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[. Introduction

The proliferation of information technology (IT)
and the globalization of the work environment have
led to the development of entirely new ways of inter-
action among people, relationship management, know-
ledge and expertise sharing, and coordination of joint
activities, one of which is called the virtual team
(Paré and Dubé, 1999). The virtual team can be de-
fined as “a group of people who interact through in-
terdependent tasks guided by a common purpose that
works across space, time and organizational bounda-
ries with links strengthened by webs of communica-

t This paper was supported by Samsung Research
Fund, Sungkyunkwan University, 2008.

tion technologies” (Lipnack and Stamps, 1997). Since
virtual teams are not bounded by geographical di-
mensions, any person from any part of the world can
be part of the team. A negative consequence is that
cultural differences among members could affect the
performance of the team (Carmel), although both
physical and spatial limitations can be overcome.
Despite the importance of culture, research on vir-
tual teams has mainly focused on the communication
and technological aspects of the team or a specific
characteristic of it such as trust (Zigurs, 2003;
Massey et al., 2001; Paré and Dubé, 1999; Lipnack
and Stamps, 1997). There has been little empirical
research on the relationship between culture and vir-
tual teams’ performance. Hence the primary focus of
our study is the impact of culture on virtual teams’
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performance. Our research questions are:
® Is a virtual team’s performance affected by the
cultural differences within it?
® What kinds of cultural factors are there in a
virtual team and how do they affect the team’s

performance?

II. Cultural Challenges Facing
Virtual Teams

As we have discussed, virtual teams are often
more diverse than conventional teams are, with
members representing not only different technical
specialties but different cultures, languages and or-
ganizational allegiances (Fisher, 1998). Difference in
culture often results in different perceptions, norms
and behaviors among members, which can under-
mine the performance of the virtual team in two gen-
eral ways.

First, cultural diversity can result in lower per-
formance due to information uncertainty. Employees
of different cultural backgrounds tend to hold differ-
ent sets of values (Simon, 2001), and accordingly,
follow different cognitive maps to make sense of the
environment and one another (Redding, 1980). As a
result, much more information must be processed in

Dimensions of Culture

the execution of a task simply to allow cooperation
to take place in the team (Galbraith, 1977). More-
over, virtual teams rely on computer-mediated com-
munications (CMC), and these do not provide users
with rich cues to detect a partner’s back channeling
behaviors (Nardi and Whittaker, 2002), thus dimin-
ishing the information processing capability of vir-
tual team members. As a result, confusion among team
members may arise (Caisy et al., 2004), eventually un-
dermining organization performance (Galbraith, 1977).
Second, diverse groups are more likely to have
less communication, be less integrated, and subse-
quently, experience more conflict (Williams and
O’Reilly). Diversity can undermine social integration
and group identification within a team, not only fuel-
ing conflict (Williams and O’Reilly), but also re-
ducing tolerance of conflict (Georgios, 2000). This
is because different social categories tend to view
each other through the biased lens of stereotypes, and
these biases undermine effective group interaction
(Williams and O’Reilly). Distributed virtual teams ex-
perience even greater task conflict because it is diffi-
cult for participants to address disagreement by CMC.
For example, passive participants could choose to ig-
nore emails or phone calls and thus thwart the efforts
of other participants to resolve the disagreement.

° Language
° Time

(Monochromic vs. Polychromic)
o Communication

(High context vs. Low context)

Confusion

Virtual Team
Performance

4

° Uncertainty avoidance
° Working pattern

(Individualism vs. Collectivism)
° Masculinity vs. Femininity

Conflict

(Figure 1) The research model
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Based on information uncertainty and information
processing theory, we propose the following model
to examine how culture actually affects virtual teams’
performance.

. Confusion, Conflict and
Virtual Team Performance

Conflict may be defined as “the degree of intense
interpersonal andfor intrapersonal dissonance (tension)
between two or more interdependent parties based on
incompatible goals, needs, desire, values, beliefs and
attitude” (Pruitt, 1998; Van de Vliert, 1998; Gudy-
kunst, 1997). If conflicts are not handled propetly,
they can put a strain on productivity, stability and
system adaptability (Gudykunst, 1997). Here, we de-
fine a virtual team’s performance as the degree of
accomplishments by the team, which can be assessed
on the basis of its return on investment (ROI) in a

management support game. We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1 : The greater the conflict is, the
worse the virtual team’s per-

Sformance will be.

