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Abstract:   Traditionally, a team has been defined as a group of people that meet face-to-face to 
achieve a common goal. Yet the past two decades have witnessed a dramatic shift in our 
understanding of the nature and function of teams, with the conventional structure increasingly 
giving way to a globally distributed collaborative environment. Numerous multinational 
corporations (MNCs) now have their employees participate in global virtual teams (GVTs). A 
key benefit of this form of synergistic teamwork is its low cost; no travel is required. However, 
people on a GVT are continually challenged by the diversity of intercultural communication 
styles, patterns and mannerisms (Byron, 2008; Holtbrugge et al., 2012). According  to Robert, 
Denis, & Hung (2009), trust is gradually developed over time;  but in GVT, a trust formation has 
to take place swiftly among team members. A meta-analysis conducted by Yusof and Zakaria 
(2012) proposed that swift trust in a GVT is more challenging than in a collocated work setting 
due to the diverse cultural backgrounds of team members.  Hence, the goal of this study is to     
examine how culture impacts the formation of swift trust in global virtual teams (GVTs). The 
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study employed a qualitative research method to understand the phenomenon of swift trust 
formation based on an experiential learning project that was administered as a global virtual  
 
teams project encompassed of more than 100 universities across the globe. We found that team 
members undergo a process of swift trust formation in a cyclical manner and that several stages 
reiterate in a different manner than a face-to-face teamwork due to the novelty nature of virtual 
work setting and its heterogeneous members. Teams also demonstrate a divergent intercultural 
communication styles that challenge the formation of swift trust. Some of the communication 
patterns differ arises in the way words are exchanged among members such as directness and 
indirectness, succinct and precision, how time is observed in terms of its urgency and fluidity, 
the manner decisions were shared and deliberated and lastly the reliance on non-verbal and 
verbal cues. 
 
 
1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

Traditionally, a team has been defined as a group of people that meet face-to-face to achieve 
a common goal. Yet the past two decades have witnessed a dramatic shift in our understanding 
of the nature and function of teams, with the conventional structure increasingly giving way to a 
globally distributed collaborative environment. Numerous multinational corporations (MNCs) 
now have their employees participate in global virtual teams (GVTs). A key benefit of this form 
of synergistic teamwork is its low cost; no travel is required. However, people on a GVT are 
continually challenged by the diversity of intercultural communication styles, patterns and 
mannerisms (Byron, 2008; Holtbrugge et al., 2012).  

When analyzing the success of GVTs, it is important to understand challenges that arise 
when team members are culturally different from one another. A GVT is characterized by 
members who work on shared objectives, interact across geographical boundaries, rely on digital 
media like email and videoconferencing for communication, have little or no historical 
background of working together, and come from diverse cultural backgrounds (Yusof & Zakaria, 
2012). With the rapid pace of technological innovation in communication, GVTs have become 
more convenient, and their use more widespread. Not only have GVTs become popular for their 
ease of implementation, but studies suggest that they foster diversity, flexibility and a task-
oriented focus, all of which are necessary for success in today's changing business world.  

For a GVT to be successful, it is important for members to develop trust rapidly across 
cultural and geographical boundaries. GVTs must complete tasks quickly, efficiently, and 
effectively; yet, managing GVTs is challenging because members who come from different 
backgrounds might fail to develop trust quickly. Trusting behavior is said to be rooted in cultural 
values (Fukuyama, 1995). In some cultures, it takes longer to develop a bond between team 
members because people must first establish personal relationships with each other, whereas in 
other cultures, people focus on the tasks to be completed and are less concerned with relationship 
building. 

Previous studies have shown that teams often face challenges in forming trust because 
members have different expectations, communication styles, collaboration preferences, and 
motivations for trusting those they work with (Adler, 2007; Pinjani & Palvia, 2013). In any team, 
trust is key to success; in GVTs, which rely on geographically dispersed members, success in 
developing trust is impacted by the different cultural values that each member brings to the table. 
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Though a study by Mockaitis, Rose, and Zettinig (2012) found that developing trust and loyalty 
was time-consuming in a GVT because of cultural differences, Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1999) had 
opposite findings: that in GVTs, culture did not significantly impact trust development. 
According to Robert, Denis, & Hung (2009), trust is gradually developed over time; but in a 
GVT, trust formation has to take place swiftly among team members. A meta-analysis conducted 
by Yusof and Zakaria (2012) proposed that swift trust in a GVT is more challenging than in a 
traditional work setting.  

A survey conducted by Pinjani and Palvia (2013) to investigate the impact of task 
interdependence on trust and knowledge sharing in a GVT, showed that trust level was 
significantly related to knowledge sharing. Alsharo (2013) had similar findings, and also showed 
that trust among team members was higher when they shared similar characteristics. 
Swift trust is considered a prerequisite to successful performance when people work together on 
a project that has a tight deadline (Adler, 2007; Laat, 2005; Greenberg, Greenberg & Antonucci, 
2007; Remiez, Stam & Laffey, 2007, Young, 2006). According to Laat (2005), the conditions for 
and challenges to establishing trust differ depending on factors like social setting, identity, age, 
race, and gender (Laat, 2005). When talking about trust in a distributed environment, the concept 
takes on a new perspective, as Jarvenpaa suggested that “swift trust” is a legitimate form of trust. 
As its name suggests, in developing swift trust time is of the essence. Greenburg and colleagues 
(2007) asserted that swift trust arises during the inception stage of a team’s life cycle. Their 
research found five different types of trust, which correspond to five distinct team stages: 1- 
Planning (dispositional trust), 2-Inception (swift trust), 3 - Organization (ability and integrity), 4 
-Transition, and 5 - Accomplishment of task (benevolence and integrity). These stages are based 
on Tuckman and Jensen, (1965) and Gersick’s earlier models (1988, 1989).  

It should be noted that GVTs are formed to operate on an ad hoc basis. Projects must be 
completed quickly, and GVTs need to develop trust more quickly than face-to-face teams so that 
performance can quickly be maximized and maintained. Challenges arise because team members 
are often strangers to each other, and not all cultures are conducive to developing trust quickly in 
the absence of a strong “in-group.” GVTs working for MNCs are also assembled differently 
from traditional face-to-face teams. In a distributed environment, team members not only need 
communicate via technology but must also acculturate and adapt to the diversity of cultural 
values present. This study contributes to the theoretical development and practical implications 
of swift trust formation and should be useful for corporations that wish to use GVTs as part of an 
innovative and competitive work structure. Hence, the goal of this study is to examine how 
culture impacts the formation of swift trust in global virtual teams (GVTs). The specific research 
questions to be answered were: 
 

1. What is the process of swift trust formation within GVTs, based on Tuckman and 
Jensen’s (1977) teamwork model?  

 
2. What are the impacts of intercultural communication styles on the formation of swift trust 

using the high vs. low context cultural dimension (Hall, 1976)?  
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2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
2.1 Culture  

