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Abstract. Although a tremendous amount of research in the last decade has begun to disentangle interac-
tion factors and performance outcomes associated with virtual teams, significant gaps still exist in our
understanding, particularly in terms of virtual team leadership. Shared leadership may be particularly
important to virtual teams, where team members’ separation from the leader and from one another may
necessitate the distribution of leadership functions. While the sharing of leadership has proven to be advan-
tageous to more traditional forms of vertical leadership, there is a dearth of research concerning how
shared leadership operates in, and is influenced by, virtual and distributed environments. Therefore, the
goal of the current paper is to provide a framework for doing just this, primarily through presenting propo-
sitions and future research needs regarding specific leader functions that may be shared by members of
virtual and distributed teams.
Key words: Shared leadership, team performance, virtual teams, distributed teams.

Resumen. Aunque una gran cantidad de investigación en la última década ha comenzado a distinguir los
factores de interacción y los resultados de rendimiento asociados con los equipos virtuales, aún existen
importantes lagunas en nuestro conocimiento, sobre todo en términos de liderazgo de un equipo virtual. El
liderazgo compartido puede ser particularmente importante para los equipos virtuales, donde la separación
entre el líder y los miembros del equipo y entre ellos mismos puede exigir la distribución de las funciones
de liderazgo. Si bien compartir el liderazgo ha demostrado ser ventajoso sobre las formas más tradicionales
de liderazgo vertical, hay una escasez de investigación relativa a como opera y está influido el liderazgo
en forma compartida en entornos virtuales y distribuidos. Por tanto, el objetivo de este artículo es propor-
cionar un marco para llevar a cabo dicha investigación, principalmente a través de la presentación de
proposiciones y necesidades futuras de investigación con respecto a las funciones específicas del líder que
pueden ser compartidas por los miembros de los equipos virtuales y distribuidos.
Palabras clave: Liderazgo compartido, rendimiento de equipos, equipos virtuales, equipos distribuidos.

Introduction

In 1999, the Mars Climate Orbiter satellite was lost
when Lockheed Martin engineers used English mea-
surement units against the specification from NASA,
which called for metric units, causing the orbiter to
attempt to enter orbit at a distance three times closer
than that for which it was designed (Mars Climate
Orbiter, 1999). This resulted in unanticipated forces
acting against the entry and the ultimate destruction of
the craft. Were the teams of engineers for NASA and
Lockheed Martin collocated it would have been less
likely that such a drastic error would occur.

This $125 million disaster illustrates one of the

many ways distribution and virtuality can lead to diffi-
culties in team interaction, especially when leadership
responsibilities are shared among team members.
Although a tremendous amount of research in the last
decade has begun to disentangle interaction factors and
performance outcomes associated with virtual teams
(Burke, Lum, Scielzo, Smith-Jentsch, & Salas, 2009;
Duarte & Snyder, 2006; Fiore, Salas, Cuevas, &
Bowers, 2003; Hertel, Geister, & Konradt, 2005;
Lyons, Priest, Wildman, Salas, & Carnegie, 2009), sig-
nificant gaps still exist in our understanding. This lack
of understanding is particularly problematic given that
organizations of all types have increasingly turned to
team-based work structures to solve complex problems
and generally improve performance (Salas,
Kosarzycki, Tannenbaum, & Carnegie, 2005).

One aspect of teams that is often explored in virtual
teams is their leadership (Avolio & Kahai, 2003; Yoo
&Alvari, 2004). Due to increased complexity in ensur-
ing effective team processes when faced with virtual
and distributed team environments, leadership behav-
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iors may often be shared among members. Shared
leadership has been defined multiple ways, but across
researchers there appears to be a unified agreement
that shared leadership involves team members distrib-
uting leadership responsibilities amongst themselves,
without negating the possibility of vertical leadership
(Pearce & Conger, 2003). As with the broader leader-
ship literature there have been a variety of leadership
behaviors and/or functions which have been argued to
be the content of shared leadership (Morgeson, DeRue,
& Karam, 2009). Many researchers have looked at the
components that predict the success of these shared
leadership behaviors and the impact it has in a variety
of environments (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007;
Merkens & Spencer, 1998).

Shared leadership may be particularly important to
virtual teams, where team members’ separation from
the leader and from one another may necessitate the
distribution of leadership functions. While the sharing
of leadership has proven to be advantageous to more
traditional forms of vertical leadership (Pearce, Yoo, &
Alvai, 2004), there is a dearth of research concerning
how shared leadership operates in, and is influenced
by, virtual and distributed environments. Therefore,
the goal of the current paper is to provide a framework
for doing just this, primarily through examining specif-
ic leader functions that may be shared by members of
virtual and distributed teams.

First, we provide a review of recent perspectives on
shared leadership, virtuality, and distribution, in terms
of how they have been defined and the limited research
available regarding their interactions. Next, drawing
upon current shared and functional leadership
research, as well as what is known regarding virtual
and distributed team processes and performance, we
present a set of propositions regarding specific leader
functions whose sharedness may be differentially
impacted by the degree of virtuality and distribution
within a team. Furthermore, we present propositions
regarding factors that may aid in reducing any hin-
drances in shared leader behaviors brought about by
virtuality and distribution. Finally, we highlight future
research directions regarding shared leadership in vir-
tual and distributed teams. It is hoped that by doing so,
we will bring attention to an area in great need of
research and future exploration, from both a theoretical
and a practical standpoint.