Multicultural barriers can increase uncertainty,
and hence, confusion in a team’s decision making
process, which in turn, can result in low performance
(Rathnam et al., 1995; Berger, 1967). Besides, cul-
tural difference makes consensus building (Adler,
1991; Loden and Rosener, 1999) and team building
difficult. Thus, members in a culturally diverse vir-
tual team experience more confusion, leading to
higher conflict and lower performance in the team
(Daily et al., 1997). Confusion here is defined as the
feeling of not being able to think clearly what to say
or do in the virtual team due to information un-
certainty (Berger, P., 1967). We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2 : The greater the confusion is, the
greater the conflict will be in the
virtual team.

Hypothesis 3 : The greater the confusion is, the
worse the virtual team’s perform-

ance will be.

IV. Six Dimensions of Culture

Culture may be defined as the “shared values, be-
liefs, attitude, expectations and norms found within
countries which distinguish them from each other”
(Mockler and Dologite, 1997). Many researchers
have defined culture in various ways (Mockler and
Dologite, 1997; Deal, 1982; Alfons, 1998; Hofstede,
1991), and a basic problem in studying culture is that
it is very difficult to measure. Nevertheless, we may
consider culture as comptising two aspects: implicit
and explicit. Implicit culture determines the meaning
of life and can be seen as the basic assumptions by
which we define the meaning we assign to things
around us. They produce norms and values which
are in turn manifested in visible artifacts {(explicit
culture) such as music, architecture, food, language,
dress, etc. In this study, we focus mainly on the di-
mensions of explicit culture that have been defined
by past research as these can be quantified with
greater precision (Ronny, 1996). Seven dimensions
of culture may be discerned in the literature (Berger,
1967; Lebra, 1976): language, time, uncertainty avoid-
ance, communication (high context vs. low context),
working pattern (collectivism vs. individualism), mas-
culinity (vs. femininity) and power distance. Of the
seven dimensions, we forgo power distance in this
study as the virtual teams we investigate are very small
in size. We discuss the other six dimensions below.

Language : Every culture has a system of lan-

guage with which people are able to communicate
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with one another (Gudykunst, 1997). The most uni-
versal language is English and it has its own dynam-
ics. Cultural values can influence the meaning of
what we consider as universal terms, e.g., the word
‘race’ has a meaning in Spain that is totally different
from that in the United States. When English is not
the first language, even more serious problems arise
due to uncertainty, self consciousness and hesitancy.
For example, it can be difficult to fully participate
in a teleconference when one does not speak the lan-
guage fluently. As a result, a team may lose vital
ideas and information or take a wrong direction. We
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 4a : The larger the difference in lan-
guage among members is, the
greater the conflict will be in the
virtual team.

Hypothesis 4b : The larger the difference in lan-
guage among members is, the
gredter the confusion will be in the

~ virtual team.

Time (P-time vs. M-time) : Different cultures at-
tach different degrees of importance to time, and so,
time takes on different meanings and significance.
Time may be typified as polychromatic (P-Time) or
monochromatic (M-Time) (Gudyknust et al., 1985).
Polychromic time stresses people involvement and
transaction completion rather than schedule keeping.
Observers of polychromic time may not adhere seri-
ously to the appointments they have made. In con-
trast, people with a monochromic perspective of time
are strict in their observance of time, allowing it to
determine their relationship and coordination with
others. Observers of P-Time prefer to take up multi-
ple deadlines -whereas observers of M-Time prefer to
complete the project in hand first before taking up

a new one. We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 5a : The larger the difference in im-
portance given to time among
members is, the greater the con-
Jlict will be in the virtual team.

Hypothesis 5b : The larger the difference in im-
portance given to time among
members is, the greater the con-
Susion will be in the virtual team.

