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Leading virtual teams 
while fostering psychological safety

Leading virtual teams

Daniela Zamolo

Abstract

With the increasing sophistication and advances in 
Information and Communication Technology systems 
(ICTs) and the need to respond rapidly to changing 
markets and customer demands, an innovative style of 
leadership is required for the development of new forms 
of teams that support or even replace conventional teams.
Based on using ICTs in the workplace, virtual team 
collaboration is oriented to achieve high performance 
outcomes by focusing on plans, goals and actions that 
could not be accomplished by working independently.
The present research aims to examine 'e-leaders’ 
behaviour and organizational strategies that promote 
increased levels of psychological safety within virtual 
teams, thus improving learning behaviour and personal 
work commitment. Since virtual team performance is 
dependent on the level of knowledge, skills, and abilities 
(KSAs) of each follower, it is likely that psychological 
safety contributes to increased work engagement and 
performance level, with consequent increased rates 
of error reporting and quality improvements in work 
processes and organizational outcomes.

Con il progresso e la diffusione delle tecnologie 
comunicative e informatiche (ICTs) e la necessità 
di rispondere rapidamente alla domanda e ai 
mutamenti di mercato, le organizzazioni necessitano 
di uno stile di leadership orientato allo sviluppo di 
nuove forme di team che supportino o sostituiscano 
i team convenzionali. La cooperazione in team di 
tipo virtuale si fonda sull''impiego di ICTs e mira 
al raggiungimento di performance di alto livello 
mediante la realizzazione e la gestione di progetti 
organizzativi che non possono essere intrapresi 
lavorando in autonomia.
Obiettivo della ricerca in oggetto è l'analisi del ruolo 
dell’e-leader specificatamente finalizzato a preservare 

alti livelli di sicurezza psicologica, motivazione e 
impegno lavorativo tra i collaboratori.
Poichè il livello di performance del team virtuale 
dipende dal livello di conoscenze, competenze 
e abilità (KSAs) possedute da ogni singolo 
professionista, è probabile che un livello ottimale di 
sicurezza psicologica promuova il coinvolgimento 
lavorativo e il miglioramento delle performance 
individuali, con effetti positivi sul tasso di 
registrazione degli errori, sulla qualità dei processi 
organizzativi e dei risultati.
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Introduction

During the last decade, due to professional-
ism and complexity of jobs, many people 

have been working together in a workplace in 
order to achieve a set of organizational goals, 
and to sustain a competitive advantage. To work 
effectively together, team members should pos-
sess specific knowledge, skills and attitudes 
(KSAs) related to the field, and should have a 
specific disposition toward working in a team. 

A team consists of three or more individuals, 
who have specific roles, perform independent 
tasks, are adaptable, and share a common goal.1 
The definition of work-based teams focuses on 
that they are socially constructed organization-
al entities with a common purpose. Kozlowsky 
& Ilgen (2006) state that “Team development 
is regarded as a holistic process in that all team 
members go through it together”.2 The existing 
literature underlines several team typologies. 
For instance, Blanchard and Thacker (2013) 
suggest that, of the many types of team struc-
ture available, not all teams work equally well 
for achieving particular outcomes. They differ-
entiate among five main team types: informal 
teams, traditional work units with a supervisor, 
problem-solving task forces, committees, and 
quality circles. Other team types include: lead-
ership teams, steering committees, and adviso-
ry boards and self-directed work teams.3

1 Salas E et al., The science of training: a decade of progress, 
1992. Regarding to this, Tuckman’s Model of Team 
Development (1960) describes five main stages of team 
development:
Forming: initial team-building phase in which it is 
supposed that members are unaware or uncertain 
about their specific roles, rules, norms and expectations 
from others;
Storming: members tend to get into competitiveness, 
defensiveness, and conflict over roles and personalities;
Norming: individuals tend to know each other, agree on 
the norms, and to show working styles;
Performing: teams works with positive and creative 
attitude in order to achieve the goals;
Adjourning: refers to a team breaking up after the task 
has been completed. Members establish closer relations.