Defining Shared Leadership in VTs

There is general agreement that leadership can sub-
stantially impact team outcomes (e.g., Bass 1990;
House, 1977; Yukl, 1998), yet team researchers have
been criticized for their lack of attention to team lead-
ership (Komaki, Desselles, & Bowman, 1989; Marks
& Zaccaro, 1997). As such, research on shared leader-
ship is in its infancy, particularly in terms of VTs. One

issue with this research is the lack of agreement on the
definition of shared leadership, with some considering
it a process (e.g., Pearce & Sims, 2000) and others con-
ceptualizing it as a management strategy (Jackson,
2000). Furthermore, there is also a lack of clarification
as to what is meant by virtuality and distribution as
well. Research on what are often referred to as “virtu-
al teams” is vast; yet much of the literature claims that
we do not fully understand how they function and how
to lead them (e.g., Bell & Kozlowski, 2002; Hertel et
al., 2005; Morris, 2008). In fact, there is a generally
pervasive belief that virtuality and geographic distribu-
tion are always hindrances to teamwork and collabora-
tion, yet research findings provide conflicting evidence
for this contention (see Connaughton & Shuffler, 2007;
Gibson & Gibbs, 2006; Martins, Gilson, & Maynard,
2004). The following section provides an overview of
the literature surrounding each of these three terms, in
order to clarify the definition of each construct that
will be used for the purposes of this paper, and to aid
in construct clarification.

Shared Leadership

The notion of team members sharing leadership
functions is not a novel one (Ber-kowitz; 1953; Gibb,
1954; Robbins, 1952; Tannenbaum & Massarik, 1957).
However, there has been a recent revitalization of the
topic. Though the research on vertical leadership is
thorough and extensive, it would be naïve to suggest
that leadership only functions in a vertical capacity. A
recent review of the leadership literature proposes four
sources of leadership, broken down into two structural
dimensions: locus of leadership (internal vs. external)
and formality of leadership (informal vs. formal). In
this review, Morgeson, DeRue, and Karam (2009)
describe an external leader as one that is not involved
in day-to-day tasks, while an internal leader is seen as
an equal within the group. A formal leader is directly
assigned to be a leader (e.g., immediate supervisor,
project lead, and the like), while an informal leader is
described more as an advisor, someone that does not
come into the leadership position by direct assignment.
These classifications permit four sources of leadership,
with vertical leadership being classified as external-
formal and shared leadership falling under the internal-
informal source. Given the different sources of leader-
ship, it is impossible for any individual to hold the req-
uisite knowledge and skill to provide leadership from
all of these sources simultaneously. Therefore, the
study of all of these sources, not just external-formal,
is integral to the success of the organization.

Additionally, the sharing of leadership has emerged
as a critical component in the modern organizational
world. The ever-changing environmental conditions of
the organization make the sharing of leadership critical
for survival (Merkens & Spencer, 1998). Moreover,
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those who are doing the job best understand the com-
plexity of the modern organizational setting and, conse-
quently, those individuals are often the best to improve
the job (Jackson, 2000). Ultimately, research has sug-
gested that shared leadership is most effective when
tasks are interdependent and complex (Pearce, 2004).

Shared leadership has been conceptualized in many
ways (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007; Friedrich, et
al. 2009), but the underlying theme among these defi-
nitions is that shared leadership involves the distribu-
tion of the leadership responsibilities within the team
(see Jackson, 2000; Lambert, 2002; Pearce & Conger,
2003), while not negating the possibility of vertical
leadership. The different conceptualizations of shared
leadership differ on what constitutes leadership and the
manner in which responsibilities are shared. For exam-
ple, there is a stream of leadership research that explic-
itly views shared leadership as an emergent state (Day,
Gronn, & Salas, 2004 – leadership capacity), while
another stream of research does not reject the possibil-
ity that shared leadership could be formally prescribed
(Pearce & Sims, 2002). Much like the broader leader-
ship literature, shared leadership has been thought to
consist of a variety of leadership behaviors and/or
functions. The next section will detail a couple of the
more prominent models and/or frameworks in the
shared leadership literature. This will allow further
elaboration on the behaviors said to be the content of
shared leadership.

When breaking down and examining the nomologi-
cal net surrounding shared leadership, researchers have
put forth several theoretical models and frameworks in
hopes to best explain the shared leadership phenome-
non. Pearce and colleagues have put forth a stream of
research investigating shared leadership. Perry, Pearce,
and Sims (1999) developed a model of shared leader-
ship within the context of empowered selling teams.
They identified transactional, transformational, direc-
tive, empowering, and supportive behaviors as being
tied to shared leadership. Further, this model proposed
that when teams engage in these behaviors, critical
affective (e.g., commitment, satisfaction, potency,
cohesiveness), cognitive, and behavioral (e.g., effort,
communication, citizenship behavior) outcomes result.
These outcomes result in qualitative and quantitative
markers for team effectiveness. Additionally, Ensley,
Pearson, and Pearce examined top management teams
when developing a model that examined the influence
of shared leadership on promoting key affective and
behavioral components related to team effectiveness,
as well as identifying moderating variables of this rela-
tionship. Specifically, this model postulates that shared
leadership is related to the development of cohesion
and shared vision, which, in turn, is related to team
effectiveness. They identified possible contextual
moderating variables (e.g., time, resource constraints,
risk, and ambiguity) that impact the shared leadership-
cohesion/shared vision relationships.

Other research has put forth several competencies
that are said to foster shared leadership. For example,
Lambert (2002) suggests the ability to: negotiate win-
win solutions through team learning, influence follow-
er behavior, problem solve within a systems frame-
work, and use shared visioning to empower members.
Additionally, an examination of the role theory litera-
ture by Carson and Tesluk (2007) produced four roles
(e.g., navigator, engineer, social integrator, and liaison)
which yielded utility to team members without formal
title or position of authority, as is often the case with
shared leadership. When these roles manifest within a
team there appears to be a clear team direction and pur-
pose (navigator), structuring of team roles, functions,
and responsibilities (engineer), development and main-
tenance of team coherence (social integrator), and
development of relationships with key external stake-
holders (liaison). In an examination of these roles
within 42 MBA consulting teams, Carson and Tesluk
(2007) found that shared leadership (conceptualized as
the above behaviors) was positively related to perform-
ance. However, contrary to expectations, the role dif-
ferentiation, with respect to these behaviors, was neg-
atively related to shared leadership. One explanation of
this result suggested by the researchers is that shared
leadership is not a concrete pattern of highly differen-
tiated roles, but that team members adapt and exercise
more than one of these roles within a given perfor-
mance episode, based on dynamic situational demands.