Communication: High-context communication is
where “most of the information is either in the phys-
ical context or internalized in the person” while
low-context is just the opposite; ie., where “the
mass of information is vested in the explicit code”
(Hall, 1976). In high-context cuiture, greater con-
fidence is placed on the nonverbal aspects of com-
munication, and people tend to seek out “social in-
formation” (Gudykunst et al., 1986). When indivi-
duals’ true feelings are involved, people in high-con-
text culture are expected to communicate in ways
that “camouflage and conceal speakers’ true inten-
tions” (Gudykunst et al., 1988). In contrast, those who
use the low-context communication style are ex-
pected to communicate in ways that are consistent
with their feelings (Hall, 1976). Extending this con-
cept to culturally diverse virtual teams, members of
a team may be expected to prefer different communi-
cation styles. The difference in style could lead to
confusion in the team. Moreover, difference in sensi-
tivity and harmony among members could also lead
to conflict. We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 6a : The larger the difference in com-
munication style among members
is, the greater the conflict will be
in the virtual team. ‘

information Systems Review, Vol.11, No.1
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Hypothesis 6b : The larger the difference in com-
munication style among members
is, the greater the confusion will
be in the virtual team.

Working pattern (individualism-collectivism) ¢
Individualism-collectivism is a major dimension of
cultural variability identified by theorists across dis-
ciplines. Individualism may be defined as “the emo-
tional independence from groups, organizations, or
other collectivities” (Hofstede, 1980). In contrast,
collectivism may be defined as “a set of feelings, be-
liefs, behavioral intentions, and behaviors related to
solidarity, concern for others, cooperation among
members of in-group and the desire to develop a
feeling of groupness with other members (Hui, 1988;
Karolak, 1998). Members from an individualistic
culture form specific friendships whereas members
of a collectivistic culture form friendships that are
predetermined by stable relationships. The difference
in importance given to the group and its goal could
contribute to confusion and conflict in a virtual team.
We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 7a : The larger the difference in work-
ing pattern among members s,
the greater the conflict will be in
the virtual team.

Hypothesis 7b : The larger the difference in work-
ing pattern among members is,
the greater the confusion will be
in the virtual team.

Uncertainty avoidance : The dimension of un-
certainty avoidance is defined as the degree to which
people prefer structured situations to unstructured
ones -(Hofstede, 1984). People in high uncertainty
avoidance culture tend fo be expressive or even ag-

gressive; they shun ambiguous situations and expect
structure in organizations and relationships to help
make events clearly interpretable and predictable
(Hofstede, 1991). People in low uncertainty avoid-
ance culture tend to be less expressive and less open-
ly anxious, and even relaxed. Members of low un-
certainty avoidance cultures have lower stress levels
and weaker superegos and are ready to take more
risks. People in high uncertainty avoidance culture
resist change, are more anxious, and prefer struc-
tured sitations. In a culturally diverse virtual team
where some members might prefer structured sit-
uations while others prefer unstructured ones, the
difference in tolerance for ambiguity may contribute
to confusion in the team. The difference in anxiety
level and in the importance given to discipline among
members can also lead to conflict in the team.

Hypothesis 8a : The larger the difference in un-
certainty avoidance among mem-
bers is, the greater the conflict
will be in the virtual team.

Hypothesis 8b : The larger the difference in un-
certainty avoidance among team
members s, the greater the con-
Jusion will be in the virtual team.

Masculinity vs. femininity : Masculinity and
femininity refer to gender roles, not physical chara-
cteristics. Traditionally, the masculine role is as-
signed the traits of assertiveness, competition and
toughness, and the feminine role the traits of ori-
entation to home, children and people, and tender-
ness (Hofstede, 1984). In masculine cultures, such
traditional distinctions are strongly maintained while
feminine cultures tend to collapse the distinctions
and overlap gender roles (both men and women).