Culture is an intricate and multifaceted concept, yet it is an important term for describing the 
unique characteristics of a group of people. The earliest definition of culture comes from Taylor, 
who described it as “that complex whole which includes knowledge, beliefs, arts, morals, law, 
customs and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society" (Taylor 
in Ferraro & Ferraro, 1997). Hall sees culture as “[the] way of life of a people; the sum of their 
learned behavior patterns, attitudes and material things” (Hall, 1959, p.20). Hosftede described 
culture as “collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group 
from another” (Hofstede, 1991, p. 5). Perhaps the broadest definition comes from Ferraro, who 
says, “Culture is everything that people have, think, and do as members of their society” (Ferraro 
& Ferraro, 1997, p.15). Samovar, Porter, and McDaniel (2007) view culture as a blueprint of 
people’s life activities. People need guidelines to structure their lives and to help them avoid 
deviating from their society’s norms. An important characteristic of culture is that it is learned, 
rather than inherited. (Hofstede, 1991, p. 5).   
 When dealing with cultures different from our own, we need to develop what is known as 
cultural competence. According to Polistina (2009), a culturally competent individual is flexible 
and able to assess and treat all people with respect and good manners, regardless of their culture. 
She also relates cultural competence to cultural literacy, arguing that “Cultural literacy includes 
cultural competence but adds to it the ability to critically reflect on and, if necessary, bring about 
change in one's own culture” (Polistina, 2009). The ability to analyze and adapt to other cultures 
is central to cross-cultural collaboration.  In this study, we explore intercultural communication 
styles and their implications for organizations in building cross-cultural literacy among GVT 
members. Here, the term “intercultural communication” refers to the wide range of 
communication that takes place between people with different cultural backgrounds, and it 
involves understanding how to communicate clearly and effectively.   

 
2.2 Defining Global virtual teams (GVTs) 

In the global marketplace, many traditional work structures have been supplanted with a 
virtual work structure called the global virtual team (GVT). In early GVT studies,  Jarvenpaa, 
Knoll, and Leidner (1998) described the GVT as an example of a boundaryless network 
organization form where a temporary team is assembled on an as-needed basis for the duration of 
a task and staffed by members from different countries”(p.29). Later, Maznevski, Chudoba, and 
Maznevski (2000) defined  GVTs as “internationally distributed groups of people with an 
organizational mandate to make or implement decisions with international components and 
implications” (p.473). Zakaria, Amelinckx, and Wilemon (2004) described the GVT as a work 
structure that “require[s] innovative communication and learning capabilities for different team 
members to effectively work together across cultural, organizational and geographical 
boundaries” (p.1). More recently, in 2013, Crisp and Jarvenpaa defined the GVT as a group of 
people from different countries working together towards making and implementing decisions 
that are important to an organization’s overall strategy (Pinjani & Palvia, 2013). 
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2.3 Past studies in GVT  
Nurmi and Hinds (2016) explored job complexity and learning opportunities within two GVT 

work structures based in Finland. In the early stages of their study, they did preliminary 
interviews with engineers actively engaged in a GVT to gain a better understanding of the GVT 
work structure and its characteristics. Their findings revealed the salient characteristics of global 
virtual work are job complexity, learning opportunities and off-job recovery. Almost 90% of 
respondents believed that global virtual work is challenging due to the need to collaborate at a 
distance with people from different cultural backgrounds.  

However, 92% of respondents said that the learning opportunities they received from the 
project collaboration were beneficial because 1) it gave them access to experts across the globe 
and 2) it exposed them to new cultures, about which they gained a positive perspective. Almost 
90% of respondents stated that time off was crucial in enabling them to deal with the job 
complexity and stay motivated. To validate their qualitative findings, Nurmi and Hinds 
conducted a survey of 515 members of a labor union for experts and managers (including global 
workers and local workers).  Among the respondents, 66% were engaged in some kind of global 
work structure. The studies confirmed that global virtual work is associated with job complexity 
and learning opportunities. Job complexity did not hinder learning opportunities, but global 
workers needed to take time to recover from work stress (referred to as “off-job recovery”). The 
findings also showed that workers engaged in a global virtual work structures had better 
performance outcomes than local workers.  

However, as the study was limited to workers in Finland, the findings cannot be generalized 
to other populations. A global worker is not the same as a global virtual team member. Each 
global worker in this study collaborated with at least one co-worker in another country and spent 
35% of his or her work time on this collaboration. On the other hand, Jarvenpaa and Leidner 
(1999) in their GVT framework specifically define a GVT as a work structure in which none of 
the team members have a common history or the possibility of working together in the future. 
They communicate purely via digital technology, and they are culturally and geographically 
diverse.  

Studies by Lockwood (2015), Daim et al. (2012), Duran and Popescu (2014) and Shachaf 
(2008) investigated the factors that cause communication to break down in a GVT work 
structure.  Lockwood conducted a training needs analysis (TNA) of a multinational financial 
company that employed a GVT work structure. The analysis identified language and cultural 
misunderstandings as the root causes of communication breakdown in a virtual team. Other 
factors that contribute to communication breakdowns include power hierarchies , lack of  
alignment around corporate values, lack of trust, identity struggles and anxiety. A series of 
interviews conducted by Daim et al. (2012) with virtual team members in high-tech companies 
revealed that trust, interpersonal relations, cultural differences, leadership and technology could 
be problematic in a GVTs. Furthermore, findings showed that cross cultural differences in a 
GVT affect team performance. 

On the other hand, a survey conducted by Duran and Popescu (2014) emphasized solutions to 
communication problems. Almost 50% of respondents said that adaptive communication 
strategies such as humor and the use of open-ended questions helped to overcome 
miscommunication during virtual collaboration. Despite the fact that the nature of virtual teams 
is to have people from different cultural backgrounds, 33% of respondents stated that they did 
not emphasize cultural differences. The researchers concluded that culture in virtual team 
collaboration acts in two different ways; 1) as an accent on team culture and 2) culture as a 
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transition stage. Even so, the findings of this study did not fully explore the impact of culture on 
communication in a GVT, for two reasons.  First, the study was conducted with only 40 
respondents in a single multinational company. Second, no cultural dimension was used (e.g., 
Hofstede or Hall) as a foundation. Still, the study’s findings regarding adaptive communication 
including the use of humor to diffuse intercultural misunderstandings are valuable (Ramírez-
Alesón & Fleta-Asín, 2016).  

 
2.4 Cultural challenges in GVTs  

Studies that have examined the effectiveness of GVTs (Maznevski & Chudoba, 2000) have 
made several observations about successful GVT management. The first is that the higher the 
required level of interdependence, the more communication will be initiated. Pinjani & Palvia, 
(2013) also found that team members overcome their individual differences and collaborate more 
effectively when the task requires a high level of interdependence. Thus, these studies 
demonstrate that effective communication and collaboration can occur and are influenced by the 
interdependence level of the team’s task. The fact that GVTs get their members to collaborate 
quickly and effectively due to the interdependent nature of their tasks is a key benefit of the GVT 
structure.  

