasize shared vision and goals (Bilhuber Galli & Müller-Stewens (2012). 

While this recommendation is suited just to leadership teams, it is critical in a virtual 

environment to train leaders at all levels of the organization. 

Training Leaders at all Levels  

As was briefly discussed earlier, leadership development need not be limited to those 

with the titles that provide rank, order, and authority (Edmonstone, 2011). Rather, it is necessary 

to train management at all levels of the organization so they can more meaningfully work 

together (Edmonstone, 2011), while also tending to individual needs (Keys & Wolfe, 1988). With 

a shifted focus towards social capital development throughout, organizations can help their 

teams adapt to changing environments through strong relational understanding (McCallum & 

O’Connell, 2009).  

Feedback, Coaching and Mentoring 

Leaders can take a partnership approach to development, using coaching to build 

collective energy, and therefore creativity and innovation (McCallum & O’Connell, 2009). Day 

(2000) suggests that feedback and coaching can contribute to the development of social capital, 

but that they should not operate in isolation (i.e. integrated efforts are needed). Meaning, virtual 

leaders should be offered opportunities for coaching conversations, as well as direct feedback. 
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To illustrate, the effectiveness of 360-feedback programs increases significantly with follow-up 

coaching that takes the self-awareness further towards action (Day, 2000).  

In addition to feedback programs, direct coaching can enhance organizational 

effectiveness, trust and commitment, but only when participants are carefully selected and 

willing to participate (Day, 2000). The strength of social capital increases with the inclusion of 

coaching in leadership development, furthering an individual’s identification with the team or 

organization (Day, 2000).Ultimately, programs like those focused on coaching can help leaders 

through self-examination, but perhaps more importantly, and as it relates to social capital 

development, they can help to build strong network ties (Day, 2000). Presently, with many 

employees scattered from their teammates, building trust, social networks, and strong 

relationships can bring a team back together, in ways that will benefit overall organizational 

effectiveness. 

Relational skills are key to building and working towards shared goals and vision. 

Through mentoring relationships, team members are provided another means to network, while 

building their own relationship-management skills (Day, 2000). Further, by providing insight into 

senior management views and ways of thinking, team members at all levels gain a better 

understanding of organizational concerns and issues (Day, 2000), enabling them to better 

support collective teamwork, and thus build social capital. Resultingly, organizations should put 

attention towards developing effective mentoring skills for leaders, to position them to build 

increased trust, respect, commitment, and thus, social capital, in their teams. Social capital, 

which can increase virtual team trust, satisfaction and collectivism (i.e. Ceri-Booms, 2020; 

Peterman, 2019; Spurk & Straub, 2020) rests on the existence of strong relational networks. 

Networking 

To help build organizational and team social capital, leaders can share stories within 

their networks (McCallum & O’Connell, 2009), using these purposeful conversations to 

informally interact, discover shared interests, and create positive working relationships within 
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networks (Spreitzer, 2006, as cited by McCallum & O’Connell, 2009, p. 164). Sharing stories 

and networking may help to fill the social void of the virtual world. For example, a leader sharing 

stories about the chaos of managing kids studying from home, while they work at the home 

office day-in-and-day-out, may help other team members recognize that their own pandemic-

related struggles are felt by others, thus increasing trust and commitment, and of course, social 

capital. 

The positive impacts of networking are shared between leaders and followers. While 

lower level team leaders and members may be comforted by stories from higher-ups, through 

networking, leaders are better able to understand their people resources (Day, 2000), especially 

beneficial when these resources are only seen through a computer screen. But the benefits of 

networking do not end there. Day (2000) suggests that when managers and senior executives 

partake in networking, innovation increases, problem-solving improves, and relationships 

develop and strengthen (Day, 2000). In an environment where teams are dispersed and 

informal networking must become more deliberate (i.e. no more water cooler chats), leaders 

should support this need by actively encouraging teams to network, and helping to facilitate 

virtual connections. Ultimately, Day (2000) supports an integrated approach to leadership 

development, but notes the importance of a final component of leadership development that will 

be explored here – action learning. 