Traditional masculine work goals include earnings,
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recognition, advancement and challenge. Traditional
feminine work goals include good relations with su-
pervisors, peers and subordinates; good living and
working conditions; and employment security. When
a team includes members with these two opposite
cultural affiliations, conflict would arise. However,
unlike difference in the other cultural dimensions we
have discussed, difference in the masculinity-femin-
inity dimension may not lead to confusion. This is
because the information processing capability of
members could remain unscathed despite the con-
flicting masculinity/femininity cultural outlook they
hold. We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 9 : The larger the difference in the be-
havioral pattern of male or female
among members is, the greater the
conflict will be in the virtual team.

V. Analyses and Findings

To empirically test the hypotheses developed, we
conducted an experiment and then a survey based on
the experiment. The experiment and survey both in-
volved the same 32 first-year undergraduates of dif-
ferent nationalities, namely Chinese, Indian, Malay-
sian and Singaporean, from a prestigious university
in Singapore. An equal number was chosen from
each nationality. We chose the four nationalities as
they have been found to have different scores for the
various cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 1991). We
chose to study first-year students as the foreigners
among them would have just arrived in Singapore,
reducing any discrepancy that could be caused by
prolonged stay on foreign soil. Another requirement
was that all subjects must be computer literate and
had experience using the Internet. This was to ensure
that the subjects had substantial knowledge about the

technology to be used for virtual interaction.

For the experiment, the students were divided into
eight groups consisting of four members each. In the
first four groups, students of different nationalities
were randomly grouped together to form an ex-
perimental group. The remaining four groups had
members of the same pationality, thus, acting as a
control group. The subjects were asked to play
‘MAGNUS’, a management support game developed
in the university. Since all the students were fresh-
men, all of them could be assumed to have relatively
the same knowledge about management decisions. In
the game, they were asked to assume the role of a
manager of a company and decide on the following:

o Pricing and marketing strategy to sell compa-

nies’ products in different areas: Teams were
asked to decide on the price of their product
in conjunction with the amount of money they
wanted to spend on its marketing in each area.
® Production level that they thought feasible for
the next round: I production was more than
what they could sell in each round, the team
would end up with inventory. That meant addi-
tional handling cost, which would decrease
ROL Cost of labor and construction was also
involved in increasing or decreasing production.

In each round, the teams were further given vari-
ous environmental factors that might affect demand
in the next round. Altogether, each team competed
in four areas and four rounds of games were played.
Everyone in a team had the power to input a
decision. Finally, software calculated the ROI for
each team based on the products sold. To minimize
discrepancies due to differences in communication
software, each team member was asked to interact
in the virtual environment using MSN messenger.
No other information apart from the email address

Information Systems Review, Vol.11, No.1
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(Table 1) Survey instruments

Tt used to take lot of time to make other group members understand my idea because

Language of the different fluency levels in English among the members. (Burner et
I think that different levels of vocabulary among members lead to information distortion. | «al., 2002)
I feel uncertain, self-conscious or hesitant when using English as it is a second language.
1 prefer to stick to deadlines.
I always spare enough time to complete my tasks.
1 generally have time under control and manage it as a resource.
Time L_IJike to plan my activities by the clock. (Burner et
T always prefer taking multiple deadlines at one time rather than focus on one project at a time. | al., 2002)
h am often juggling my time between too many things
“So many projects to do, so little time,” this saying applies very well to me.
I oy to finish projects fast because 1 have other projects to do as well.
| 1 think that a good job is one where what is done and how it is to be done are generally clear.
[ think that it is important to have requirements and instructions spelled out in detail
Uncertainty | so I know what I am expected to do. (Burner et
Avoidance | prefer to tackle a simple problem than to solve a complicated one. al., 2002)
I like teams where 1 know most of the people more than ones where all or most
of the people are complete strangers.
I avoid eye contact when 1 communicate with others.
Communicati | I convey difficult messages to others indirectly. | {Bumer et
on When pressed for my opinion, I respond with another question. al., 2002)
I use silence to avoid upsetting others when | communicate.
T prefer to work with others, rather than working alone. (Burner ef
. 1 am willing to make sacrifices for the sake of the team’s well-being. al., 2002;
Collectivism - - - - - Lending and
1 think that there is more to gain and less to lose for people to work and discuss in groups. Slaughter,
As a member of a group, I prefer to pursue the group’s success. 1999)
I think that the dominant values in society are material success and progress.
. I look for advancement to higher job levels. (Burner et
Masculinity - T ; ’
I prefer to get the recognition I deserve when 1 do a job. al., 2002)
I am ambitious and tough.
I used to dislike interacting with certain group members.
1 feel that there used to be disagreement among group members on certain key issues. (Burner er
Conflict Sometimes, group members would prevent me from doing things I wanted to do. al., 2002)
I used to spend much time dealing with critics in the group. ’
Sometimes, 1 would be tensed and frustrated after group discussions.
I feel that all the information I received from my various team mates confused me.
Confusion I think that the more we discussed, the harder it was to choose the best solution. | (Burner et
I feel that sometimes it was difficult to choose which way to proceed with. al., 2002)
I think there were so many variables to decide that 1 became confused.
I feel that my group delivered the task with full satisfaction.
. I feel that my group members were competent in the decision. (Burner et
Performance : ; :
The experiment was very satisfactory from my perspective. al., 2002)
I think we achieved what we had aimed for.
2009, 4. !
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was provided to the team members. Also, some of
the discussion was supervised by one of the authors
to ensure that face-to-face communication between
teamn members was controlled for. After the experi-
ment, a survey was conducted on their experience
in the game.

