(Written Assignment - 5 points)

Lnstructlons: Post your answers and responses to the appropriate discussion
oard. Do not use file attachments. See the syllabus for additional instructions.
Be prepared to discuss this assignment in class.

1. Discuss the implications for a project manager of scenario A: onsite Maria and
scenario B: virtual Maria in chapter 3 of A Manager’s Guide to Virtual Teams.

2. Respond to another student’s post.

Your answers and response should be thorough, carefully thought out, and
properly edited. They will be graded on content, delivery, and adherence to
instructions. The response to another student is worth 1 point out of 5.



Context Communication:
Definitions and Challenges

ffective communication is the first of the four elements of success-

ful virtual team performance. When interacting with others, the

more we can communicate our context, the greater the connection
and, therefore, the greater the chance of achieving the objectives that we
set out to accomplish.

The virtual workplace has transformed the business landscape
across the globe in many positive ways, but it has also altered the essence
of the human connection. As you know firsthand, connections that occur
during face-to-face exchanges become more elusive when we lose close
proximity with others.

Why is it important to foster the human connection in the virtual
world? It seems obvious that when team members share a bond they
work more productively. In the long run, building good relationships en-
ables more effective team performance and reduces situations that are
dominated by conflict. These key benefits directly impact work product
and the organization’s key deliverables.

Cha:g}let};rlman connection also allows a rich.er p.ath of ?nformatign ex-
s Ineml())ugh what I call Context Commumcat?on. This allows virtual
ing in ang terfsi to understand the setting that their .teammates are worl'c—
Missing Virt(l)lalnd the best approach to collaboration. When <.:ont.ext is

’ teams are forced to make a greater effort to maintain the
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Scenario A: On-Site Maria

Meet Maria, a Boston-based software consul'tant whp WOI'k'S at Resu]ts
Software Ltd., a firm specializing in enterprise media solutions. Theg,
days she spends much of her time runnlr?g to and ffaom meetings wj, }
her largest client, Xingo Media, an e-business publisher that deye] i |
databases for the industrial marketplace. A quick glance at her woyy
space shows a desk piled with paperwork (in spite of a laptop and sec.
ond computer screen) and a phone that continually rings. Today ig the
final deadline for the deployment of Xingo’s e-collaboration website, 5
multistage project that Maria has worked the past year to complete, ¥
fortunately, technical issues arise at the last minute and Marig finds
herself putting out fires, tracking down their causes, and locating know.
edgeable experts to fix these last-minute problems.

You know Maria because both of you have worked at Results Soft- |
ware headquarters in Boston for almost five years, sometimes collabo-
rating on the same projects because she is the point person on XLB
Standards. Today, at 10:00 a.m. EST, you sent her an e-mail about the
(liefun;h of XIB in §evera1 satellite ofﬁc’:es of your client, Sea-Stars Me-

1a. You need her input for tomorrow’s meeting with Sea-Star’s senior
executives about the rollout. As she runs past you in the hallway, Maria

looks stressed out. She’s deep in conversation on her h ’
with hot coffee in one hand n PP P
© hand, an overstuffed file in the other Hopefully,
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o work will ﬁnall).r pay off: You wa.nt to find the best approach to get-
ing Maria’s timely lf‘lput without distracting her from an important
Jeadline: She walks into her office at 4:45 p.m., and you know this is
her last opportunity tO. catch up at her desk because she always leaves
at 5:00 p-10- sharp to pick up her nine-year-old twin sons from the local
Jfter-school program that ends at 5:30 p.m. Displayed throughout her

office 2T family photos of her sons at various ages; you have met the
poys and are aware of her daily routine.

If you didn’t know Maria’s situation so well, you might be worried
about the lack of response to your e-mail; instead, you know that Maria
diligently logs in remotely from home to catch up on e-mail once her
children are settled after 7:00 p.m., so you are not concerned. You know
she is committed to Results Software, works hard, takes on a large
workload, but can always be relied on to help her teammates. There-

fore, her 7:15 p.m. e-mail stating that your request will be ready by 9:30
a.m. tomorrow is no surprise.

Result: Because of your observations and background knowledge,
you are not surprised that you didn't receive Maria’s status update to
your 10:00 a.m. e-mail until 7:15 p.m. that day, despite its “urgent” sta-
tus. In fact, you could have predicted this outcome when you sent your
e-mail.

Now let’s look at this same situation from another vantage point—
minus the visual cues, background information, personal history, shared
lingo, and common understanding that you and Maria have.