Besides work on the models and frameworks of
shared leadership, research has delineated some condi-
tions which may impact the emergence of shared lead-
ership. For example, Pearce, Perry, and Sims (2001)
identify five conditions: geographic dispersion, demo-
graphic heterogeneity, team size, skill heterogeneity,
and maturity. Geographic dispersion, large team size,
and demographic heterogeneity are expected to nega-
tively impact the likelihood of shared leadership
emerging as coordination and communication.
Conversely, skill heterogeneity should facilitate the
emergence of shared leadership as different skills are
often needed based on the temporal point in the team’s
life cycle. Teams with breadth in their abilities are
more likely to be positioned to effectively engage in
shared leadership, given the right climate and that
members are comfortable with and cognizant of the
possession of different skills.

As stated in the beginning of this section, the emer-
gence of shared leadership does not negate the possi-
bility of vertical leadership. Vertical leadership has
been hypothesized to play a key role in creating the
conditions necessary for the emergence of shared lead-
ership. For example, Perry et al., (1999) suggest that
both vertical leadership and team characteristics (i.e.,
ability, proximity, maturity, diversity, and size) are
important in creating the conditions which foster the
emergence of shared leadership. They suggest that the
vertical leader is responsible for the generation of a
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team design that fosters the emergence of shared lead-
ership, places and manages appropriate boundary con-
ditions, and enacts facilitative and contingent leader-
ship behaviors. Pearce (2004) extends the research on
conditions that facilitate shared leadership by suggest-
ing that, in addition to vertical leadership, the organi-
zational context can facilitate the emergence of shared
leadership. Specifically, organizations need to enact
training, development, and reward systems that
encourage and rewards shared leadership behaviors.

Although research has begun to investigate the
recent conceptualizations of shared leadership with
regards to performance, there is still much to be done.
So far, the majority of the research investigating shared
leadership has focused on its underlying components
or its relation to performance. These underlying com-
ponents are typically conceptualized as transactional,
transformational, aversive, directive, and empowering
behaviors, results from which have indicated that
shared leadership not only has a positive relationship
with job performance across a number of domains
(e.g., selling teams, consulting teams, top management
teams, entrepreneurial teams), but also accounts for
more variance in performance than traditional vertical
leadership (Ensley, Hmieleski, & Pearce, 2006; Pearce
et al., 2004; Pearce & Sims, 2002). Additionally, some
studies have also investigated multiple shared leader-
ship roles (i.e., Carson, Tesluk & Marrone, 2007;
Tesluk; Yang & Shao, 1996); however, the ambiguous
conclusion from this line of research leads to more
questions that have yet to be answered.

This focus on performance has lead to a dearth of
research investigating shared leadership’s relation to
process or emergent states. Only a few studies have
investigated shared leadership in this capacity. These
studies have found that teams engaging in shared lead-
ership have been found to engage in greater amounts of
collaboration, coordination, and cooperation (Manz &
Sims, 1993; Yeatts & Hyten, 1998). There has also
been some initial undertaking in investigating the rela-
tionship between culture and shared leadership. Hiller
et al., (2006) found shared leadership was positively
related to collectivism, but not related to power dis-
tance.

Virtual Teams (VTs)

Due to advances in technology and the globalization
of organizations, teams may often be distributed geo-
graphically, making use of virtuality in order to accom-
plish tasks (Kirkman & Mathieu, 2005). Virtuality and
distribution have become focal issues in a large part of
group and teams research. While originally virtuality
and distribution were often viewed as dichotomies
(i.e., virtual or not, fully distributed or face to face),
more recently researchers have come to view them as
continua (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002; Hackman & Katz,

2009). Virtual teams may range dramatically in terms
of the degree to which they utilize virtuality, with some
only communicating using highly virtual tools such as
instant messaging and teleconferencing, while others
are less virtual, making use of videoconferencing and
regularly scheduled face to face meetings. Similarly,
teams can range in their degree of distribution, with
some teams having all members fully distributed in
separate locations or, more commonly, teams with
some degree of partial distribution, such as the leader,
in the same location as two or three team members and
the remaining team members spread out in various
locations. While much has been done to advance our
understanding of virtuality and distribution’s impacts
on team processes and performance, capturing the
nuances of these differing degrees of virtuality and dis-
tribution remains challenging for researchers
(Connaughton & Shuffler, 2007; Gibson & Gibbs,
2006). In the following we provide further detail
regarding how virtuality and distribution are viewed
for the purposes of this paper.

Virtuality. One of the defining characteristics of a
virtual team is the computationally enabled and
enhanced nature of its communication (Cummings &
Kiesler, 2008). Within such teams, technologically
mediated tools are necessary for communication to
occur, as its members may be separated by space and
time and therefore are unable to meet face to face on a
regular basis (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999). It is also
believed that the complex nature of the tasks complet-
ed by virtual teams require advanced tools with rich
informational value in order to effectively share ideas.

While the use of such tools is becoming common-
place throughout teams and organizations, consistent
empirical research regarding their differential impact
on team processes and performance is lacking
(Connaughton & Shuffler, 2007). Multiple theories
exist to explain the differences in media and why some
may be more or less effective, including media rich-
ness (Daft & Lengel, 1986) and media naturalness
(Kock, 2002; 2004; 2005). For example, media rich-
ness theory places different forms of communication
on a continuum, with face to face interaction being the
richest media, providing the most contextual cues and
information, and letters or other paper based media as
the least rich due to their lack of social cues. Media
naturalness builds upon this theory, identifying multi-
ple components of technologies that make them more
or less natural. According to media naturalness theory,
as technologies become less natural (i.e., more aspects
of human face to face interaction are suppressed), the
task of interaction becomes more cognitively effortful,
the ambiguity of the communication increases, and the
level of physiological arousal decreases.

While these theories aid in our understanding as to
why media may elicit differential effects, most empir-
ical studies of virtual teams and organizations examine
a limited set of virtual tools (e.g., email, chat systems)
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that are simply classified as either virtual or not
(Kirkman & Mathieu, 2005). As these tools can poten-
tially differ in their degree of virtuality, such a dichoto-
mous classification system stifles a rich, meaningful
understanding of the degree to which these tools vary
in their effectiveness and the degree to which they
facilitate or hinder the collaborative processes vital to
team and organizational performance.