2 Kozlowsky & Ilgen, Enhancing the effectiveness of work 
groups and teams, Association of Psychological Science, 
2006, p. 105

3 PN Blanchard, JW Thacker, Effective Training. Systems, 
strategies and practices, Pearson, 2013, p. 400

Exploring the potential benefits to orga-
nizations and employees, CIPD (2013)4 dis-
tinguishes among project teams, operational 
teams, crews, action and negotiation teams. 

Differently to other typologies of work-
ing groups, the most characteristic aspect of a 
team is a collective vision towards the achieve-
ment of organizational goals. Smith & Katzem-
bach (1993) underline that an effective team is 
worth more then the sum of its members in-
volving relationships supporting each other’s 
skills, communicating openly and clearly with 
one another, and holding themselves mutually 
accountable.5 Effective communication is im-
portant as there is evidence that it enhances in-
formation sharing and the search for solutions 
to problems, reduces role conflicts, and increas-
es mutual cooperation. Moreover, working in 
teams represents an essential component of 
achieving high reliability, and its effectiveness 
depends on each member being able even to 
anticipate the needs of others.6 

Although it is a commonly shared belief 
that such teams may be considered as the key 
building blocks of todays’ knowledge-based or-
ganizations (Leonard & Sensiper, 1998)7, most 
departments/units choose to work as separate 
categories of professionals. This may be ex-
plained in relation to the fact that, coming from 
different disciplines and diverse training pro-
grams, employees are rarely trained together. 

4 CIPD, professional body for HR and people 
development, available at www.cipd.co.uk

5 DK Smith, JR Katzenback, The discipline of teams, 
Harvard Business Review, 1993, p.112

6 The authors E. Salas, ML Shuffler, et al. in Understanding 
and improving teamwork in organizations: a scientifically 
based practical guide, HRM, Wiley Periodicals, 2014, 
p. 2, state that for teams to be effective, they must 
successfully perform both taskwork and teamwork. The 
main factors affecting teamwork effectiveness include:
- Attitudes: an internal state that affects the team’s ability 
to interact together (what team members feel or believe)
- Behaviours: the skills and processes necessary to 
accomplish teamwork (what team members do)
- Cognition: the knowledge and experiences that guide 
effective teamwork (what team members think or know)

7 Leonard & Sensiper, 1998, in P. Kanawattanachai, Y. 
Yoo, The impact of knowledge coordination on virtual team 
performance over time, MIS Quarterly, Vol. 31, n. 4, Dec 
2007, pp 783-808
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There is evidence that the core dimensions 
of teams’ specialization, hierarchy and for-
malization highlighted by Bunderson JS, et al. 
(2010), as well as Bresman and Zellmer-Brhun 
(2013)8, and related to the concept of “structure” 
are perfectly in tune with modern organiza-
tional contexts. Nevertheless, simply establish-
ing a team structure does not automatically en-
sure it will operate effectively, mainly because 
teamwork effectiveness depends on the will-
ingness to cooperate together to achieve shared 
goals. Employees’ relationships and resulting 
behaviour are often influenced by profession-
al characteristics and personal background, as 
well as by leadership and organizational cli-
mate and culture. Thus, at the different levels 
of the organization, leaders and managers with 
different position of power and professional 
profiles should review their knowledge, con-
ceptual and technical skills, and competencies 
in the fields of human resource management, 
training and development to better be able to 
manage the team.

Conventional teams and virtual ones

There are elements in common and differ-
ences between traditional teams and virtual 
ones. Both conventional and virtual teams 
rely on the collaboration among individuals to 
complete tasks and to achieve common goals, 
and its extent depends on the degree of inter-
dependence among team members. ‘E-lead-
ers’ possess different behaviours, knowledge, 
competences, assumptions and level of confi-
dence about their work. These may positively 
impact on teams, or may contribute to the gen-
eration of conflict dynamics with negative ef-
fects, such as decreased levels of commitment, 
and of effort in performance when approach-
ing adaptive changes and challenges.