Despite the benefits GVTs offer to corporations, there are significant challenges to be 
addressed (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999; Jarvenpaa et al., 1998; Kayworth & Leidner, 2000; Lee-
Kelley & Sankey, 2008). These include the inability of team members to rely on non-verbal cues 
such as tone of voice and body language.  Different languages and cultural values may also 
hinder communication and trust (Greenberg, Greenberg, & Antonucci, 2007; Martins & 
Schilpzand, 2011). A study by Daim et al. (2012) identified five factors that contribute to 
communication breakdown in GVTs: 1) cultural differences, 2) interpersonal relations, 3) 
leadership, 4) technology and 5) trust. Their findings showed that cultural differences affected 
team performance, and that ineffectual communication may counteract the benefits offered by 
the team’s diverse composition. 

The previous section reviewed past studies on GVT effectiveness. This section focuses on 
cultural challenges. In the 2016 Trends in Global Virtual Teams survey conducted by RW³ 
CultureWizard, 48% of respondents reported that half of their virtual teams’ members came from 
different cultures (Solomon, 2016). They acknowledged that issues related to cultural 
competency are to be expected. Klitmøller & Lauring (2013) conducted a qualitative study to 
explore the interrelationships among language, communication-media, and what they referred to 
as “social categorization” in global virtual teams within a single Finnish MNC. The findings 
revealed that during verbal communication (i.e., on the phone), the differences in language 
proficiency (in this case, proficiency with English), led to the emergence of social categories 
among members such as “South” and “North” based on members’ accents. One respondent said, 
“North members have a better accent and their English is much easier to understand compared to 
South members.” This indicates that diverse speech patterns can lead to social categorization of 
individuals on a team. In a written medium such as email, language proficiency had no impact on 
communication, perhaps because computer tools like spelling and grammar check make 
language more uniform.  

Muethel, Siebdrat, and Hoegl (2012) explored how geographic dispersion, communication 
media and cultural values affect the development of interpersonal trust on GVTs. Respondents 
from two countries, Germany and the United States, participated in a survey of 80 software 
development teams. The findings showed that cultural values had a significant influence on trust. 
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They also found that geographical proximity plays an important role: the less dispersed the team, 
the less the members relied on trust to achieve their goals; the greater the dispersal, the more 
trust was necessary. As the study was conducted with two countries, and within a single industry 
(software development), the findings might not be applicable to other countries and/or business 
sectors.  

Mockaitis, Rose, and Zettinig (2012) used a student sample to study the relationship between 
GVT members’ cultural orientation (collectivistic vs. individualistic) and their evaluations of 
trust, task interdependency, knowledge sharing and conflict during collaboration. Their findings 
demonstrated that GVT members from collectivist cultures were less likely to involve 
themselves in conflict situations than members from individualistic cultures, and also that GVT 
members with a collectivist orientation reported having more positive impressions about the 
team processes.  

A qualitative study by Chang et al. (2011) looked at the influence of cultural factors such as 
cultural adaptation, quality of communication and trust on GVT performance. They conducted 
in-depth interviews with engineers that were actively involved in GVTs, and found that cultural 
differences created communication barriers and affected the teamwork process. On the other 
hand, the capability for cultural adaptation positively affected trust development among team 
members. Furthermore, when communication involved two people at different levels in the 
corporate hierarchy (e.g., a manager and his or her subordinate), trust was no longer a factor, as a  
subordinate must listen to a manager whether he trusts her or not.  

Zakaria and Talib (2011) focused on distributive communicative behavior among GVT 
members in an MNC. Their study involved  Malaysians working on GVTs with people from 
other cultural backgrounds. The interviews showed clear differences in intercultural 
communicative behaviors among GVT members, which were rooted in their cultural values. The 
findings of this study were similar to those of Mockaitis, Rose, and Zettinig (2012), who 
demonstrated the effect of cultural values on the GVT work structure.  They also found that 
cultural values influenced management practices. For example, decision-making in GVTs was 
challenging due to different work and communication practices. Respondents reported 
significant differences in decision-making behavior between Asian and Western team members. 
When Asian team members made decisions, they considered their decisions preliminary, and 
they assumed  top management would make the final decision. Western team members tended to 
make quicker and firmer decisions, and assumed their decisions would be final. 

 Zakaria and Talib (2011) also identified switching behavior by Malaysian GVT members, a 
unique finding that requires further investigation. On a similar note, Dekker and Rutte (2007) 
had identified prosocial behavior as among the 11 categories of effective communication in a 
virtual setting, which also included clear and complete communication, use of appropriate media, 
and active participation. These 11 categories indicate the existence of a set of communicative 
behaviors that are critical for to GVT effectiveness. In 2008, Dekker et al. (2008) expanded the 
set of communicative behaviors with study samples from the United States, India, and Belgium. 
(In their previous study, their samples came from the Netherlands, the United States, and 
Finland). They found that the perception of what makes for communicative behavior differs 
across cultures. As a result of this study, the “respectfulness” category was added to the set of 
critical communicative behaviors. Both studies concluded that the set of communicative 
behaviors was applicable to both virtual and face-to-face communication. The researchers 
emphasized the importance of critical-interaction behavior in a GVT because communication is  
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strongly influenced by cultural differences (Daim et al., 2012; Lockwood, 2015; Shachaf, 2008; 
Zakaria & Talib, 2011). 
 
2.5 GVTs and Swift Trust  

Trust takes on a whole new meaning in global virtual teams. The cultural diversity within 
global virtual team contributes to challenges in communication, relationship building, trust 
development and teamwork. Mockaitis, Rose, and Zettinig (2012) found that developing trust 
and loyalty towards group are time consuming in GVTs because of different cultural values 
among team members. Pinjani and Palvia (2013) agreed that time zone differences, language and 
cultural differences were barriers to trust development and mutual understanding among GVT 
members. However, findings from Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1999) demonstrated that in a GVT, 
culture had no significant effect on trust development. Findings by Sobrofski (2004) supported 
Jarvenpaa and Leidner,. (2004) and highlighted the impact of cultural issues in trust formation 
within an intercultural, virtual partnership. In Sobroksi’s findings, the quantitative results 
appeared to contradict the qualitative results. Quantitative results using a Value Survey Model 
showed no cultural impact on trust formation; however, qualitative findings demonstrated that 
culture did influence trust formation.  