To more precisely address the factors of virtuality
that determine the richness and naturalness of a tool,
Kirkman and Mathieu (2005) delineated three dimen-
sions that comprise virtuality: 1) the extent of reliance
on virtual tools, 2) informational value, and 3) syn-
chronicity offered by such tools. The extent of reliance
on virtual tools describes the proportion of team inter-
action that occurs via virtual means. One on end of this
continuum, some teams are completely face-to-face in
terms of interacting and use no virtual tools whatsoev-
er. Meanwhile, on the other end are teams that interact
solely through virtual means. Teams can fall anywhere
along this continuum, for example, having a face-to-
face kickoff meeting but interacting for a majority of
the time using virtual tools such as teleconferencing
and email, or vice versa. Informational value is the
extent to which virtual tools transmit data that is valu-
able for team effectiveness. Kirkman and Mathieu
argue that, when technologies convey rich, valuable
information, exchanges are less virtual than when
compared to exchanges via technologies that provide
less rich information. Synchronicity is the extent to
which team interactions occur in real time or incur a
time lag. These three dimensions combine to deter-
mine a team’s overall level of virtuality. For the pur-
poses of this paper, we utilize this perspective of virtu-
ality.

Distribution. Another defining characteristic of
teams and organizations is the physical distribution of
team members across space (Cummings, et al., 2008).
Team members may be fully distributed, with all mem-
bers located in different geographical regions, or they
may be partially distributed, with some team members
collocated and others in one or more geographical
regions, or they may be completely collocated (Bell &
Kozlowski, 2002). While it is a common assumption
that team members who are distributed must be spread
across large distances, full distribution can also occur
for teams with members located a very short distance
from one another, even within the same city or organi-
zation. Team member distribution is an important com-
ponent of virtuality as it can determine what types, and
how often, virtual tools are utilized, driving the degree
of team virtuality.

While team member distribution has been common-
ly studied in virtual teams, much like the degree of vir-
tuality, it is often dichotomized into fully distributed
vs. fully collocated (i.e., face to face) teams. This dis-
tinction is problematic, as real world virtual teams typ-
ically are partially distributed, with groups of team

members located in different geographical regions, uti-
lizing technology to complete tasks together (Goodwin
& Halpin, 2006). This is especially true for complex
tasks that demand high levels of expertise, where indi-
viduals and teams of experts from different universities
and/or businesses are brought together to work on such
projects.

Unfortunately, this dichotomization of distribution
has led to little empirical research regarding the impact
of partial distribution on virtual teams, specifically in
terms of team processes and performance. Though it
has been shown that full distribution can have con-
straining effects on collaboration and its relevant affec-
tive, behavioral, and cognitive components, such as
trust (e.g., Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999), information
exchange (e.g., Cramton, 2001), and communication
(e.g., Cogburn & Levinson, 2003), few studies com-
pare full distribution to partial teams in order to under-
stand the differential impacts of the degree of distribu-
tion. Of those that do, most have found that the balance
of distribution matters significantly in terms of team
outcomes (see Bos et al., 2006; Huang & Ocker, 2006;
Lawrence et al., 2007; Ocker et al., 2009; O’Leary &
Mortenson, 2005; Polzer et al., 2006). However, this
research has yet to be fully combined with issues of
virtuality and shared leadership. Therefore, more clar-
ification is needed regarding when distribution may
challenge or benefit team processes and performance,
especially in conjunction with differing degrees of vir-
tuality.

Shared Leadership in VTs

Certainly, leadership is an important component of
VTs, as evidenced by field and laboratory studies
(Hambley, et al., 2007; Hertel, Geister, & Konradt,
2005; Webster & Wong, 2003). However, despite the
widespread research regarding leadership of VTs, few
studies have examined the role of shared leadership in
VT processes and performance (Wassenaar, Pearce,
Hoch, & Wegge, 2010). Much of the literature in this
area is purely theoretical (e.g.,  Bell & Kozlowski,
2002; Pearce Zigurs, 2003; Cascio & Shurygailo,
2003), however, we do have some insight through
empirical research.

An extensive review of the literature has revealed a
limited set of empirical research that provides a start-
ing point for exploring shared leader functions in VTs.
Several researchers have looked at the components that
predict shared leadership and the impact it has in a
variety of environments (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone,
2007; Merkens & Spencer, 1998). Shared leadership
may be particularly important to virtual teams, where
team members’ separation from the leader and from
one another may necessitate the distribution of leader-
ship functions. Additionally, Misiolek and Heckman
(2005) examined the patterns of emergent leadership in
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virtual teams, finding that distribution of leadership
was more effective for these types of teams than tradi-
tional vertical leadership. Finally, in their study of vir-
tual teams conducting social work projects, Pearce,
Yoo, and Alavi (2004) found that shared leadership
was a stronger predictor of team performance than ver-
tical leadership. Therefore, while additional research is
certainly needed, these initial findings illustrate the
importance of understanding shared leadership in vir-
tual environments.

Virtuality and Distribution: Their Impact on
Shared Leadership

In order to provide a stronger foundation for under-
standing shared leadership in virtual teams, it is advan-
tageous to draw from the current literature regarding
leadership and leader functions. As mentioned previ-
ously, Morgeson et al., (2009) suggests that leadership
originates from four sources, derived from two struc-
tural dimensions: locus of leadership (internal vs.
external) and formality of leadership (formal vs. infor-
mal). Further, Morgeson et al., (2009) address the
effectiveness of specific leadership functions deriving
from each of the four sources under the overarching
assumption that team work occurs in cycles. This is a
prominent theme in the teams literature, as team work
as been conceptualized as ‘recurring cycles of mutual-
ly dependent interaction’ (Morgeson et al., 2009, p. 5).
To build on this, Morgeson and colleagues focus on the
temporal cycles (phases) proposed by Marks, Mathieu,
and Zaccaro (2001). Specifically, they concentrate on
the transition phase, when evaluation and planning
processes occur that foster the possibility of the team’s
goal attainment, and action phase, when work per-
formed is directly tied to the team’s goal. Morgeson
and colleagues break down leadership functions that
should occur within each phase and address the effec-
tiveness of each function relative to its originating
source. Furthermore, they draw upon the extensive
body of leadership literature to conceptualize what
leadership sources are best for each type of leader
function, based on whether the source is external or
internal to the team, as well as informal or formal. For
example, for training team members, Morgeson and
colleagues suggest that if this function originates from
an external-informal source, it will be more effective
than if it originated from an internal-informal source.