Action Learning 

Action learning would be a good approach during the COVID-19 pandemic, shown as 

beneficial for organizations and teams in a state of turbulence (Ramirez, 1983, as cited by 

Edmonstone, 2011), since the use of real organizational change situations helps to foster 

leadership skills and create social capital. Action learning, which can be as simple as a job 

assignment or time-limited project team, is in line with Day’s (2000) suggestion that leadership 

development needs to include more focus on assessments (i.e. post-mortems). While formal 

assessments could be used as a means to select action learning participants, perhaps a 
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willingness and desire to change could be measured via activities like feedback and coaching, 

to determine suitability for action learning. 

Virtual Action Learning (VAL) is a practical and realistic option for organizations to turn to 

quickly, enables leaders to think about the leadership challenges they have actually faced, and 

are currently, and draw on the feedback and experience of others who may have encountered 

similar situations (Byrd, 2019). Aspinwall, Pedler and Radcliff (2018) note that VAL improves 

decision making, communication, and relationship-building skills, leading to decentralized, or 

shared leadership. Furthermore, teams have improved outcomes when leaders go through a 

process of questioning around decisions. For instance, a leader who may not be as 

technologically savvy as their virtual team, may want to utilize action learning to develop their 

emergent leaders, but also, to determine the effectiveness, and applicability to their team, of 

specific applications, when deciding which electronic programs will support their team 

communication. It is a collaborative decision-making process, where other perspectives and 

new ideas emerge (Aspinwall et al., 2018) and facilitators focus on building a cooperative 

community (Aspinwall et al., 2018; Dickenson, Burgoyne, & Pedler, 2010, as cited by Byrd, 

2019).  

This method of training ‘promote[s] better leadership behaviours than the face-to-face 

situation” (Pedler, Hauser, & Caulat, 2014, pp. 93-94 as cited by Byrd, 2019) since leaders have 

to put much of their effort into relationship-building, critical to construct the social capital. VAL, 

while developing organizational leadership and social capital, importantly presents a space 

where innovation can occur; where the asking of questions and sharing of new ideas are 

encouraged (Byrd, 2019). Given the fast switch by many organizations to virtual work, it is 

imperative that the launch of such leadership development activities accelerate, to provide the 

sociable and group-based learning that is needed to best position virtual team leaders towards 

team success. 
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An example of action learning can be seen at General Electric (GE), where 

“boundaryless behaviour” (Day, 2000, p. 602) is encouraged, and leaders are told to solicit 

involvement and ideas from everyone. Leadership development focuses on just that – bringing 

people, and their ideas, together. Essentially, groups are formed and tasked with working 

through existing issues, and suggesting new and creative ideas, selected for the activity based 

on their fit with the problem at-hand (Day, 2000). Citibank uses the same type of leadership 

development, carefully selecting participants, presenting real issues that need solving, and then 

using the new ideas generated to inform decision-making (Day, 2000).  

Organizationally, this group problem-solving method of action learning brings together 

valuable resources to solve broad, organizational issues. For individual leaders, action learning 

helps demonstrate the value of collective leadership (McCallum & O’Connell, 2009), while also 

providing the opportunity to learn from others and come together as a team of leaders, to 

mobilize problem-solving resources. Action learning can bring people together, even virtually, 

around a common goal, increase the focus on collective leadership and better empower leaders 

to care for the needs of their teams (McCallum & O’Connell, 2009). 

Virtual Reality Training 

While many teams across the globe are working remotely, they tend to rely on the more 

basic technology option of online learning, or e-learning, to facilitate leadership development 

(Virtual Reality Training for Managers, 2020). The concept of training taking place truly virtually, 

in a virtual reality environment, may seem to many, hard to grasp, but the results and impact are 

impressive. A recent study by PwC, reported by HR News (Virtual Reality Training for 

Managers, 2020), purports that their virtual reality inclusive leadership training was 52 per cent 

more cost effective and four times faster than in-person training. Certainly, virtual reality could 

help alleviate feelings of team member isolation; it also increases the potential for leaders to see 

other perspectives face-to-face, instead of just their own, an easy trap to fall into when working 

remotely, alone (Virtual Reality Training for Managers, 2020). The study found that 78 per cent 
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of the 1,600 participants in the training preferred it even over online training (and more than in-

person, classroom-based training; Virtual Reality Training for Managers, 2020), demonstrating 

that even as organizations continue to adjust to virtual work and online learning and 

development, there needs to be continual effort to innovate and do things differently. 

