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Virtual teams sit on two extreme ends of the spectrum of performance 
When they’re good, they’re spectacular
According to a survey by Ernst and Young conducted in 2013, 65% respondents said that virtual interactions have significantly increased over the past few years. 55% respondents agreed that there is a greater geographical distribution of teams
Henrik Bresman, Associate professor of Organizational behaviour at INSEAD believes that diversity in virtual teams, if harnessed properly can do wonders for the team. You can gain a great deal of information and a wider range of views from culturally diverse team members 
A 2009 report by WHU-Otto Beisheim School of management states that well-managed virtual teams can even manage to outperform teams located in the same office. A Harvard Business Review report suggested that virtual teams can improve employee productivity up to 43%
What happens when they’re bad?
A 2005 Deloitte study of IT projects outsourced to Virtual teams found that 66% members didn’t deliver properly on client requirements. Another issue is that managers conflate physical presence with greater hard work and dedication
Sarah O’ Connor, in the Financial Times argues that “economies of agglomeration” affect a company’s bottom line. “When companies cluster physically together, they tend to become more productive”
So how can Virtual Teams overcome their inherent challenges while also reaping the benefits of their co-located peers?   
The language of BELBIN Team Roles helps overcome some of the challenges that virtual teams face. 
Here are some examples:
1. Choose your team members carefully:

It’s important to know the strengths and weaknesses of each team member. Without this information, it’s not possible to assess how each member contributes to the team. 
Belbin is all about figuring out the behavioural preferences of each person, and how these preferences can be brought together to best accomplish the task at hand. 

For example, a team formed to overcome a crisis situation, and a team formed to come up with strategies for future growth, benefit from different sets of behavioural preferences. The crisis team could benefit from hard driven, meticulous and disciplined approaches. While the strategy team could find original, analytical, and enterprising approaches to be helpful. 

2. Size matters:

What’s an ideal team size? According to Belbin, 4-6 is ideal, because then, no person is accountable and no one has the casting vote when it comes to making important decisions. Decisions must be made through persuasion and consensus. Larger teams need to be broken down into smaller units to function well. Too many cooks spoil the broth and Belbin certainly agrees with that! 

3. Clarify goals and guidelines

An Ernst and Young study found that shared commitment, along with building and sustaining a genuine desire to achieve common goals was more important to virtual teams as compared to their co-located counterparts. 

Having an unbiased, culturally neutral language like Belbin, offers team members a unique lens to explore and discover opportunities in team differences.

4. Build trust

Trust is essential for a team to function, more so when it’s a virtual one. Team environment must provide ‘psychological safety’ to its members. People must feel free to talk about issues without fear of judgement. The affable Belbin Team Role language allows people to freely talk about each other’s behavioural preferences and the consequent impact on team performance.  When people experience mutual acceptance and appreciation of each other’s behavioural preferences, trust is in the air.

5. Bring interaction into sharp focus

Ernst and Young found that cross-border teams tend to be more sensitive to each other’s needs. That’s probably because they’re aware that there is a greater chance of misapprehension. Belbin helps overcome the obvious issue of isolation through easy, non-confrontational conversation. Through Belbin, one can simply tell a team member why he thinks the latter is, or is not, the most suitable for a particular task. 

Because all team members know each other’s strong and not-so-strong areas, the question of unpleasant surprises as in ‘feeling bad’ or ‘insulted’ doesn’t even arise. Since BELBIN helps predict and manage the chemistry between people, the focus remains sharp on what their interaction has to achieve.  

6. Encourage honesty

An atmosphere of mutual trust and sharp focus on the purpose of interaction, create a space for team members to be ‘actively honest’ with each other.  Such honesty and candour helps de-personalise conversations.  If problems exist, they get spoken about out in the open.  

Belbin Observer Assessments can show how well individual team members show-case their strengths, how they contribute or take away from team performance. While not all problems can be solved merely through Team Roles, it certainly is a good place to start discussions in a non-confrontational manner.  

Each individual has his or her own unique set of strengths and jagged edges, that go to create the team climate. In providing a language for team members to discuss contributions and challenges created by their own behaviour, BELBIN helps transform team performance by maximising contributions, while avoiding and overcoming the challenges.    
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Though Plants and Specialists like the freedom that comes with being on virtual teams, they can be absent minded and drift away easily. They need to be closely monitored which is difficult in virtual teams.

Monitor Evaluators may seem non-communicative or overly critical of everything. This can bring down the team’s buzz, more so in virtual teams.

Completer Finishers and Shapers are highly task oriented. Shapers can be too harsh sometimes and CFs will obsess over tiny details. In a virtual team scenario such behaviours are sure to create bad chemistry. 

Resource Investigators and Team Workers are people-related tea
m roles. Virtual teams may prove to be a bit lonely for their taste. Furthermore, RIs, who are known to be chatty will have to learn to listen more in virtual teams. 

Coordinators love delegation. In a virtual team, it may not be so easy to delegate tasks.  Implementers lay down the rules and are sticklers for lists. Making sure people in remote locations stick to the plan will be a challenge for them. 

The beauty of it all is that once all team members become aware of their respective Team Role strengths and allowable weaknesses, they find a way to acknowledge these short-comings and work their way around them. Since a Plant knows that she is a generally lost person, she will try not to drift away too much at work. 

According to experts, virtual teams work even better when they meet from time to time. After all, some human touch is important! This keeps people active, engaged and focused on team goals.

Dr. Meredith Belbin spoke of Virtual Teams way before they became popular. Here’s what he said:

“The essence of a team is that it’s members form a co-operative association through a division of labour that best reflects the contribution that each can make towards the common objective. The members do not need to be present at the same place and at the same time to enable the team to function.” 
-Dr. Meredith Belbin, Management Teams: Why they Succeed or Fail, 1981
In a BELBIN world, the spotlights and accolades belong to all Teams irrespective of how they are located.  Now, Virtual Teams can ‘Make Belbin happen’ too! 
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