Though the notion of shared leadership is encapsu-
lated within the internal-informal source, the implica-
tions of how these leadership functions will act under
the virtual and distributed circumstances are not
addressed. Subsequently, the remainder of this paper
will provide a more detailed exploration of the impact
of virtuality and distribution on leadership functions as
described by Morgeson et al., (2009). Specifically, we
theoretically explore the effectiveness of sharing lead-

ership functions under the virtuality/distribution
framework proposed earlier. To do so, we address and
define leader functions occurring in the transition
phase (e.g., compose team, define mission, establish
expectations and goals) and action phases (e.g., moni-
tor team, manage team boundaries, challenge team,
perform team task) of team performance that are iden-
tified by Morgeson and colleagues as being performed
most successfully through internal-informal sources
(i.e., shared leadership). For each of these leader func-
tions, we will provide propositions regarding how vir-
tuality and distribution may impact the degree to which
these leader behaviors may be shared, how varying
degrees of both virtuality and distribution may hinder
or promote their functionality when such leader behav-
iors are shared, as well as any potential mechanisms
which may reduce any negative impacts that virtuality
and distribution may have on these leader functions
when they are shared. This is not meant to be an all-
encompassing list of propositions that examines every
potential interaction of shared leadership, virtuality,
and distribution, but instead serves to provide direction
regarding the types of issues in need of future explo-
ration.

Transition Phase

The idea that teams function in cycles of perform-
ance episodes is an integral aspect in the emergence of
shared leadership. During the transition phase, teams
largely focus on assessing and structuring group com-
position, defining team goals and objectives, planning
how to accomplish these goals, and evaluating and
providing feedback from previous performance
episodes. This phase allows for leader behaviors relat-
ed to the structuring, planning, evaluating, and feed-
back of team processes to occur. Even though these
processes have been hypothesized to be more difficult
for distributed and virtual teams (Blackburn, Furst, &
Rosen, 2003), the processes are, nonetheless, crucial
for distributed and virtual team performance (Lurey &
Raisinghani, 2001). Empirical research focusing on
virtual teams has been inconclusive regarding process-
es occurring in the transition phase (Martins, Gilson, &
Maynard, 2004). As such, we examine several shared
leader functions and how levels of virtuality and distri-
bution may impact them.

Define Mission.An integral part of any team process
is the presence of a clear, concise, and direct mission.
How the mission gets defined is largely the part of the
team leader. The outcome of this leader function is to
break down the ultimate goal of the team into tangible,
achievable, challenging tasks and assure that these tasks
are shared among team members. The more ambiguous
and monotonous the tasks are, the less motivated team
members will be in achieving those tasks and the less
likely team members will have a shared understanding
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of the tasks. Without a shared understanding of the mis-
sion, team members will be less likely to develop the
collaborative and cohesive relationships necessary for
effective team functioning (Barry, 1991 as cited in
Morgeson et al., 2009). However, research has shown
that informal leaders, like those found in virtual and dis-
tributed teams, engage in more mission development
and planning behaviors than formal leaders (Pielstick,
2000) and that teams with shared leadership do not dif-
fer from teams with hierarchical leadership structures in
their mission development processes (Carte, Chidam-
baram & Becker, 2006).

These results, however, may not necessarily hold
true across different types of virtuality and distribu-
tion. Highly virtual may might not necessarily be able
clearly define their mission as well as teams with low
virtuality because of the lack of audio and visual cues.
This can impact shared leadership, as it takes away
from the flow of information needed to ensure a shared
understanding of mission, which is critical when mul-
tiple leaders are attempting to coordinate in defining
the mission. Therefore, we propose:

Proposition 1a. Highly virtual teams who share the
function of defining the mission among individuals will
have more difficulty defining the mission than teams
low in virtuality.

However, it is also possible that virtual teams that
have a moderate degree of virtuality may be more cog-
nizant of the fact that they are not able to access these
social cues and therefore attempt to compensate in
other ways, reducing the negative impact of virtuality.
Indeed, Mesmer-Magnus and colleagues (2009) found
in their meta-analysis of virtual teams and information
sharing that virtual teams with a moderate degree of
virtuality were more likely to share information and
therefore perform better than either high or low virtu-
ality teams. In terms of mission definition, this could
mean that team members sharing this function would
attempt to maximize their degree of virtuality to ensure
clarity of the mission, such as through using multiple
virtual tools (e.g., text, telephone conversations) to
convey information. Therefore we propose:

Proposition 1b. Virtual teams with a moderate
degree of virtuality who share the function of defining
the mission will have less difficulty defining the mis-
sion than high virtuality teams.

Additionally, the distribution of the team could
impact the use of shared leadership to establish a
shared understanding of the team’s mission. Teams that
are not fully distributed may be more prone to defining
and structuring the team’s mission specific to their
team cell. For example, even if each team cell’s under-
standing of the mission is the same within the cell,
there may be differences across cells that prevent

appropriate coordination and communication. This
may be more pronounced if the leaders sharing the
function of mission definition are all collocated, as
they may be less likely to perceive differences in
shared understanding without the physical presence of
members. However, if fully distributed, the shared
leaders may make additional efforts to ensure that all
team members understand the mission. These different
perceptions of the mission could lead to poor execution
of behaviors in the action phase and, subsequently,
poorer performance. Therefore, it is proposed:

Proposition 1c. Mission definition will be more
challenging in partially distributed teams than in fully
distributed teams, particularly when leaders sharing
the function of mission definition are collocated.