The survey instruments were developed based on
a review of prior literature <Table 1>. The multi-
ple-item method was used, where each item was meas-
ured with a five-point Likert scale from ‘Strongly
Disagree’ to *Strongly Agree’. The main focus of the

Language

Communication

o
art
-----
.......

Uncertainty
Avoidance

Time 2

questionnaire was to find the cultural difference
among members and whether it led to any confusion
or conflict among them. The ROI value of each team
was used as the dependent variable while the values
from the survey were used as independent variables.

With an adequate measurement model, we tested
our hypotheses with PLS-Graph Version 3.00, a
Structural Equation Modeling technique. We chose
PLS as it makes minimal demands in terms of sam-
ple size for the validation of a model compared to
alternative structural equation modeling techniques

R2=.81%

Confusion },

.
.
0
)
w
%
.
.

Virtual Team
Performance

R2=.705

Masculinity
R2=.852
s hRS 1R |
H1 0. B780(-3.4822)*** <005
H2 0.4880(3.2888)""* 150,01
.. Not Supparted, H3 -0.0850(-1.3798)
Supported Hda 0.3400¢2.5012)"
— Hdb 0.1970(1.9504)*
H5a -0.1190(-2.3232)
H5b .0.5470(-2.7908)"*
Hba -0.1040(-1. BBOS)*
Hab 0.2320(1.9718)"
H7a .0.3160(-2.06813)"*
H7b 0.0480(0.6627)
HBa 0.7830{4.2018)***
Heb -0.9870(-4.518)"*
Ho 0.2770{2.0719)*

(Figure 2) Results for the Experimental Group

Information Systems Review, Vol.11, No.1



Communication

Collectivism

Uncertainty e
N eananeanhs .
Avoidance .

* =01

H1 -0.4080(-1.8377)* 20,05
H2 0.6800{2.0634 0
H3 -0.00180(-0.1830)

e Supnoted | e 0.2080(-1.2564)

Supported Hab -0.0230(-0.7038)

Hba -0.0750{-0.8142}
H5b 0.0830{-0.9664)
Hea -0.0220(-0.5547)
HBb 0.6640(1.9663)"
Hia -0.2880{-1.3511})
HTb -0.1540(1.1621)
HBa 0.5430(1.5678)
Hab -(.0280(-0.8814)
HE 0.8830{2.0181)*"

(Figure 3) Results for the Control Group

{Chin, 1998). The results of the analysis are summar-
ized in <Figure 2> and <Figure 3>, which also show
path coefficients and t-values.

Based on the results, H1, H2, H4a, H4b, H5a,
H5b, H6a, H7a, H8a and H8b are supported. This
means different dimensions of culture do influence
the level of potential conflict in a virtual team. Also,
all the dimensions of culture except collectivism
(HT7b) influence the confusion level in a virmal team.
Furthermore, a higher level of confusion leads 1o a
higher level of conflict in the community, which in
tum, hampers the virtual team’s performance. However,

according to the results, confusion seems to have no
direct effect on virtual teams’ performance (H3).