Scenario B: Virtual Maria

You are a consultant with Results Software Ltd., working in the San
Francisco office, so you have neither met nor spoken with Maria, who
also has five years’ tenure with the company. You are working on the
launch of XLB for Sea-Stars Media in several of its satellite offices and
were told to contact Maria today by a colleague who recommended
her as the company expert on XLB Standards. So, this morning, at
10:00 a.m. EST, you e-mailed her about the launch, stating that you
heed her response for tomorrow'’s meeting with senior executives
Bbout the rollout, Because this simple request was urgent, you expected
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fifteen minutes. You sent your Tequeg by

. it within
Maria to complete it Wi Maria’s radar early that fiin

i n
:00 a.m. PST, to make sure it was o :
7.0?}13 nl:},ast Coast. By noon EST, you pla.ce a ff)llow up call abgy, th§
on aitl3 No answer. You leave a voice mail hoping that she wjj) o
e-mail. :

the call today. By 4:00 p.m. EST, you question if Maria is stil] With g,
sufts Software. If she is, you wonder if perhaps an emergency aroge they

i ur request.
ted her from responding to yo :
Prev;:rilsenow 5:00 p.m. EST, the end of your business day, and she 0y

answered your e-mail. Regrettably, you conclude that she will pg; dos,
today and decide on a backup plan. You do not assume that she wil

work beyond standard business hours. .
Result: At 7:15 p.m. EST, Maria responds to your e-mail. HoWeVer,

by this time you dropped other work comrpif;[lments and skipped 5 -
through of tomorrow’s meeting in order to Spend two hours WOrking 0n
a backup plan. Now, you have to discard the extra wo1:k you did and ay,
perplexed by Maria’s last-minute but welcome expertise.

The Difference?

What was the difference between scenario A and scenario B? Did
Maria do anything differently? What do you know about Maria and
her situation in scenario A that was not verbally communicated? Do
you have the same information in scenario B? What happened because
of this lack of information? What does XLB mean? Without context in-
formation you may not know what this acronym represents. If you
were not familiar with Maria’s personal life, what assumptions might
you make when she does not respond during the business day? With-
out knowing her circumstances you might attribute her silence to a
poor work ethic. Did she stay home—and if so, why didn’t she check
e-mails from there? Is she at her office? Is she even in this country or

Who is Maria?

b Scenario A presents 5 deep reservoir of background informatio?
la1 E}lt Maria, including her family, workload issues, schedule, work
| epena characteristics, career goals, and hot spots in her current
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workday. You know her moods, concerns, caffeine levels, and more. That
is a lot of information, and it helps you understand how to maintain a
good working relationship. When you are aware of the other projects a
team member juggles along with yours and can observe that person run-
ning to and from meetings, you are able to gauge the timing of a re-
sponSse. With background information it is easier to predict behavior,
manage your own expectations, choose the best approach, and in gen-
eral, maintain a good working relationship.

The main difference between scenario A and scenario B is Context
Communication. In the first scenario, you know the many reasons Maria
has not responded. Context had been communicated not through words,
but through visual cues and shared history. Without being explicitly told,
you knew when to expect a response from Maria.

What Is Context Communication?

As you can see from Maria’s example, there are many different types of
cues that provide information, and these layers of observable cues create
context, or a sense of place. Context Communication is the framework
within which we connect the dots so that they make sense. Working in
the same office as our teammates allows us to observe behaviors, actions,
and surroundings, creating background information from which we in-
fer a heightened understanding of their situation. Simply put, a shared
context for understanding is a given for on-site teams, and no effort is re-
quired to connect the dots because when you can see, hear, and sense
cues, the dots connect themselves.

Context Communication means that team members working in
close proximity can quickly assess the cues and therefore understand
the context in which certain behaviors take place. Observations about
another person’s verbal tone, body language, and other visual cues cre-
ate the context that helps us understand each other, the task at hand,
and the overall work situation. Informal hallway or watercooler chats
that are common with on-site teams provide a natural way to conduct
Casual conversations, build personal relationships, and learn additional

context, some of which you store in the back of your mind for future
Sltuations_
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3. Relationships. Knowledge of teammates’ personalities, Caregy
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work behaviors.

Let's break down the rich, multilayered information aboyt Mari,
that was available in scenario A into the three types of Context Com.

munication.