However, there are proposed benefits of virtuality
and distribution. With high virtuality, teams external-
ize information electronically, allowing information to
be captured as a more permanent record that can later
be reviewed, either by members or leaders, to ensure
shared understanding (Malhotra, Majchrzak, & Rosen,
2007). This externalization of knowledge allows teams
to clearly share information, allowing for a more dis-
cernable set of mission tasks (Alge, et al., 2003).
Therefore, it may be the case that when leaders sharing
the mission definition function utilize virtual tools
effectively as resources for storing and retrieving
information, they will be better able to establish the
mission. Thus, we propose:

Proposition 1d. Virtual teams whose leaders maxi-
mize the capabilities of virtual tools will be more suc-
cessful in defining the mission than those who do not.

Establish Expectations and Goals. Once a team
has a common grasp on the mission, the next leadership
function involves establishing performance expecta-
tions and goals relative to that mission. In shared lead-
ership contexts, this function is often served by multi-
ple members of the team, with individual team mem-
bers typically conveying their own expectations while
adhering to a common set of goals and expectations
emerging from team interaction (Pearce & Sims, 2002).
Regardless of the leadership source, teams that facili-
tate goal setting are associated with improved perform-
ance (Cohen, Chang, & Ledford, 1997). In the virtual
team context, the presence of expectations and goals
has been shown to help develop a common team iden-
tity, which was subsequently associated with team
members collaborating more effectively (Cramton,
2001; Javenpaa & Leidner, 1999). However, no empir-
ical research has investigated the aspects of shared
leadership that impact the emergence of such shared
expectations in virtual teams.

In terms of the impact of virtuality and distribution
on sharing the function of setting expectations and
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goals, it is likely that both the degree of distribution
and virtuality may interact to negatively impact expec-
tations and goals. As with defining the mission, distrib-
uting team members across time and space, along with
reducing the richness of their communication media,
can negatively impact how well information is shared
(Cramton, 2001; Burke, et al., 2005). Furthermore, as
team members in highly virtual and fully distributed
teams may be from different cultures, it is likely that
developing a shared understanding regarding the
expectations of the team will be more challenging, as
culturally driven expectations may be distorted
through misunderstandings or biases (Jarvenpaa,
Knoll, & Leidner, 1998; Kayworth & Leidner,
2001/2002). This team member diversity can be espe-
cially difficult when the establishment of expectations
and goals is shared across team members who have
differing cultural beliefs as well. Therefore, we pro-
pose:

Proposition 2a: Expectations and goals will be
more challenging to establish in highly virtual and
fully distributed teams than teams moderate or low in
virtuality and distribution.

Potentially playing a key role in the development of
common expectations when leadership is shared is the
degree to which routines are present in virtual teams.
Bell and Kozwloski (2002) propose that leaders of vir-
tual teams should develop appropriate habitual rou-
tines early in the team’s lifecycle, which will aid in
perpetuating patterns of behavior. Habitual routines aid
in establishing expectations and reducing uninhibited
individual behavior, which can be problematic in virtu-
al teams (Siegel, Dubrovsky, Kiesler, & McGuire,
1986; Straus & McGrath, 1994). Establishing habitual
routines may be especially beneficial when leadership
is shared, as it provides some standards as to which
members will be serving particular leader functions,
and how these leader functions may be shared amongst
multiple or single members at any given time
(Hambley, et al., 2007). Therefore, we propose:

Proposition 2: Shared leadership will be more effec-
tive in establishing expectations and goals in virtual
teams when habitual routines are present early in the
team’s lifecycle.

Structure and Plan. Up to this point, these leader
functions have established how team members will
work independently from one another. The structuring
and planning function addresses the potential interac-
tions between team members during the transition
phase. Team members need to develop a shared under-
standing of how they will coordinate their actions
effectively in the accomplishment of team goals.
Moregson et al. (2009) informally suggest three main
parts to the structuring and planning function of lead-

ership: method, role clarification, and timing. Method
describes how work will be accomplished, role clarifi-
cation depicts who will do the work, and timing taps
when work will get done. In shared leadership, mem-
bers of the team are involved in the day-to-day func-
tions. Intuitively, by sharing this responsibility, mem-
bers should be more effective in understanding what it
the best way to the work, the temporal demands of the
task, team member expertise, and how to utilize team
member availability and expertise to meet temporally
driven task demands.

As this leadership function depends on the team
members’ understanding, the virtuality and distribution
of the team are bound to impact the effectiveness of
this function, specifically in terms of the formality of
interactions required. While structuring and planning
may be vulnerable to similar issues as mentioned for
defining the mission and setting goals and expecta-
tions, it is also possible that there can be some ways in
which virtuality and distribution can be advantageous
for this leader function. Specifically, low virtuality has
the potential to hinder the effectiveness of this leader-
ship function by providing fewer opportunities to clar-
ify the structure and plans in dynamic contexts. For
example, it may take more effort for low virtuality,
face to face teams to initiate planning and structuring,
as they require face to face meetings to do so. When
considering partially distributed teams, if the interac-
tions between team cells occur in a more formal mat-
ter, both teleconferences and videoconferences must be
planned in advance, which can be challenging if this
involves members in different time zones or countries
(Solomon, 1995). This, however, is not a restriction of
high virtuality teams, as regardless of synchronicity
information can be passed back and forth through more
informal channels such as instant messaging or email
as needed to supplement face to face meetings. Indeed,
this type of back and forth communication can enhance
structuring and planning, especially when tasks require
reciprocal interdependence and leaders as spread
across distance (Bell & Kozlwoski, 2002). Therefore,
we propose:

Proposition 3: Shared leadership of highly virtual
and partially/fully distributed teams that utilize more
informal virtual tools (e.g., instant messaging, emails)
on a regular basis will be more effective at structuring
and planning than if using more formal means (e.g.,
teleconferencing, videoconferencing) that require
additional coordination.