According to Robert, Denis, & Hung (2009), trust is gradually developed over time; 
however, in a GVT, trust formation has to occur swiftly in order to achieve organizational goals. 
According to Adler (2007), swift trust formation usually takes place during the inception stage of 
the project.  A meta-analysis conducted by Yusof and Zakaria (2012) proposed that swift trust in 
a GVT is more challenging than in a collocated work setting due to the diverse cultural 
backgrounds of team members. However, their findings were based on a review of other studies, 
and had no empirical component. More recently, Zakaria et al. (2016) conducted a qualitative 
study using focus group interviews to explore the challenges in swift trust formation in a GVT. 
They found that delays in communication due to time zone differences, cultural clashes, 
technical problems and passive team members influenced team collaboration, and thus hindered 
swift trust formation. However, as their study used a student sample, their findings might not be 
representative of a corporate GVT.  

 
2.6 Tuckman and Jensen Teamwork Framework 

A teamwork model by Tuckman and Jensen20 is used to explore how swift trust is developed, 
from the initial phase in which teams are formed through the project-completion phase. In the 
first phase, “forming,” members begin the process of getting to know each other. In this “ice-
breaker” stage members begin as strangers; they have little or no understanding of other team 
members or of their past performance.  Trust may be difficult to achieve during this phase.  

In the second stage, “storming,” members may experience conflicts or difficulties in 
adjusting to their tasks. Team members may undergo a negotiation process in which roles, 
deadlines, responsibilities, and tasks are spelled out and a leader is assigned or emerges. At this 
stage, conflict can damage the trust that is beginning to develop; a mishandled crisis can lead to 
mistrust. The third stage, known as “norming,” is when team members evolve a clearer 
understanding of what needs to be done. Norms, procedures, and routines are established and 
conflicts are resolved.  During the fourth stage, called “performing,” teams become more 
comfortable; at this stage trust is fully developed and people work cohesively. This model 
illustrates the typical process of teamwork –i.e., how a viable team is formed and structured. 
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However, in the context of a GVT, team formation and cohesion may pose unexpected 
challenges 

To sum up: Once the initial problem of team members’ adjustment to one another has been 
solved, norms are established, team members perform optimally as trust strengthens, the 
dynamic of the team evolves, and collaboration becomes more solid. The accomplishment of 
intermediate goals further reinforces trust. In the final stage, team members disperse after their 
tasks have been accomplished. Since teams can be a short-lived phenomenon, the last stage may 
result in a successful project or it may not. At this stage also, team members may experience 
feelings of loss, since they have developed relationships with fellow team members. By using 
Tuckman & Jensen’s model as shown in Figure 1, we hope to understand the level and speed of  
trust formation in each of the four stages. For GVTs, we need to understand how the process of 
forming swift trust can be mapped against this teamwork model, so that for each of the stages we 
can identify the speed of trust formation and the specific challenges to forming trust. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1.  Model for Stages of Group Development (Tuckman & Jensen, 1977) 
 
 
3.0 METHODS 

 
3.1Research setting: Virtual collaborative learning environment  

The research setting for this study was the X-culture project, an academic-based platform to 
introduce global virtual teams. The X-culture project gathers people from across the globe to 
work in global virtual teams. Participants experience cross-cultural collaboration with team 
members from approximately 40 different countries (http://x-culture.org/). Participants in the X-
culture project are undergraduate and graduate business students, educators, and professionals.  

The project is 10 weeks in duration (refer to Figure 2.0). Each project consists of 5-8 team 
members working together to develop a business proposal. The X-culture project is carried out 
each semester on two different tracks, early and late, to accommodate different academic 
calendars. Each participating university is represented by one instructor.  Students are enrolled 
by their instructor, who notifies the  X-culture project coordinator, Dr. Vasly Taras. Dr Taras 
assigns students to teams. 

1 
2 

3 
4 

5 
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Figure 2.0: Stages of X-culture Project 
 

Each team chooses between two available options:  
1) The team can choose any organization to be their consulting client, but they have to 

contact the company and confirm that the company is interested in their business proposal, or  
2) The team can select one of the real-life challenges by offered by X-culture corporate partners.   
Prior to project commencement, instructors and students are required to take a readiness test 
and read the training materials. There are rigid guidelines that teams must follow each week, 
and teams must submit a weekly progress report for each milestone as illustrated in the 
Figure 2. Descriptions of milestones are shown in Table 1.  

 
 
In addition to monitoring tasks developed by the X-Culture project, we had our students engage 
in several additional project-related activities, such as thematic-based lab sessions and follow-up 
blogging activities, and individual end-of-the-semester presentations.  

1) Thematic-based lab: Every other week, in the computer lab, students watched theme-
based videos for 10-15 minutes and reflected on what they saw. Then they went to a 
specific blog site, read a blog post and completed three written tasks based on the videos 
and their X-culture project.  

2) Individual Presentations: After students submitted their final reports to the X-culture 
coordinator and finished all written tasks on the blog, they were required to give 15-
minute individual presentations about the project. The goal of the presentation was to 
share thoughts about their experience working with people from different cultural 
backgrounds, and discuss the challenges they encountered during their 10-week projects.	
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Table 1: X-culture project management schedule 
Tuckman and 
Jensen stages Milestone Task descriptions 

PRE-
PROJECT 

Milestone 1—Pre-
project readiness test 

• All participants are provided with project materials such as 
guidelines, report format and access to the readiness test.  

• Teams pass the readiness test before they can proceed to the 
next milestone. If they fail their first attempt at the test, they 
must notify the X-culture project administrator and request a 
second attempt.  

FORMING 
(T1) 

Milestone 2—
Establish Contact and 
Meet your Teammates 

• All team members are expected to establish contact. Once 
they have established contact, they must get to know their 
team members or begin the ice-breaking session. 

STORMING 
(T2) 

Milestone 3—Select 
Client Organization 
and Product 

• Teams start to work together and establish a brief history of 
their company, including existing products or services. Teams 
conduct a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities) 
analysis. 

Milestone 4—Identify 
Market Success 
Factors 

• Teams discuss  key market characteristics that are critical to 
the company’s economic success based on factors such as 
geography and demographics, economics, political and legal 
environment, and cultural environment. 

NORMING 
(T3) 

Milestone 5—Select a 
New Market 

• Teams come up with a list of markets that satisfy their success 
criteria from the previous milestone. The teams conduct an 
analysis on two or more markets with each success criterion. 

Milestone 6—Entry 
Mode and Staffing 

• Each team discusses and analyzes an optimal new- market 
entry mode and potential staffing for its operations in the new 
market. A thorough analysis is recommended. Teams need to 
clearly specify a viable entry mode and staffing strategy. 

PERFORMING 
(T4) 

Milestone 7—Product 
and Pricing 

• Each Team decides how the product it selects should be 
presented to consumers in the new market. The teams discuss 
marketing strategy, product pricing and other marketing-
related issues. 

Milestone 8—
Distribution and 
Promotion 

• At this stage, teams decide how their products will be 
distributed. They develop a promotion strategy and explain it 
in detail. 