> Environmental Cues

|
The first type of Context Communication eroded in a virtual setting is l
environment. The most immediate cues lost are those we take for |
granted in a shared office environment, such as the physical condition \
of the workspace, as well as visual and audio cues we get from having “
people around us. Context Communication cues diminish with dis- |
tance, and I refer to them as diminished cues of the virtual environ-
ment. Virtual coworkers don’t know if you are sitting at your desk,
attending a meeting, or away for a particular reason. They can't see
Maria running between meetings. They can'’t hear the phone ringing or
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There are limits to the available information about team members
in the virtual space. These limits point to the three challenges faced
by virtual teams due to the constraints of environmental Context Com-
munication.

Environmental Challenge 1: Team Members’ Awareness
of Tasks and Availability

The on-site scenario provided evidence of Maria’s busy schedule. An
empty office indicated that she was at a meeting and probably couldn’t
call or e-mail immediately. You saw stacks of papers at her workstation,
which implied a busy workday. You heard her on the phone and could
see that she placed someone on hold. With so much going on you might
conclude that calling might not be the best way to engage her. Next, she
raced past you, indicating that she was pressed for time. Later, she re-
turned to her office—but you knew that didn’t mean she was available.
At that point, you already had enough information to assess the situa-
tion, but the cues kept adding to your understanding. Certainly you
conclude that Maria is not slacking off.

In addition to visual cues, you knew from past conversations that
Maria spent an entire year working on a large project that was due to-
day. You may have overheard conversations about this key project in
the hallway or chatted with coworkers at lunch. Lastly, the company’s
intranet includes a calendar listing every current project by consultant
and deadline, which is continually updated and accessed by everyone.
As you can see, there are many sources of information in a nonvirtual
workplace that provide rich information about Maria.

The shared calendar is more important virtually than in the on-site
world because it becomes one of your few sources of context to learn
about Maria’s availability. However, even this calendar does not indicate
interruptions and unplanned situations. Unless virtual Maria explicitly
Fells you about the endless stream of interruptions, you would not infer
it from her calendar. Nor would you know if virtual Maria had spilled
her coffee on her expensive suit and had to go to the dry cleaners next
door to avoid ruining it.

Here are some practical tips to help you communicate context
around tasks and availability challenges:
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You can add information about a team mem.ber Whlle diSCUSsin
act. For example, you may add somet.hmg like “Jason hyg
Ee i;oiii:;mped with ABC project, so you might have to get your

> Use group discussions an
ness of team members ad

request in early.”
calendars with teammates and keep the calendy,

> Share meeting . at
up-to-date, even with last-minute additions.

> E-mail the team (and other stakeholders) if an unexpected sity.
ation makes you unavailable. You can also Cr.eate stan.dard pro.
cedures for planned situations, such as va.catlons, nOtlﬁCations,
or extended trips, as well as for emergencies, to enable team
members to communicate schedules and unforeseen interrup.
tions (personal or work-related) within minutes.
Ensure everyone briefly comments on what is going on in thejy
world via a round-robin at the beginning of meetings. Giving
colleagues an opportunity to talk about their issues is one way
to create a habit of communicating context.
Model the behavior that you want to see in others. Share socig]
and personal information, with a rich exchange about your
context, and encourage others to do the same.

Environmental Challenge 2: Lost Riders

How can you tell if someone is really working? When a team member
continually pushes back deadlines, how would you know if the reasons
are valid? How long does it take to detect if someone is not fulfilling her
responsibilities in a virtual environment? What do you do if someone
stops responding to your e-mails and phone calls, and you cannot stop
by her desk? Is this team member lost, missing, or just avoiding you?
; Many clients tell me that the virtual environment makes it easier
o i ey o e o
that deadlines are continuali, b hOSt ol o DSBSt sl 1’s
B i 5, vl Yy pushed back, ax.ld then deliverables arent
e ke s , , Or n?on.ths. The critical time to notice situe-
could lead t : :
O potential issues is during the early phase of 2
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new project or when a new member joins the team. Also, by keeping
time lines for deliverables short in the early phases, it is easier to catch
problems. In fact, some clients find that short time lines work best
throughout the entire life cycle of the project.

Identifying Lost Riders

>

>

The individual often pushes back on deadlines, and you lack
the information to verify the validity of the push-back.

There’s a time lag in response to e-mails and phone calls.

The team member doesn’t contribute work product or update
reports although claims to be in meetings or on the phone
most of the day working on your project.

In extreme cases, a team member has seemingly stopped
responding to requests.

Tips for Handling Lost Riders

>

>

Have short-term goals and deliverables so that you can identify
issues early.