Provide Feedback. An important step in adapting
planning and performance in subsequent performance
cycles is the distribution of effective feedback. This
leadership function allows teams to understand previ-
ous performance cycles, adapt future behavior based
on previous performance, and develop over time
(Einstein & Humphreys, 2001). Within the context of
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shared leadership, Morgeson et al., (2009) suggest that
informal internal leadership is best at providing and
receiving ongoing task-related feedback, however,
other sources are better at providing feedback concern-
ing environmental changes and reflection of progress
towards team goals. However, there has been some
empirical research suggesting that when virtual team
leaders provide evaluative and systematic feedback,
there is a greater degree of team identification and
commitment (Sivunen, 2006).

The effectiveness of this leadership function, howev-
er, is highly dependent of the ease and type of informa-
tion conveyed between team members. For example,
teams with low virtuality are able to communicate dif-
ferent types of information with greater ease than medi-
um virtuality teams (e.g., images). Highly virtual teams
could potentially share complex feedback (e.g., images,
lists, bulleted points) with one another at the same level
as low virtuality teams due to the use of technologies
such as videoconferencing and collaborative software
(Kirkman & Mathieu, 2005); however, because of the
social limits of these communication mechanisms, low
virtuality teams might have an easier time with express-
ing this content in socially appropriate ways. This is
one area in which shared leadership may have a distinct
advantage for virtual and distribute teams, if the leaders
providing feedback are distributed across locations. For
example, teams with multiple members will have an
easier time providing feedback within collocated sub-
sets of the team because they are communicating face
to face. However, the ease of providing feedback
decreases when this leadership function travels across
locations. Therefore, we propose:

Proposition 4: Distribution of leaders sharing the
function of providing feedback impacts the success of
this feedback, such that feedback will be more success-
ful when members sharing this function are spread
across locations than when all members sharing the
function are collocated.

Action Phase Leadership Functions

When team members are focused on activities that
are directly contributing to their goals, they are said to
be in the action phase (Marks, et al., 2001). According
to Morgeson et al., (2009) there is another set of leader
functions performed in this phase. The functions per-
formed in this phase can be more time sensitive than
those functions performed in the transition phase due
to the interactivity needed to perform these functions.
We will look at the following leadership functions
through the lens of shared leadership under different
levels of virtuality and distribution: monitor team, per-
form team task, solve problems, support social climate.

Monitor Team. In order to keep a team on track and
fulfilling its potential, a leadership function that must

be performed is the monitoring of the team. This func-
tion is not limited to only monitoring team members’
processes and performance, but also extends to moni-
toring the environment (Hackman & Walton, 1986;
McGrath, 1962; Tukl, 1989). Team monitoring pro-
vides critical information to team members that influ-
ence the impact of subsequent leadership functions.
When team monitoring is present, team leaders are
seen as more effective and the team is more cohesive
(Kane, Zaccaro, Tremble, & Masuda, 2002). However,
Morgeson et al., (2009) suggest that different sources
are better able to provide specific types of monitoring
than others. It is suggested that when this leadership
function occurs as function of shared leadership, the
monitoring behaviors performed are likely to focus on
internal team aspects (e.g., performance, processes),
while external leadership will focus on team environ-
ment monitoring.

In both virtual and distributed teams, the ability to
monitor some or all of these behaviors may become
more challenging, especially in early stages of team
development. Particularly, as distribution increases, it
is more difficult for leaders to detect problems among
team members until the issue may already be out of
hand (Shuffler & Goodwin, 2007). Furthermore, it is
likely that highly virtual teams’ leaders will have a
harder time gauging the level of functioning in a team
than teams that have low virtuality due to the lack of
verbal and non-verbal cues (Owens, Neale, & Sutton,
2000). Additionally, unevenly and evenly distributed
teams may be able to monitor within cell processes
more effectively but experience the challenges with
detecting differences in processes and performance
among cells. However, all of this may be a function of
time, as time has been found to be a key factor in vir-
tual team performance (Martins et al., 2004). One
notable finding in the virtual teams literature is that
such teams often perform on the same level as—or
better than—face to face teams if given enough time
to establish patterns and an understanding of how
members function (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999). This
may be especially true when monitoring is shared
among team members, as team members may need
additional time to determine which members are mon-
itoring other members and for partially distributed
teams, establish mechanisms for developing monitor-
ing both within and across teams. Therefore, we pro-
pose that:

Proposition 5: The effectiveness of shared team
monitoring is a function of time in virtual teams, such
that virtual teams with a compressed amount of time to
establish a pattern or mechanism for monitoring will
be less effective than virtual teams with more time.

Perform Team Task. The functional leadership
approach suggests that it is the team leader’s role to
fulfill any necessary tasks/duties that other team mem-
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bers cannot (Fleishman, et al., 1991; Zaccaro, Heinen,
& Shuffler, 2009). This theory is seen within this lead-
ership function and is especially important to shared
leadership. Leaders who are involved in day-to-day
activities have a better understanding of the team
process and where the team may be lacking in terms of
task completion. This ground level understanding pro-
vides leaders with “the ability to get things done”
(Hackman and Walton, 1986, pp. 108), which is neces-
sary in order to perform this task. Mumford and col-
leagues (Mumford, Campion, & Morgeson, 2006;
Mumford, Van Iddekinge, Morgeson, & Campion,
2008) hypothesize several leadership roles: contactor,
creator, contributor, completer, and critic. Due to the
nature of shared leadership, it is likely that the division
of these roles among members instead of simply hav-
ing one leader perform all these roles may be a great
advantage as it spreads the cognitive load of these roles
across multiple people. Thus we propose:

Proposition 6a: Virtual teams who more equally dis-
tribute various leadership roles (e.g., creator, contrib-
utor, completer) will be more successful at performing
the team task than those who do not.

