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MMaannaaggiinngg……  VViirrttuuaallllyy  AAnnyywwhheerree!!  

By Andrea Sigetich 

 
Throughout my career I’ve had the (sometimes dubious) pleasure of working across wide 
geographic distances.  Today, Carol and I find ourselves training, coaching, and consulting in the 
area of virtual management within a wide array of divergent organizations. Virtual 
management -- a skill that may have been a luxury a few years back -- is essential in nearly 
every role in today’s dispersed organizations.  Technology companies acquire key competencies 
in other states or countries.  Hospitals expand and create networks across a geographic region.  
Large retail and service firms dominate our local shopping areas.  Nearly every management job 
today has some component of virtual management, which makes virtual management a skill set 
we might not want to ignore! 
 
To excel at managing virtually, we not only must excel at managing co-located individuals and 
teams, but we also need other skills, and a healthy dose of patience and sensitivity.  Many 
managers are simply thrust into virtual management in their first management roles, before 
they have acquired solid in-person management skills.  Training in virtual team communication, 
performance, and facilitation is essential for team leaders who find they are suddenly working 
with a staff located in Boston, Hong Kong, Salt Lake, and Cannes.   
 
The Skills of Virtual Management 
 
A. Enable your External Relationships   

The “external relationships” are the people who impact the performance of your virtual team 
members, wherever they are located.  In-house experts in human resources, and facilities, for 
example, are important external relationships for you to manage.  You can smooth the way for 
your virtual staff member if you build these relationships.  Similarly, build relationships with 
those who directly know about the virtual individual’s performance, such as clients, colleagues, 
and customers.   As a virtual manager, when you establish and nurture these relationships, you 
rally support for your virtual workers, and build a sense of community for your geographically 
dispersed employees.  You benefit as well!  With these external relationships established, you 
ensure that you have access to information about performance, and can be certain that your 
staff member has all the resources he needs to perform excellently.   
 
These external relationships, both inside and outside your organization, will provide you with 
valuable information, while supporting your employee with news and a sense of being a part of 
a team.  But you will be the impetus for the relationship.  You have to ask for the support. You 
want the commitment of others in helping you keep your employee informed.  You want to 
know that they will provide computer support, answer retirement questions for your employee, 
include them in local sales meetings, and invite them to the office picnic.   
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Often the toughest challenge for a manager in a virtual organization is to determine who’s who 
in other geographies.  You will be a valuable resource if you seek out this information and 
create linkages to support your geographically dispersed employees, whether they are in San 
Juan or San Jose! 
 
B.  Enable Team Performance 
The central issue faced by a manager of geographically dispersed 
team members is how to create and effectively manage the 
performance of the team.  Since you are not physically present to 
provide leadership, direction and clarity, it is essential that each 
and every team member understand the vision, mission, 
objectives, goals, responsibilities and norms of the team.  
Enabling your team by providing all they need for extraordinary 
performance is your highest leverage activity.  
 
Even when the responsibilities of staff members do not overlap, 
creating a team among your virtual members is extremely 
important to you and to the business.  Why?  For many reasons: 
 

1. If you do not create a team among virtual staff members, 
you will be the lynch-pin throughout your organization.  All 
information will flow up to you and then back down again, 
creating a time consuming and inefficient bottleneck.   

2. Your staff will begin to create new processes and generate 
new ways of doing business. If they have no relationships 
with each other for sharing and improving upon ideas, 
each will recreate the wheel, and build “not invented 
here” barriers around themselves.   

3. Without effort to create a clear team, you will be left to 
hold the vision, mission and norms of the group – all by 
yourself.  No informal mechanisms will reinforce these important guiding principles for 
staff members. 

4. Your staff members may be alone in their countries, their regions, or their offices, and 
have little sense of collegiality.  Creating a team among these independent staff 
members, will improve creativity, morale, efficiency and effectiveness. 

 
Team Development Stages 
Virtual teams, like co-located teams, experience development stages.  However, for virtual 
teams, their developmental needs are even more acute.  The Drexler-Sibbet Team Performance 
Model is an excellent model for working with virtual teams.  (You can find information on The 
Grove Consultants International web site, www.Grove.com.)  The seven stages of this model 
(Orientation — Trust Building — Goal/Role Clarification — Commitment — Implementation — 
High Performance — Renewal) are clear and tangible, and suggest activities for moving a team 
into and through a particular stage.  Trust-Building, Goal/Role Clarification and Renewal are 
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very difficult to accomplish without in-person contact.  This model helps virtual managers 
decide strategically when to invest in flying team members together, and what you do when 
they are assembled.  Of course, in-between these co-located sessions, virtual communication 
must be carefully planned and frequent. 
 