ADJOURNING 
(T5) 

Milestone 9—Team 
Report DRAFT and 
Progress Survey 

• Teams compile all writing from previous milestones to draft a 
final report. They must submit the draft to TurnItIn and obtain 
a  plagiarism status of less than 20%. 

• If the TurnItIn report shows above 20% for plagiarism, the 
team must correct the report and submit it again.  

Milestone 10—
FINAL Team Report 

• The team leader or one of the team members submits a final 
copy of the report. 

POST-
PROJECT 

Milestone 11—Post-
project survey 

• All participants are required to complete a Post-project survey 
in which they share their experiences and evaluate their team 
members’ performances throughout the project. 
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3.2 Data collection procedures 
The data collection process took place just before the project ended. The researchers emailed all 
instructors asking them to participate in an online survey. l. Figure 3 depicts the data collection 
process in this study.  

 

	
  

 
Figure 3: The overall data collection process 
 
 

Respondents for the online survey and interview were recruited before the X-culture project 
was completed. We initially emailed X-culture instructors to see if their students would be 
willing to participate. Instructors responded to the email with a list of volunteers. Next, 
researchers emailed an official invitation to volunteers with details about the interview and a link 
to the online scheduling system (http://doodle.com/). For students from the USA, the online 
schedule was set to Central Time (UTC-6 hours); for students from the UAE, the schedule was 
set to GST (Gulf Standard Time; UTC +4 hours) and for other countries, the schedule was set to 
UTC +8 hours (Kuala Lumpur, Singapore). Students received the link to the online scheduling 
system for their time zone via email in order to reserve their interview session.  

A confirmation email was sent to all respondents to finalize their choice of date and time for 
an online interview. A reminder email was also sent to all students. Throughout the data 
collection process, communication between researchers and online interview participants was 
done solely by email. As all participants had separate university email accounts, one dedicated 
Gmail account was created in order to synchronize communication for all users In their reminder 
email for the online interview, students were provided login information for the dedicated Gmail 
account. Simple instructions were included in case students had problems accessing the Google 
Hangout account.  

The online interview was conducted via Google Hangout, a built-in instant messaging 
application, previously known as Google Talk. The communication between the researchers and 
participants were purely text-based. The interview lasted between 60 to 90 minutes, which 
allowed time for respondents to read the questions, reflect, and type their answers. After the 
conversation ended, the researcher saved the conversation in a PDF file. Table 2 shows the 
demographic information for the online interviewees. The total number who volunteered to be 
interviewed was eighty-seven (n=87) from year 2014 to 2016.  

DISTRIBUTION A. Approved for public release: distribution unlimited.



AOARD REPORT 2017 

 
 

13 

 
 

 
Table 2: Demographic information of the online interviews 
Respondent’s Demographic 2014 2015 2016 Total 
Gender Male 7 22 6 35 

Female 7 34 11 52 
  
Countries of 
origin 
 
  

USA 
8 8 0 16 

Malaysia 
0 38 4 41 

Others 
 (Indonesia, Thailand, 
Pakistan, China, Haiti, 
Nigeria, India, Italy, 
Croatia, Canada, New 
Zealand, Latvia, Brazil, 
UAE, Saudi & Oman) 

6 10 13 29 

Total number of respondents 14 56 17 87 

 
 

a. Data analysis  
After the transcriptions were collected, several steps were taken to prepare for data analysis. 

In this study, we conducted a qualitative content analysis. This analysis technique was chosen 
because it provides a systematic, replicable technique for compressing many words of text into 
fewer content categories based on explicit rules of coding. Graneheim and Lundman (2004) 
asserted that content analysis can be used to interpret latent content. Hsieh and Shannon ( 2005) 
described a qualitative content analysis as a “research method for the subjective interpretation of 
the content of text data through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying 
themes or patterns” (p. 1278). Qualitative content analysis output provides a broad and rich 
description for the phenomenon being studied. Figure 4 illustrates the overall steps for data 
analysis in this study.  
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Figure 4: Overall inductive content analysis process 

 
 
 
Stage 1: Preparation 

Preparation deals with selecting the unit of analysis. According to Graneheim & Lundman 
(2004), the most suitable unit of analysis in qualitative content analysis is the whole interview or 
observational protocols so that it will be large enough to be considered as a whole and small 
enough to be kept in mind as context.  The unit of analysis can also be a letter, word, sentence or 
paragraph depending on the research question (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). In this research, the whole 
interview transcriptions were chosen as a unit of analysis. We compiled all electronic interview 
transcriptions and all transcriptions were relabeled and sorted. The purpose of relabeling was to 
know when the interview was conducted and who the respondent was. Then, we created a 
database to easily find the data. Mendeley software was used to archive all the interview 
transcriptions. All transcriptions and their summaries were read critically and coded manually. In 
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this step, we began to make comments about the initial codes, patterns and themes within the 
data. For the first phase of the coding process, manifest coding was carried out. Manifest coding 
was used as it is easy to identify. For example, a particular word in the transcriptions and the 
manifest codes became the basis for the next coding process. 

 
Stage 2: Organization.  

In the second stage, we used Atlas.ti version 7.0, a Computer Aided Qualitative Data 
Analysis Software (CAQDAS) to perform the data analysis process. The first step was to upload 
all interview transcriptions to the Atlas.ti software package and start the coding process with 
open coding. Open coding refers to the process of reading through all interview transcriptions 
several times, and based on the text, defining the initial codes. This step is based on the data only 
and not based on underpinning theories.  

After open coding, all initial coding was collected, and we began to create coding sheets and 
develop categories to group similar codes. At this phase, categories were freely generated. Next, 
we identified themes or patterns to represent the categories, codes and verbatim. The following 
steps--grouping, categorization and abstraction--are known as data reduction, based on Miles and 
Huberman’s data analysis interactive model (Miles & Huberman, 1994). During the data 
reduction process, we grouped the codes to reduce the number of similar codes into subcategory, 
generic category and main category (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). The different levels of categories 
were meant to provide a meaningful description of the phenomena from specific to broader 
categories; hence, categories should increase the understanding of the data. Next, the 
categorization process took place. In this process, we classified data from specific to broader 
categories or themes. Once all data was classified into sub-theme, generic theme and main 
theme, we reviewed all data to ensure it was categorized  as it should be.  

Miles & Huberman (1994) emphasized that the data reduction process is a continuous 
process throughout the data analysis phase. The next step after categorization was abstraction, 
which refers to the process of formulating a general description of the research topics based on 
the generated themes (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). In this step, all sub-themes, generic themes and 
main themes were appropriately renamed and this process was carried on until the data enabled 
the researchers to interpret and understand the phenomenon. Additionally, the interviews 
summaries, notes and memos were used to help us with the codebook. We read all codes, 
verbatim and summaries critically, multiple times, to familiarize ourselves with the data. We 
reflected on the data and did mind mapping of the codes in layers. 