According to Bell et al. (2002), traditional 
teams work in close physical proximity, and 
under the same roof, having face to face inter-

8 For an in-deptht analysis refer to. H. Bresman, M. 
Zellmer-Bruhn, The structural context of team learning: 
effects of organizational and Team Structure on internal and 
external learning, Organization Science, 2013

actions.9 By contrast, some teams are entirely 
virtual and their members rarely, if ever, meet 
face-to-face. Regarding this, team member-
ship may be relatively stable or may change 
on a regular basis, and can be drawn from the 
same organization or from different organiza-
tions. Friedrick (2017) suggests that even the 
smallest degree of dispersion may affect the 
quality of collaboration and performance.10 

Virtual teams are typically project or task 
focused groups. The task itself usually pro-
vides the starting motivation level to work 
together across time and space with flexibil-
ity and responsiveness. According to Nemiro 
et al., (2008), since virtual team members de-
pend on one another to fulfill a common goal, 
as such, they need to be connected both at task 
and at interpersonal level, because challenges 
in working virtually emerge in both domains.11

One of the foundations for the success of 
a virtual team is to build cohesion and trust. 
Information sharing is done through instant 
messaging platforms, e-mail, podcasting and 
teleconferencing. This requires communica-
tion ability, strategy, coordination and effort 
on the part of the ‘e-leader’ that aims to manage 
an effective team while stimulating conversa-
tions that can be revisited and referenced at any 
point in time. In addition to clarity about goals, 
roles and processes, virtual teams need clarity 
about leadership roles and responsibilities. Ide-
ally the virtual team need to balance coopera-
tion and control level, and between individual 
autonomy and the need for inter-dependence.

Transfer of behaviours and self-
efficacy

An amount of research focuses on the trans-
fer of behaviours and findings from conven-
tional teams to the situation of virtual teams, 

9 Bell et al. (2002) in D. Pauleen, Virtual teams: projects, 
protocols and processes, 2004

10 R. Friedrich, The virtual team maturity model, Springer, 
2017

11 For an in-deptht analysis refer to: J. Nemiro et al., The 
handbook of high-performance virtual teams. A toolkit for 
collaborating across boundaries, Jossey-Bass, 2008
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and from the situation of virtual teams to the 
real operational settings. This aspect is par-
ticularly relevant since virtual teams may be 
difficult to design, costly and complex to im-
plement and manage, and far less productive 
than conventional location-based teams.

Virtual teams face a level of complexity in 
terms of inter-communication and collabo-
ration that may impede adequate transfer of 
learning topics in the real setting. The structure 
of such teams also differs in relation to purpose, 
task, setting, and formal relationships among 
different professional profiles. Each group has 
unique characteristics that add complexity to 
the workforce, and may challenge the meet-
ing of organizational goals. Creating the con-
ditions for high performance in virtual teams 
means realizing operational harmony, but not 
homogeneity. Too much homogeneity might 
lead to a lack of creativity and innovation, and 
to the generation of “group-think”. For any type 
of teams to perform in a correct way, they need 
to share communication, and should be able to 
disagree in a productive way, without blaming 
each other, in order to implement constructive 
and healthy interactions.

While the development of electronic ICTs 
has allowed virtual work to become easier, 
faster and more efficient, Rosen et al. (2007)12 
contend that virtual teams are particular-
ly vulnerable to mistrust, communication 
breakdowns, conflicts, and power struggles. 
In this regard, self-efficacy, which refers to an 
individual’s perception of his or her capacity 
to perform a specific task, has been shown to 
have wide-ranging implications for learning 
behaviour. In particular, the research high-
lights that those with high self-efficacy be-
liefs are more motivated to learn, and more 
likely to transfer learning to the job. More-
over, there is evidence that self-efficacy is use-
ful in predicting how individuals respond to 
new situations. In their research, Blanchard 
and Thacker (2013)13 state that self-efficacy 
seems to be a good predictor of both learning 

12 B. Rosen, S. Furst, et al., Overcoming barriers to 
knowgledge sharing in virtual teams, Organizational 
Dynamics, 2007, 36: 259-273

13 Already cited.

in the training environment and transfer of 
behaviour to the job.