Integrative Leadership Development 

Of particular assistance during a crisis like the current pandemic, integration leadership 

development programs, which integrate leadership across teams (McCallum & O’Connell, 2009; 

Weiss & Molinaro, 2006), bring people together in a way that promotes and strengthens global 

mindsets, ethical literacy, cultural intelligence, community-building skills and relationship 

management (Pless, Maak, & Stahl, 2011, as cited by Subramony et al., 2018). By combining 

several leadership development tactics into one program, organizations are able to develop a 

competitive advantage, through stronger leadership (Weiss & Molinaro, 2006).  Finally, 

leadership development programs or activities, whether formal or informal, benefit from the 

involvement of all people needed to solve complex work problems (McCallum & O’Connell, 

2009), as they all learn to work and adapt together, in real-life situations and simulations. 

Discussion 

It is no secret that the world is always changing – quickly – and that organizations face 

rapid and continual complexity, caused by shifts in the external environment. A major change 

faced in many organizations is how they work, and how their teams operate. Even before the 

COVID-19 pandemic, this paper has outlined that the use of remote work was rapidly 

increasing. In the United States for example, 19 years before the pandemic began (in 2001), 8.4 

million U.S. workers belonged to one or more virtual teams (Bergiel, Bergiel, & Blasmeier, 2008, 

as cited by Maduka et al., 2018). Back then, employees may have spent as little as a day a 

month working remotely (Jury, 2008, as cited by Maduka et al., 2018). Of course, today, this has 

shifted.  
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Across the globe, teams are scattered, working from home offices, facing restrictions on 

gathering (including in workplaces, in many parts of the world) and social distancing as a result 

of COVID-19. While many are realizing the benefits of virtual work, including the improved 

productivity and performance that comes with an increased ability for employees to achieve 

work/life balance (DeRosa et al., 2004), virtual teams face challenges which can severely 

hamper their performance, and thus, organizational success. Communication and collaboration 

suffer when teams rely on technology to connect (DeRosa et al., 2004). Organizations also face 

challenges of employees feeling socially isolated (DeRosa et al., 2004), especially a concern 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, it is more challenging for virtual teams to form deep 

relationships, to be cohesive, to find a shared team identity, and to share information (Hahm, 

2017). It is up to the leaders of teams to help facilitate the relational environment, rich in social 

capital, that is needed to build the trust, satisfaction, and collectivism that virtual teams need to 

succeed. 

Despite the challenges, it is likely that even after the pandemic, virtual work will remain a 

commonality, so organizations need to catch-up. With recent news about a potential vaccine 

that signals an eventual end to the pandemic, though timing is uncertain (Griffin & Langrath, 

2020), it is likely that the face of work has changed forever, and it is doubtful that the new 

normal in a post-COVID world will even closely resemble the working world we knew previously. 

Virtual work provides the ultimate flexibility for workers (i.e. Upwork, 2020) and organizationally 

beneficial, it has been shown to increase productivity (i.e. Upwork, 2020; Gottfredson, 2020), 

while also offering decreased costs, a wider talent pool for organizations to choose from, and 

increased satisfaction, with the potential for positive impact on performance (Ruiller et al., 

2019). The potential benefits of virtual work for both employees and organizations likely haven’t 

been fully realized yet, with many still operating in reactive mode. However, it is likely that virtual 

team leadership will remain a common reality in a post-COVID-19 world, at which point the 

benefits are more likely to be fully realized. 
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Daft (2018) introduces the concept of a “new reality for leaders” (p. 8). He suggests that 

in a world where “little is certain, the pace is relentless, and everything is more complex” (Daft, 

2018, p. 8), leaders need to adjust from the traditional hero (controlling) model of leadership, to 

one focused on facilitation, change management, collaboration, diversity, and humility. This 

especially rings true today. In a virtual environment, needless to say one that is operating during 

a global pandemic, leaders need to adjust their style and behaviour to the current context, and 

re-think how they lead teams; the organization can support them in this. Interorganizational 

knowledge transfer needs to be strong, so that employees can learn from colleagues, retain 

their collective knowledge, and share and learn new information (Argote & Ingram, 2000, as 

cited by Urick, 2020). Leaders need to develop the new-age relational skills that Daft (2018) 

proposes to respond to the “new reality” being faced today. 