 
 

Stage 3: Report Preparation.  
The next stage, report preparation, involved the data display process (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). The data can be interpreted in many forms such as a model, a conceptual system, a 
conceptual map, a network diagram—or as graphs and charts. (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). A conceptual map seemed best for answering the study’s key research 
question:  How does culture impact the formation of swift trust in global virtual teams (GVTs)?  
The conceptual map describes the study’s overall findings in pictorial form. Daley & Milwaukee 
(2004) strongly agreed that using a conceptual map in a qualitative study helps researchers to 
interpret the meaning of data and that good mapping allows researchers to discuss findings with 
the general viewer.  
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Stage 4: Data Validation.  
The final stage, data validation, requires the researcher to reconsider data plausibility, 

sturdiness, validity and reliability. Graneheim and Lundman (2004) emphasized the importance 
of data trustworthiness, and they felt that the trustworthiness of findings increases when findings 
can be presented in such a way that allows the general reader to look for alternative 
interpretations. Findings should also be flexible and transferable to other contexts. After 
considering all recommendations, to validate our findings, we first used a data saturation point 
and intercoder reliability. As mentioned earlier, a data saturation point during data collection 
refers to a point at which no new additional data are found.  During qualitative content analysis, 
the data saturation refers to the point when no additional new data emerges during the data 
analysis in stages 1, 2 and 3 (refer to Figure 4). The final conceptual map was validated using the 
intercoder reliability approach. 

 
 

4.0 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Due to the nature of the GVT work structure in which people are not constrained by 

geographical boundaries, teams must cope with conflicting cultural values, time zone differences 
and diverse intercultural communication styles. The analysis yielded two important insights into 
the initial process of GVT teamwork and swift trust formation. Based on our findings, team 
members experienced key challenges such as delayed communication due to time differences, 
misunderstanding of assigned tasks, and technical difficulties with the use of various 
collaborative tools . There were also problems with relationship-building, , work attitudes, 
responsibility and motivation among team members. 

Our findings showed that GVT members from high context cultures demonstrate indirect 
communication styles, use non-verbal approaches and employ silence and polite gestures in 
certain situations, whereas low context GVT members are more prone to direct and 
straightforward communication styles with many verbal responses in online team discussions. 
The findings will benefit MNCs, as they need to train workers in cross-cultural literacy to make 
GVTs successful. Furthermore, MNCs must determine whether the cultural backgrounds of GVT 
members are homogenous or heterogeneous. Such knowledge will enable managers to 
understand what is required for global virtual cross-border team members to work well together 
because different cultures perceive trust and trustworthy behavior differently. 

 
4.1 Teamwork formation based on the Tuckman and Jessen (1977) 
 

In this section, we describe our findings regarding the process of teamwork formation and its 
challenges to GVTs based on the Tuckman and Jessen (1965) model for swift trust formation. 
This initial understanding centred on two key challenges: communication efficacy and team 
motivation, with several trust-related issues (as in Table 3).  
 
Table 3: Challenges of Working in GVTs 
Main Challenges Swift Trust Issues 
1.Communication   
Efficacy  

• Delayed communication due to different time zones 
• Misunderstanding of the tasks to be undertaken and the roles assigned 
• Technical problems because of varied collaboration tools, i.e. 

DISTRIBUTION A. Approved for public release: distribution unlimited.



AOARD REPORT 2017 

 
 

17 

WhatsApp, Skype, Facebook 
2.Team Motivation • Work attitude toward group project –decline in motivation 

• Lack of responsibility to group project--not dedicated and committed 
• No history of working together and failure to develop strong bonds 

 
 

Overall, based on the teamwork model (refer to Figure 5), we found that GVT members went 
through all five stages but much more quickly than traditional teams. Some of the stages, in fact, 
overlapped due to the GVT dynamics. The For instance, during the first stage of “forming,” team 
members exchanged introductory emails with each of the non-collocated members.  Asian team 
members were surprised that some of their colleagues had engaged in a task-oriented process 
rather than taking the time to get to know them, skipping the relationship-building phase. In the 
introductory emails, members began to set the tone for how they felt work needed to be 
conducted and what communication tools ought to be used to complete the team’s work. For 
example, immediately after a brief introduction, Asnida said “We discussed which 
communication tools to use, and we decided to use Whatsapp.” Shikin added that “The first 
week, we just communicated via email, introduced ourselves, and asked what time they preferred 
to have the discussion, and what mode of communication.”   

According to some respondents, early ice-breaker sessions couldn’t take long, as members 
needed to share task-related information to get the project moving. Each of the milestones 
needed to be completed within a short timeframe. The respondents observed that the first three 
stages were completed quickly because the milestones were not far apart. They learned the ropes 
while experiencing conflict and confusion. Only after milestone 4 or 5 did they begin to develop 
trust based on established relationships, which enhanced their performance (stage four).  

 Others expressed their perceptions about the conflicts and challenges they faced over the 
ten-week project. Instead of experiencing the conflicts intensely during the second phase only, 
they unanimously agreed that even at the fourth stage (performing), they were experiencing 
conflicts; some members suddenly disappeared or fell silent due to decreased motivation  or a 
lack of interest. As a result tasks were not completed on time, which was frustrating to those who 
were hardworking and diligent. The “adjourning” phase naturally occurred when the deadline 
was past. Some members continued to keep in touch, whereas others treated their time together 
as purely task-oriented, for the term of the project only without any further relationship.  
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Figure 5: Global Virtual Teamwork Process and Swift Trust Formation 

 
4.1.1 Communication Efficacy 

Team members in the study mentioned several communication issues that reduced their 
effectiveness, such as delayed communication, misunderstandings, and technical problems. For 
example, one respondent was frustrated when her team members kept silent and did not reply for 
weeks, then suddenly emailed near the deadline. Some members skipped phases of the teamwork 
cycle. They began with introductions—forming—and then jumped into the norming and 
performing stages. Nurfida1 reported, “It was very difficult. I wanted to give up when all my 
team members were very quiet, and then they made suggestions at the last minute. The different 
time zones made it difficult.”2 Another respondent said that one of her team members failed to 
respond to several emails, finally answering after two weeks. The lack of efficient 
communication  exacerbated problems when meeting dates were postponed, resulting in limited 
time for discussion about the project. Mashitah said, “Sometimes discussions were postponed. 
When we did not have time for discussion, we would finish our parts by ourselves”  

Technical issues further hindered communication among members. Rosnani expressed 
dissatisfaction that her work was not accepted by other team members. Though this occurred due 
to technical problems, she felt frustrated that her work was rejected. She said, “My trust level 
dropped when they did not want to accept my part. .She said she did not get my edited part, but 
in my email, it said ‘submitted.’…That time my trust level....hmmm….We had some 
argument….At last it still the same.”  