VI. Implications for Virtual
Teams

The study proves that conflict can be a major hin-
drance in a virtual team’s performance. In the study,
conflict is very significant regardless of whether the
team is in the experimental group or control group,
explajm'ng over 50% of variance in the viral teams’
performance. However, from the difference between

2009. 4.
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the control group and experimental group in terms
of significance of relationships and size of coefficients
and R-squares, we can see that cultural difference
can cause more serious conflict, which in turn, re-
sults in lower performance of the virtual team. The
average ROI obtained by the experimental group was
2.7 while that of the control group was 5.9. On the
other hand, confusion affects virtual teams’ perform-
ance only through conflict in both groups. This im-
plies that confusion is not that serious if members
in a team could resolve it before it escalates into
conflict,

As for the impact of the various cultural dimen-
sions, most of the results are in line with our expect-
ations except for masculinity (H9), impact of com-
munication style on confusion (H6b) and impact of
collectivism on confusion (H7b). The other cultural
dimensions show their effects on either confusion or
conflict, or both, as expected. First, language proves
to be a problem. A subject from the experimental
group commented:

“Certain words could be used for different ex-
pressions in different cultures. This not only led to
confusion among team members but also created
trouble-- The different levels of fluency among team
members also acted like a catalyst in the tension.”

The difference in language mastery among mem-
bers of a team in the experimental group may be
traced to their difference in nationality. The differ-
ence prevented the exchange of ideas in fuil con-
fidence, and generated confusion and conflict within
the virtual team.

A subject from the experimental group remarked:

“Time was an important factor; it just didn’t fit
the same way for everyone. Sometimes team mem-
bers joined the online conversation late, thus creat-
ing lots of problems for others. All the ideas had to

be repeated and counter-argued again. This irritated

me a lot.”

In the survey, we focused on how strict people
were with their deadlines and whether they preferred
to take a single deadline or multiple deadlines at one
time. By so doing, we sought to find out the differ-
ence in degree of importance they attached to time.
We found that the stricter team members were about
their deadlines and the more they preferred to focus
on the project, the greater the negative impact would
be on both confusion and conflict in the team.

A subject from the experimental group stated:

“It would have been so much simpler if everyone
clearly stated their ideas. Sometimes I was not really
sure of what the other team members really thought
about some ideas. They never gave a clear picture
of what they thought and what the best decision for

the team was.”

To check for problems arising from difference in
communication style, we examined whether team
members were teserved, indirect and sensitive while
communicating with their team mates in the survey.
In the experimental group, the subjects were of dif-
ferent backgrounds and could therefore have differ-
ent communication styles. A virtual team drawn
from the experimental group could be expected to
experience confusion as the members would find it
difficult to gauge the true intention of each other.
Interestingly, we observed the same result in the
control group. The reason may be that a virtual team
drawn from the control group also consisted of Asian
(Singaporean) students who preferred low-context
communication, and although their preference for
that style was lower than that of other Asians, it was
still significant (Hofstede, 1991). On the other hand,
we found a negative relationship between communi-

10
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cation style and conflict level in the team drawn
from the experimental group. As discussed, there
could be a mix of members who preferred high-con-
text communication over low-context communication
and vice versa in a virtual team drawn from the ex-
perimental group. As those who preferred low-con-
text communication tried to be sensitive towards
their peers’ suggestions and maintain harmony, con-
flict among team members decreased.

Next, under collectivism, we focused on whether
each team member preferred to pursue success for
their team or their own individual interests. In an ap-
parent indication that collectivism leads to lower
conflict in the team, a subject from the experimental
group commented:

“I think, as team members became more focused,

we were able to give better decision than before.”

This result can be credited to a greater focus on
the collective goal over individual ones as members
of a team in the experimental group strove o over-
come the disadvantages they faced because of their
difference in nationality. Besides, most subjects in
the experimental group came from countries with a
low level of individualistic culture. The reason that
collectivism did not exhibit any significant effect on
the confusion level might be explained by the same
token.