Bandura A. (1977) stated that perceived 
negative discrepancies between performance 
and standards may create dissatisfaction that 
motivates a corrective change in behaviour.14 
Compared with people with low self-efficacy, 
individuals with high levels of self-efficacy are 
more likely to transfer skills learned during 
training to their jobs because they perceive 
the usefulness of the training in improving 
performance. Also, the research highlights 
that trainees who believe in their job capabili-
ties probably have a high level of self-efficacy, 
since they have a strong motivation to transfer 
learning, are goal-oriented, and plan for their 
future in the organization,. In general, these 
people consider transfer of such training as a 
personal investment, are more likely to suc-
cessfully transfer learning to their jobs, and 
try to achieve challenging objectives. 

The mediating effect of self-efficacy on learn-
ing transfer is recognized by earlier research. 
There is evidence that the role of managers and 
supervisors in giving feedback to employees is 
fundamental. Positive feedback regarding the 
acquisition of knowledge and skills contrib-
utes to enhance an individual’s self-efficacy ,in-
creasing the transfer of KSAs to the real context. 
Performance assessment of each virtual team 
member should be effective and concrete, with 
results oriented to evaluate the required cor-
rective actions and improvements.

The mediating role of psychological 
safety on virtual team effectiveness

In their studies, Bresman & Zellmer-Bruhn 
(2013)15 found that the team structure influ-
ences team learning by promoting psycho-
logical safety. Edmondson A. (1999) defines 
team psychological safety as “people’s percep-
tions of the consequences of taking interper-
sonal risks in a particular context such as a 

14 A. Bandura, Self-efficacy: toward a unifying theory of 
behavioral change, Psychological Review, 1977, Vol. 84, 
No. 2, 191-215, p. 193

15 Already cited.
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workplace”.16 In other words, there is a shared 
belief that the team is safe for interpersonal 
risk-taking. The author maintains that team 
psychological safety describes a team climate 
characterized by interpersonal trust and mu-
tual respect in which people feel comfortable 
being able to express themselves.

Psychological safety refers to the perception 
that there are no negative consequences to the 
individual’s status or career in taking interper-
sonal risks, such as reporting mistakes, or even 
adverse events. According to Janis (1982) who 
states that “Team psychological safety is not 
the same as group cohesiveness, as research 
has shown that cohesiveness can reduce will-
ingness to disagree and challenge others’ views, 
implying a risk of interpersonal risk taking”.17

Different studies show how unsupportive 
environments may reduce levels of trust, and 
increase anxiety with a perceived culture of 
blame, by which individuals adopt defensive 
behaviour due to fear of taking interpersonal 
risks, such as reporting errors. Edmondson A. 
states that “through internal learning, teams 
are able to detect and to correct errors and to 
improve collective understanding of a situa-
tion or discover unexpected consequences of 
previous actions, enhancing both the quality 
and the efficiency of their work” (Edmondson 
A, in Bresman and Zellmer-Bruhn, 2013).18

Edmondson A. does not explain how to pro-
mote psychological safety within teamworks. 
Interdisciplinary virtual team training pro-
grammes may contribute to the improvement 
of team coordination and intercommunica-
tion. These development interventions allow 
professionals to gain improvements from 
practice, prevent hierarchical barriers, and 
help to reduce the likelihood of failure and 
the fear in error reporting, thus promoting in-
creased levels of psychological safety.