When team members had difficulties with the network due to weak Internet coverage, their 
communication suffered and miscommunication occurred. For instance, Delia was surprised to 
discover that her work was rejected because of a network problem, which prevented her 
submission from arriving on time. Similarly, respondents expressed frustration that technical 
problems caused varying forms of miscommunication with one team member who did not have 
access to the Internet for team discussions. 

 

                                                
1 All names are fictitious to protect the confidentiality of the respondents.  
2 Statements are lifted directly from the interview transcriptions, thus no corrections of grammatical or spelling errors have been 
made. 
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4.1.2 Team Motivation  
All the respondents agreed that team motivation is one of the challenges of working in GVTs, 

since it is affected by trust issues, team member irresponsibility towards the group project and 
team members’ attitudes toward the group. As the Tuckman and Jessen model (1965) suggests, 
respondents felt that team motivation seemed to decline over time. At first, in the forming phase, 
everyone approached the project with high enthusiasm and excitement, and the trust level was 
perceived as high. Respondents agreed that they felt anxious as well as excited at the same time. 
Maya said, “…Worried at first. Because I never had the experience of working with people from 
different continents before. But then it's quite exciting.” However, between the next two phases 
(storming and norming) the level of excitement and engagement dropped, and the trust level 
seemed to suffer as well. 

Anita*3 said she was labelled as inactive due to computer problems that limited her 
participation in team activities. She explained the problem to the team members, yet it did not 
seem to change their perception of her. This rejection made her feel that team members saw her 
as untrustworthy and her work as unreliable.  As she said, “There are times, I made suggestions; 
they didn’t take them, and then I just agreed with them.”*4  

According to Maya, her group contained a partner who seemed to be “inactive or passive” as 
well as team members who refused to respond to email even at the beginning of the project. 
Maya recalled that one of her team members maintained silence, not keeping other members 
informed as to his progress on tasks assigned to him. Aida said that one of her team members 
consistently gave excuses for not doing his work; as a result the other team members had to take 
responsibility for completing his part. She said, “Near to the end of the project, Taylor from 
Canada always made excuses. Maybe because he didn't get his job done. So Famen and I had to 
work on his part. So my trust in Taylor was gone.” All respondents also emphasized the 
challenge of working with people with whom they had no past history.  

All in all, our study suggests that the basic underlying factor for swift trust formation is 
efficient communication to ensure that members retain a high level of motivation and feel a 
strong sense of belonging to a “trusted circle” of GVT members. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
3 * All names are fictitious to protect the confidentiality of the respondents.  
4*  Statements are lifted directly from the interview transcriptions, thus no corrections of grammatical or spelling errors have 
been made. 
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4.2 Contravening Patterns of Intercultural Communication Styles in a GVT 
In this section, we describe our findings based on three aspects of Hall’s theoretical lens 

(refer to Table 1): 1) Implicit vs. explicit, 2) polite vs. blunt responses, and 3) use of non-verbal 
cues vs. textual statements. 

 

Table 4: Intercultural communication styles: High context vs. low context 

Contextual level Description 

 
High context  

§ Implicit and unclear statements 
§ Use silence when disagree and rely on polite and subtle gestures 
§ Employ non-verbal cues (e.g. emoticons/emoji) 

  
Low context § Explicit and clear statements 

§ Rely heavily on textual statements and less on emoticons  
§ Provide opinions and discussion contributions bluntly and 

straightforwardly 
 
4.2.1 Implicit vs. explicit communication 
 

Based on Hall’s HC-LC context dimension, we found that virtual team members from HC 
cultures used indirect communication styles in which they did not express their opinions directly; 
as a result, their statements were sometimes unclear. As the project duration was short with 
weekly milestones, LC team members preferred to be direct during discussions, staying focussed 
on tasks. Clara, a team member from an HC culture, noted, “Eastern cultures will sugar-coat and 
not say exactly what they mean all the time.” She added, “The member from Romania was 
committed and submitted his parts on time, but he was not very outspoken, and he also liked to 
talk about his personal circumstances before getting to the subject of work.” Vanitha mentioned 
that she did not express her dissatisfaction during the discussion: “ I was interested in selecting 
Daffodil GP as the company of choice but my option was not considered at all as two of my team 
members had their hearts set on Mobius Slip. I agreed to their selection even though I was not 
satisfied with their selection.”  

Furthermore, HC team members preferred to deliver private messages to team members 
instead of voicing opinions publicly to the entire team. Anna, a team member from an LC 
culture, said, “I did have an instance where it seemed one team member would only talk in 
private messages, so you never knew what they were saying to other team members. It was just 
odd that they were not willing to communicate in the group.” Another LC respondent, Steve, 
agreed. He said, “In fact, I found some of the members started to communicate privately with 
each other. A member from Brazil and another a member from Malaysia contacted me to discuss 
an issue privately” Both Brazil and Malaysia are considered HC cultures. 

Some team members from Asian countries felt that Western team members did not “beat 
around the bush.”  As Margaret put it, they were less likely to imply things, instead saying 
exactly what they were thinking. Team members from Eastern countries (which are generally 
HC) seemed to be more collective in their approach; if someone gave an opinion, it would be 
considered an option, but not final. Team members from Western countries, by contrast, used a 
more direct approach. “If they agree they will say ‘Yes,’ but if they disagree, they just simply say 
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‘No’ and that's the end.” Susie affirmed that her team member from the US emphasized 
straightforwardness in communication. She said,  “I would give US culture as an example from 
my own experience in my group. Angie from the US is very direct person. She values logic and 
linear thinking and expects people to speak clearly and in a straightforward manner. To her if 
you don’t “tell it how it is” you simply waste time, and time is money.”  

Asian team members found the direct communication styles of Western team members 
challenging. They had to take in “honest” opinions and learn to decipher their  meanings. It is 
crucial for Eastern and Western GVT members to recognize each other’s communication styles 
and mannerisms. 

 
4.2.2 Polite vs. blunt responses 
 

According to Hall, HC individuals tend to use “silence” when they disagree. This study also 
found a few examples of “silence” among team members due to an inability to converse in 
English. Lindsey said, “I expected, for example, the Russian team member to have a stronger 
influence. But she didn’t. She did the work, but she was silent.” Lindsey added that she preferred 
people who were verbal and got involved in the project instead of doing their work in solitude. 
Farah stated that she used polite communication and was considerate in order to avoid 
confrontation with her team members. She said, “Coming from a high-context culture, I 
attempted to imply or express my dissatisfaction and frustration in a polite and non-offensive 
manner, so as not to offend other team members”  

Another respondent reported that one Asian member did not respond to the discussion posts 
and became a silent reader. (The team communicated primarily via Facebook and all thoughts 
and opinions were posted to the group.) Vivian said that the Asian team member would post but 
would never reply to posts by others. She said, “I also feel that this has a lot to do with each 
person’s English level and how much they know about other cultures.” Another respondent 
reported that one of his team members did not contribute to the project discussion. The team 
member became a silent reader; when other team members asked where she was, she responded 
to their question but not to the discussion.  