C.  Enable Drumbeat Communications  
Drumbeat Communication is the most critical of the four components of virtual management. It 
is about establishing and implementing a clear, consistent, detailed communication plan with 
realistic commitments.  “Drumbeat” communication is regular, planned communication, and is 
the backbone — the infrastructure — of managing virtually.   
 

 “If teams are to be more than isolated individuals working on common goals, 
leaders ... must set a drumbeat of communication that the team can count on 
and come to expert.  Nothing can be left to chance.”  (Mary O’Hara-Devereaux 
and Robert Johansen,  GlobalWork: Bridging Distance, Culture & Time (Jossey-
Bass, 1994).  Page 147). 

 
“Drumbeat” is a great image for leading the virtual team.  Communication that is regular, 
consistent, routine and anticipated helps all team members commit to excellence in the 
functioning of the team, as it provides regular channels for communication.  In the absence of 
regular communication, team members will fill in the void with their own stories and 
assumptions. 
 
A drumbeat communication plan is easy to design — though challenging to implement!  A 
communication plan should answer many questions, such as: 
 

• What communication do we need?  How often? 
• What is the most effective way to share information?  To make decisions? 
• How do we ensure we are learning from one another? 
• Where will notes be posted?  
• What are useful forums for e-mail messages?  When are voice-mail message 

appropriate? 
• How do we handle conflicts and disagreements?   
• How will we orient new team members? 
• What are the criteria for travel? 
• What is our process for evaluating communication? 

 
A drumbeat communication plan should include the purpose of the communication vehicle, the 
frequency, the time and place, the medium, and the facilitator.  Team meetings, status updates, 
one-on-ones, e-mail and voice -mail replies, social time — all of these are key components of 
the drumbeat communication plan.  
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Regular drumbeat communications builds trust, allows team members the opportunity to check 
out concerns, raise issues, ask questions, and is ultimately more efficient; as such a plan can 
eliminate many in--between communications and crises. 
   
 
D.  Enable Yourself   
The virtual manager encounters unique challenges.  Examine your beliefs, values, assumptions, 
management practices and skills to ensure that you are fully equipped to manage in a virtual 
environment.  Managing virtually calls for your best management and leadership skills.  You 
may be surprised to learn about three of the most important skills: 
 

1. Adding value as manager 
2. Being a coach, including 

� Reading people over the phone 
� Sensitivity to cross-cultural issues 

3. Tolerating ambiguity & style flexibility 
 
Adding value as a manager is the skill that surprised me most when I researched and designed 
my first course on Virtual Management.  Over and over again remote employees told me they 
didn’t have time or inclination to contact their remote manager, if that person did not add 
value to their work.  As virtual managers we can’t simply hold informational conference calls; 
we can’t simply empower employees and disappear, because you will lose your lifeline to 
important sources of organizational performance.  You must be an important and vital source 
of information, knowledge, experience, and perspective to your employees.  And that leads us 
directly into the second skill, coaching. 
 
A manager who coaches is a manager who is an insightful questioner.  If you have hired well, 
you may not be the expert, or have the best contacts or knowledge for your employee.  
However you can be the best sounding board, the best at broadening perspectives, seeing 
other options and creating action plans.  The skills of inquiry can be taught and developed; 
though you must be willing to let go of your own ego to do this really well.  An excellent coach 
is fully empowering.  Chapter Six of our book, Play to Your Strengths, offers a primer on how to 
coach employees. 
 
Tolerating ambiguity and increasing your own flexibility in how you communicate and manage 
is the final skill set.  Managing across distances is not as clear-cut as managing face to face.  You 
may not have immediate contact with your staff members – and you must learn to manage 
your reactions to that.  Differences in style, in communication preferences (e-mail vs. phone vs. 
in-person), in amount of information reported – all of these and more are magnified in the 
virtual management relationship.  And yet, the distance is not an excuse for ignoring 
performance deficiencies, or acknowledging performance excellence.  Some questions to 
consider to help enable yourself and add value as a manager include: 
 

• How can I make the work easier for my employees? 
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• What skills, competencies, or direction do they need to help them perform their 
responsibilities? 

• What perceptions or experience can I add? 
• How might I connect them better to the team? 
• How can I facilitate their growth and development? 
• How can I facilitate learning? 
• How can I make their work easier, more effective, more challenging, more interesting, 

and more fulfilling? 
• I have hired competent self-starters who successfully manage themselves and their own 

work.  How else can I add value to them? 
 
Virtual management is an opportunity that is unique in our society and at this time on our 
business evolution.  It is a new twist on managing that our predecessors rarely encountered.  
And we can safely predict – the expansion and excitement of global virtual management will 
only grow in this millennium.  Are you ready? 
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