16 A. Edmondson, K. Zhike, Psychological safety: the 
history, renaissance, and future of an interpersonal construct, 
Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and 
Organizational Behavior, Vol 1, 2014, pp 23-43

17 Janis IL, 1982, in A. Edmondson, Psychological Safety 
and Learning Behavior in work teams, Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 1999, Vol. 44, No. 2, pp. 350-383

18 Already cited.

Managers and coaches should guarantee 
psychological safety and a no-blame culture 
within conventional teams as well as in vir-
tual ones, so as to create work environments 
that enhance mutual understanding, effective 
relationships, decision-making and knowl-
edge-sharing among workers, and where indi-
viduals feel free and comfortable in engaging 
in discussion with each other without fear of 
blame. In order to realize effective virtual team 
performance, team members should take into 
consideration how others interact and provide 
feedback to maximize team functioning in a 
way in which every professional feels engaged 
and responsible.

Virtual team management

What benefits can be drawn from imple-
menting effective virtual teams? Leading 
virtual teams plays a key role in creating ap-
propriate and constructive organizational en-
vironments based on cohesion and trusting 
relationships in line with business strategy. 
Since teams do not just happen naturally, and 
are created as dynamic systems for a purpose, 
coordinating and sustaining effective virtual 
teams requires strong investment from the ‘e-
leader’ in terms of time, effort and energy.

The main challenge is to actively address 
the issues that arise when people communi-
cate via the Web, Skype, videoconferencing, 
blogs and discussion forums, or when they are 
involved on projects simultaneously, and meet 
each other synchronously and asynchronously 
across organizational boundaries, respecting 
codes of conduct of procedures and policies.

‘E-leaders’ are required to implement high-
impact strategies to make employees more 
psychologically safe and productive, since lack 
of commitment and avoidance of accountabil-
ity on their part may lead to perceptions of am-
biguity team members about the role of the ‘e-
leader’, the direction of the team, and its work 
activities, priorities and goals.

Ensuring team members know why they are 
involved in a virtual team and what is expected 
of them, promotes their personal engagement 
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and work relationships. There is evidence that 
effective virtual team building significantly 
reduces workloads and organizational costs, 
increases job retention, and realizes personnel 
satisfaction, fostering psychological safety.

It should also be oriented towards the pro-
motion of diversity and conflict resolution, 
improving shared communication and coop-
eration in overall work activities. ‘E-leaders’ 
should make the effort to understand the 
cultural complexities, developing a global 
mindset that helps them know how to best in-
volve people from different cultures and back-
grounds.19

Promoting and supporting diversity in 
virtual teams as well as in the workplace is 
an important aspect of good people manage-
ment. “Diversity” consists of visible and non-
visible differences which include factors such 
as age, gender, race, background, disability, 
personality, and work style. “It is founded on 
the premise that harnessing these differences 
will create a productive environment in which 
everyone feels valued, and where talents are 
being fully utilized and in which organiza-
tional goals are being met” (Kandola & Fuller-
ton, 1994).20 One way to promote diversity in 
organizations and virtual team effectiveness 
might be by providing training programmes 
related to human relations and intercultural 
communication oriented to support and en-
hance individuals’ cultural differences.

Final thoughts

At present, managing virtual teams ef-
fectively still represents a challenge, mostly 
because the lack of face to face interactions 
makes virtual teams more vulnerable than 
conventional ones.

There is earlier research evidence that vir-
tual teams benefit from psychological safety, 
as this seems to mitigate at least some of the 
negative effects of uncertain virtual situations 

19 For an in depth analysis refer to: B. Collins, How to 
build a cohesive team, CIPD, 2017.

20 R. Kandola, J. Fullerton, Diversity in action: managing 
the Mosaic, CIPD, 1994

that impede the achievement of business re-
sults, thus boosting active learning and mutu-
al understanding. Last, but not least, effective 
virtual team building may promote coopera-
tion and information sharing among team 
members through the use of ICTs, co-facili-
tating programmes that articulate the team’s 
shared culture and values.

With the increasing number of organiza-
tions characterized by horizontal and traversal 
structures, and geographically distributed re-
sources, future research should focus on train-
ing individuals to take advantage of working 
virtually through an appropriate use of tech-
nology, and to identify which tools work best 
in each situation, keeping members motivat-
ed and psychologically safe.

Disclosure: the author declares the com-
plete absence of conflict of interest in the pre-
sent review.
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