Bring issues to light as soon as you discover them. Discuss
them with the team members involved.

Come up with techniques to deal with people who are not
responding. You can prevent this behavior by creating team
Rules of the Road during the Team Setup stage, as discussed in
Chapter 2. If team rules are violated, colleagues can bring up
these issues as soon as they occur.

Develop availability standards. Have team members state their
working hours and inform others how often they check their
voice mail, e-mail, and interoffice mail. And establish a standard
for how quickly to respond to each mode of communication.
You can publish availability standards on the team’s website or
in a shared system. An added advantage of availability standards
is that they act as a foundation for establishing trust.

Have a clear performance plan, including escalation measures,
for the team. Follow through when someone becomes
unresponsive or unproductive,
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Environmental Challenge 3: Multitasking

e biggest complaints I hear regularly i‘n\{olves people mulg,
y listening. In many ways, this is the new “norgp
d. People often work on more than one task while
conducting business calls. I met one manager who told m.e, “When oy
are in a conference room, you can se¢ what peopl'e are-e doing and knoy
if they stay engaged. On a virtual team, everyone is doing several things
at once. I was expecting communication to be smoother and better yy,.

derstood, but I now realize that not everyone was fully participating”
ade me consider the value of multitasking in the

One of th
tasking and not trul
in the business worl

Her comment m
virtual environment. People appear to be listening during calls, but are

they? Despite various data tools that capture caller activity during the
virtual interaction, how can you tell if your virtual teammates are really
listening?

Without physical (environmental) context, you can't see if your
teammates are concentrating. When team members are overworked
and short on time, they may feel freer to perform other tasks, like re-
sponding to e-mails, while participating on a group call. Nowadays,
some online tools enable managers to see if someone is clicking on
other screens or staying with the screen under discussion. The level of
engagement can now be measured, and I've talked to several man-
agers who can determine the percentage of team members actively
engaged during a call. Many interviews conducted for this book noted
that (1) teammates often multitask and (2) virtual managers find this

behavior frustrating.

Identifying Excessive Multitasking

> The team member sounds preoccupied or has a delayed
response while on a conference call.
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» Background sounds are audible, which may result from
keystrokes, driving in a car, or running an errand while
discussing a project.

» The team member seems distracted, lost in the flow of the con-
versation, or asks you to repeat yourself several times. This
could mean that he “checked out” of the meeting or has a bad
phone connection. It could also denote cross-cultural issues,
with that individual having difficulty understanding your words.

» You notice an e-mail sent from a fellow participant during a
phone conference; however, that means that you too are multi-
tasking!

Multitasking:' Good, Bad, or Necessary?

A manager | recently coached said that he does not like the word multi-
tasking because it has a bad connotation. He prefers to say that he “rapidly
refocuses” when he handles multiple communications simultaneously. He
may be an exception, or he may exemplify the new generation whose dig-
ital environment has ongoing distractions. Is that good or bad? Perhaps it is
a necessary response today and going forward.

Tips for Avoiding Excessive Multitasking

> Set priorities around your team objectives to help people focus
on the two or three main ones.

> Write a Team Code that details acceptable behaviors associated
with multitasking, such as:
* Running errands during work hours.

* Turning off cell phone ringer/buzzer, e-mail notification, and
MP3 players and tuning in during calls.

* Confronting or reminding team members who excessively
multitask.
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> Realize that multitasking is co
ment and help team members to prioritize an

present while on your calls by creating more u

deliverables.
Ensure that a communication system exists to alert everyone

when certain team members are participating in a scheduled
conference call and therefore are unavailable to quickly respond

to e-mails.

Check in with teammates regularly by asking questions; for ex-
ample, “How is it going on project X?” Also, get them involved
in the dialogue during the call.

Focus on adding value rather than adding volume. Identify activ-
ities that will truly add value to what is important and do them,

> Pay attention to what you can get done now.

The Medium

Medium is the second type of Context Communication,; it is the format
used to communicate with virtual members. Medium determines the
richness of information that is received, with e-mail, phone, and
videoconference the most common means of commu’nication, But
thf:re zfre other ways for virtual workers to communicate, too inch.lding
using instant messaging and chat programs, whiteboards ;liscussion
boa.rds, file sharing, web sharing, text messages on mobile c’levices and
soc1e.11 medi'a websites. Should you type an e-mail or send an IM? I_:eaVC
a voice mail or call back? Is a videoconference better for the topic at