“Sometimes, members were not very responsive
and used to take everything easy---. This unprofes-
sional handling of tasks troubled me a lot.”

To measure the uncertainty avoidance (UA) level
among team members in the survey, we focused on
how important it was to have structured situations
and how aggressive team members were. As we
have discussed, people in the high UA category gen-
erally prefer structured situations and a disciplined

lifestyle whereas people in the low UA category are
comfortable with ambiguous situations and are easy
going with their work. We can infer from the result
that team members in the experimental group tried
to achieve more structured situations as part of their
strategy to overcome the difference in their nation-
ality, and consequently, they faced less confusion in
the team. On the other hand, the high level of anxi-
ety among members due to high UA in the team led
to an increase in conflict.

Finally, we found that with both the experimental
and control groups, the greater masculinity was in
the virtual team, the more conflict would be gen-
erated in the team. This relationship may be ex-
plained by the fact that the virtual teams in our study
had to operate in a competitive situation within lim-
ited time. Since each team competed against others
in only four rounds of the game, we could assume
that the masculine role of competition would prevail
over the feminine role of long-term oriented relation
building among subjects in both groups. Thus, dis-
agreement within teams in both groups would come
into existence, and eventually lead to conflict.

V. Conclusion

Despite limitations such as the small sample size,
this study contributes to the research on virtual teams
and serves to inform practices in companies in three
main ways. First, this study empirically proves that
conflict is a most critical antecedent of a virtual
team’s performance, with high R-square values found
in both the experimental and control groups. In addi-
tion, this research introduces and has empirically
tested ‘confusion’, a new concept based on the in-
formation processing theory, and we have demon-
strated for the first time the relationships that exist
among confusion, conflict and virtual teams’ per-

2009. 4.
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formance. Second, we have identified the effects of
various dimensions of culture that can bring about
confusion and conflict in virtual teams. The evidence
emphasizes the importance of studying virtual teams’
performance from the cultural perspective. As more
and more organizations cross geographical barriers
with the use of advanced telecommunication tech-
nologies to face the challenges of the new century,
the greater will be the need to look into cross cul-
tural factors that can affect virtual teams’ performance.

Third, as our findings show, culture can hamper
virtual teams’ performance by increasing confusion
and conflict among team members. Practitioners, in
particular, should try to minimize confusion among
members in a virtual team before it culminates into
higher conflict because it is much more difficult to
resolve conflict in a virtual team than in a face-
to-face team. When a team consists of cross-cultural
members such as in a global virtual team, the team
leader should pay close attention to the confusion
and conflict arising from the various dimensions of
culture so that the team’s performance would not be
adversely affected. A company can, for instance, hold
social events even by online means so that members
can understand each other’s differences better. It
may also provide a kind of cultural guide so that em-
ployees can conduct some sort of role-play workshop
to improve their understanding about others’ culture.
Job rotation and recruitment of people of diverse na-
tionalities would certainly increase employees’ direct
exposure to other cultures, and subsequently, facili-
tate understanding among team members of diverse
background.
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Abstract

Since ‘virtual teams’ are not bounded by geographical dimensions, culture becomes an important de-
terminant of their success. Though cultural diversity provides unique opportunities to build up new
ideas, it can also create problems in the midst of individual interactions and eventually result in poor
performance. With little research on this topic, this study examines the relationship between culture
and virtual teams’ performance. An experiment was conducted followed by the survey based on sub-
jects’ perceptions on the experiment. The results show that cultural diversity has significant impact on
virtual teams’ performance through confusion and conflict in virtual teams. This study empirically
proves the fact that conflict is one of the most critical antecedents of a virtual team’s performance
with high R-square values in both experimental and control groups. In addition, this research in-
troduces and empirically tests a new construct, ‘confusion’ which turns out to be also important in the
virtual team’s performance research, and the relationships among confusion, conflict and the virtual
team’s performance. Next, the findings confirm the importance of studying virtual teams’ performance
research from the cultural perspective.
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