Organizations need to rethink their leadership development activities, and where they 

have traditionally focused on individualized leader development, with an aim to develop the 

skills and behaviours of individual leaders, now they need to find ways to build their leaders in 

group-based and relationally focused leadership development (i.e. Day, 2000). Rather than 

build up the human capital that was once seen as a vital component of organizational health, 

organizations need to increase their social capital, to support the necessary relational 

leadership competencies in the virtual world. Virtually, where team communication can be 

increasingly challenging, it cannot be assumed that developed leaders (human capital), will 

come together, once developed, to create organizational social capital (Edmonstone, 2011). 

Leader development instruments and activities address the what, but not the how, of leadership 

(Edmonstone, 2011), with the how being central to improve employee engagement, especially 

critical as we enter a winter of Wave 2 of COVID-19 and the potential for staff and team 

members to feel even more isolated. 

However, organizations have options. They just need to act, and implement an 

increased focus on utilizing leadership development to grow social capital. They need to help 
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their leaders navigate a changed reality, and implement measures to build the relationality of the 

organization’s leadership cadre. Additionally, in many instances, organizations should promote 

shared leadership behaviours, which encourage virtual collaboration and growth (Bilhuber Galli 

& Müller-Stewens, 2012), and increase trust, creativity, cooperation, and performance (Han et 

al., 2017).  

Future Research 

The existing research literature falls short of looking at situations that are mandated to 

be fully, or almost fully remote, in order to understand the current context within the COVID-19 

pandemic. Further research should examine the impact of remote work that is mandatory, 

without the ability for even some face-to-face contact in teams. Furthermore, because of the 

added isolation that is a result of conditions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, the absence 

of cost reductions (i.e. organizations perhaps have not yet given up unused real estate, and the 

competing demands for instance, of kids being at home), this period of time throughout cannot 

be used to fully assess remote work, and future studies should take this into consideration in the 

development of various hypotheses. Perhaps future research, after the COVID-19 pandemic, 

will be able to paint a picture of the impact of the pandemic, on team effectiveness. 

Future research should also take into account the fact that higher income workers are 

more likely to be able to work remotely, pointing to a disproportionate inability of lower income 

workers to social distance, perhaps suggesting that social distancing is regressive, but 

regardless, that poorer workers tend to be in jobs that are less likely able to be done remotely 

(i.e. food service industry, retail, etc.; Gallacher & Hossain, 2020). Finally, to truly understand 

how virtual teams can rise above the challenges of a remote work environment via leadership 

development, we need to understand what constitutes a high-performing virtual team, and how 

to build and maintain this effectiveness as leaders, particularly in times of crisis, or a state of 

continual change. 

Conclusion 
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 The research is clear that virtual work is on the rise, especially in 2020, and that there 

are both extreme benefits, and challenges, in a remote team environment. With the importance 

of high-performing teams to organizational success, it is critical for organizations to focus on 

developing organizational leadership, more so than developing organizational leaders. The 

virtual world operates more efficiently and successfully when there is collective action among 

team members (Ziek & Smulowitz, 2014), which requires social capital, and leaders with the 

strong interpersonal skills (i.e. facilitation and coordination) needed to successfully lead high-

performing virtual teams. Indeed, leadership development that is embedded in building trust and 

cooperation, can be more complex than leader development (Day, 2000). However, through 

activities like networking, coaching, and action learning, organizations can increase their social 

capital, and develop leaders with strong interpersonal skills (Day, 2000), who seek to find ways 

to engage in the cross-functional, non-traditional process of virtual leadership. 
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Appendix A 

 Beise et al. (2010) present a summary of project team interactions in their study to 

demonstrate the stages of virtual team development. 
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Appendix B 

Robert & You (2018) share their theoretical model, which demonstrates that a 

collaborative environment can be strongly and positively influenced by the existence of shared 

leadership, which through trust and individual autonomy for team members, builds individual-

level satisfaction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