Straightforward communication and blunt responses, were common among Western team 
members. One Asian team member felt that Western team members’ straightforward manner of 
conveying messages was better than his own less direct communication style.  Another 
respondent reported that her Western team member was very punctual, and she felt that culture 
played a role in that. However, some of the Asian respondents felt that the blunt responses and 
straightforwardness were too harsh. Izzah said,  “ One day where we were busy discussing ideas 
that we came up with. I made a point about packaging, and they started to argue with me 
directly. I was shocked because they were being direct compared to me.”  

 According to some respondents, the nature of GVTs and the fact that they never met each 
other in person encouraged them to be direct in their communication. The purpose of their 
communications during the project was to complete the project and receive a good grade. Thus, 
they said things clearly and directly, not caring what others thought about their opinions or ideas.  
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4.2.3 Use of non-verbal cues vs. textual statements 
 

Non-verbal cues were highly important for most HC respondents. Lisa said that the use of 
emoticons helped her convey feelings when expressing her opinions: “Whenever I said 
something, I would always use the smiley face icon at the end so that my team members knew I 
was feeling happy, besides creating a good atmosphere.” She added that it was difficult for her to 
communicate with her virtual team members when she could not gauge what or how they were 
feeling. She saw relationships as an essential part of teamwork, and without adequate non-verbal 
cues many important messages were not effectively delivered. One of respondents said that LC 
team members did not bother to use emoticons; every statement was purely text, whether it was 
detailed instructions or short concise statements.  

Chin Ai Leng explained her habit of using emoticons in context. She said she is selective 
about what emotion she wants to convey. When she feels it is the right time to inject non-verbal 
cues to enhance her meaning, she does so. She felt that sometimes merely putting the emoticon 
for “happy” J or “annoyed” L could easily make a point. However, Kelsey did not seem to 
agree with the use of non-verbal cues. She felt that words are more powerful: “Easily I could say 
what I intended in few words, such as, “Please submit as soon as you can.” 

Some respondents exhibited a mix of communication styles; they used non-verbal cues when 
being indirect and straight text when they wanted to be direct in conveying the message. One 
respondent who was originally from an Eastern country but currently studying in the United 
States provided an example of both indirectness and directness in her communication styles. 
During the project, she politely asked one team member to submit his part but received numerous 
excuses from him. She then decided to be direct by using bold-face text as a non-verbal cue to 
urge him to submit the work. She saw bold face as comparable to using a firmer tone of voice to 
indicate seriousness, as tone of voice is missing in the virtual space.  

Unfortunately, this led to the misconception that she was being rude, and the delinquent team 
member replied with a rude tone in his chats. This led to a breakdown in communication, and the 
HC  team member did not submit her part. She pointed out that understanding communication 
styles is crucial, and that culture matters in understanding both stated and implied messages, 
whether on Facebook or Whatsapp. 
 

 
5.0 IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
 

Due to the nature of the GVT work structure in which people are unconstrained by 
geographic boundaries, teams must also cope with conflicting cultural values, time zone 
differences and diverse intercultural communication styles.  The qualitative analysis yielded two 
important insights into the initial process of teamwork and swift trust formation and the 
contravening patterns of intercultural communication styles in GVT collaboration. Based on our 
findings, team members experienced key challenges such as delayed communication due to time 
differences, misunderstanding of tasks assigned, technical problems with the use of varied 
collaborative tools, work attitude, lack of responsibility and motivation among teams and 
difficulty to establish relationships. In a different perspective, GVT members from high context 
cultures demonstrate indirect communication styles, use non-verbal approaches and employ 
silence and polite gestures in certain situations, while low context GVT members are more prone 
to direct and straightforward communication styles with many verbal responses in online team 
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discussion. The findings will benefit the multinational corporations (MNCs) as they need to train 
their people in cross-cultural literacy, a crucial intercultural communication competency in any 
virtual project that will include members who are strangers to one another and who will have no 
opportunity to meet face-to-face. Furthermore, MNCs must determine whether the cultural 
backgrounds of GVT members are homogenous or heterogeneous. Such knowledge will enable a 
manager to understand what is required for the global virtual cross-border team collaboration to 
be successful, because different cultures perceive trust and trustworthy behavior differently. 

We hope that our qualitative teamwork model will provide new practical implications. MNCs 
that desire to use GVTs as part of an innovative and competitive work structure will benefit in 
terms of theoretical data that will help them improve their GVT solutions and strategies. For 
example, MNCs must determine whether the cultural backgrounds of GVT members are 
homogenous or heterogeneous. Such knowledge will enable a manager to understand what is 
required for a global, virtual, cross-border team collaboration to be successful, given that 
different cultures perceive trust and trustworthy behaviour differently. Since trust is the glue for 
effective performance, the compatibility of cultures must be accurately assessed and action taken 
to address any potential points of conflict. If the team members are heterogeneous in nature, 
development of cross-cultural competencies is crucial.  
 
6.0 FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 
 

Choosing the right communication platforms for virtual collaboration is also important. In 
our study, GVT members heavily relied on Facebook and Whatsapp. Everyone could be reached 
anytime and anywhere, yet it was still a challenge to achieve high-performing teams.  In this 
study, using Hall’s theoretical lens, we found that GVT members exhibited three distinctive 
communication patterns and behaviors. This is significant for MNCs because teams cannot be 
successful without good, clear communication.  Members of GVTs need to be aware of, sensitive 
to, and competent at interacting with other cultures. They may not have the opportunity to meet 
face-to-face to rectify any miscommunications or misinterpretations that surface in the course of 
a project. Team members also need to be aware of their own cultural habits and how they impact 
their ability to communicate and to achieve goals in a short period of time.  

The implication of this study is that individuals with accommodating and diverging learning 
styles tend to be those with high-context cultural values, while individuals with converging and 
assimilating learning styles tend to be those with low-context cultural values. Furthermore, each 
individual also has his or her own communication style, which may contribute to or detract from 
working effectively on a GVT. MNCs need to train their people in cross-cultural literacy, a 
crucial intercultural communication competency for any global virtual project. In sum, future 
research should focus on aspects that tie intercultural communication patterns and styles to high 
performing team behaviours. Two key questions for future research could be: 1) To what extent 
do GVTs integrate HC and LC communication styles to improve performance? 2) What are the 
motivations for engaging in switching behaviours between HC and LC styles? and 3) In what 
ways do the switching behaviours of GVT influence the way HC and LC members develop swift 
trust in order to achieve high performing teams?  
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