However, this may not always hold when consider-
ing the team’s degree of virtuality and distribution.
Virtual teams tend to have a focus on task-specific
issues and less of a focus on relation-specific issues
(Chidambaram & Bostrom, 1997; Walther, 1996).
Therefore, it may be likely that these types of roles are
less successful in virtual teams, as they simply may
not get the attention they need even when roles are
divided among team members. Furthermore, it may be
more difficult in highly virtual and more distributed
environments for leaders to determine when to enact
their leadership roles, as it may be more difficult to
detect when the team needs assistance. This can be a
particular problem, as Klein et al (2006) found that in
shared leadership work environments, teams that were
more effective had leaders that were able to recognize
when it was necessary to either delegate responsibili-
ties or directly intervene to maintain high levels of
performance. As virtuality and distribution increase, it
may be more challenging for leaders sharing this
responsibility to recognize when to intervene or dele-
gate, especially in terms of relation specific issues.
This may be especially problematic in partially dis-
tributed teams where one or more individuals are dis-
tributed from those sharing the leadership function, as
their needs may be especially difficult to assess. Thus
we propose:

Proposition 6b: As the degrees of virtuality and dis-
tribution increase in teams, leaders sharing the func-
tion of taking an active role in the team’s task will be
less successful, particularly in terms of assisting in
relation-specific issues.

Solve Problems. A team facing complex and
ambiguous situations is not an uncommon occurrence
in modern day organizations. It is a leadership respon-
sibility to simplify and clarify these team dilemmas.
Accordingly, a better understanding of the day-to-day
activities, along with the first hand knowledge of team
members, makes shared leadership an optimal condi-
tion for this function to operate within. Problem solv-
ing typically involves identifying and evaluating prob-
lems with the task, effectively using team expertise to
address problems, and, lastly, providing effective solu-
tions to problems (Hiller, Day, & Vance, 2006). Teams
sharing the leadership function are in the best position
of any type of leadership to address problems that arise
in the team, due to their proximity to the issue
(Morgeson, et al., 2009).

In terms of virtual teams enacting shared leadership,
the impact of the virtuality and distribution of the team
could potentially interact with the type of problem
occurring, causing team members to be either more
proximal or distal from the problem occurring. For
example, low virtual team could better address scenar-
ios where the problem can be solved via verbal and
nonverbal behaviors (e.g., talking through the process
of a complicated procedure), while teams that are high-
ly virtual will only be able to provide the steps to that
procedure without associated social cues, which could
be less effective. However, in teams that are highly vir-
tual and sharing this leadership function, if the prob-
lem requires creativity to solve it, having more team
members available as well as a combination of virtual
tools to be utilized may provide a better solution to the
problem (Kayworth & Leidner, 1999). Thus we pro-
pose:

Proposition 7a: Success of leaders who share prob-
lem solving responsibilities in virtual teams will
depend upon the degree of virtuality as well as the type
of problem to be solved.

Furthermore, the distribution of the team may also
matter. When receiving shared input on how to solve a
problem, unevenly distributed cells (in terms of either
members or importance of information shared) may
encourage the development of majority/minority dif-
ferences, introducing unnecessary conflict (Montoya-
Weiss, et al., 1999). Thus, it is proposed:

Proposition 7b: In partially distributed virtual
teams, sharing of problem solving functions will be
more challenging when teams are unevenly distrib-
uted.

Support Social Climate. Finally, an integral part of
the success of shared virtual team leadership is a cohe-
sive team (Powell, Piccoli, & Ives, 2004), therefore,
the leadership function of supporting social climate is
critical to these team’s effectiveness. This function typ-
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ically addresses interpersonal issues within the teams,
which might be more likely to occurred in shared lead-
ership teams if there is a disconnect between team
member’s perceptions of teams roles, expertise, and
the like. However, leaders within shared leadership
teams are more apt to address this issue due their prox-
imity with the members involved. Some of the behav-
iors associated with this leadership function include
respect for team member’s idea, warmth, and concern
for interpersonal discrepancies (Schminke, Wells,
Peyrefitte & Sebora, 2002). Though shared leader-
ship should facilitate this leadership function, very lit-
tle empirical research has investigated this issue direct-
ly.

A potential roadblock of this leadership function
could be the degree to which team members interact
virtually. It could be theorized that, in order to fully
understand climate, one needs to assess the verbal and
non-verbal social cues occurring within a team
(Kayworth & Leidner, 2001/2002; Connaughton &
Shuffler, 2007). However, as the level of virtuality
increases, team members are less likely to come to a
shared understanding of the team’s social climate. This
inconsistency in team member’s understanding of
social climate, should be especially apparent in fully
distributed teams. Thus, we propose:

Proposition 8a: Shared leadership will be more
effective in maintaining the social climate of virtual
teams than traditional vertical leadership.

Proposition 8b: The success of shared leadership in
maintain the social climate of virtual teams will be
impacted by the degree of virtuality and distribution,
such that shared leaders in highly virtual and fully dis-
tributed teams will be less successful in maintaining
social climate than moderate or low virtuality, partial-
ly distributed or face-to-face teams.

Conclusion & Future Directions

Certainly, there are many areas of research to be
explored when considering shared leadership in virtu-
al teams. As mentioned previously, this set of proposi-
tions is not meant to serve as a comprehensive list of
the needs for future research, but instead is designed to
provide insight into the types of questions that need to
be explored in this area of leadership and teams
research. In terms of future research, each of these
propositions is in need of empirical support, whether it
be through qualitative or quantitative means.

Researchers should consider a range of methods to
explore this area of research, as much of the virtual
teams literature has benefitted from the use of qualita-
tive case studies and communication analyses to
advance our understanding. Furthermore, from a quan-
titative perspective, techniques such as social network

analysis can be advantageous in this type of research,
as it provides a more holistic examination of the team
as opposed to simply capturing self-report measures. It
is also important that researchers consider utilizing dif-
ferent techniques for aggregating virtual teams and
shared leadership data, as there may be much to gain
from understanding how the minimum or maximum
levels of, or variance within, a construct can affect
teams differently than just examining the average level
(Kozlowski & Klein, 2000).

In addition to advancing theory, exploring virtuality,
distribution, and shared leadership can greatly benefit
practice as well. As mentioned earlier, virtual teams
are continuing to increase in prevalence in the work-
place; therefore, understanding how differing degrees
of virtuality and distribution can impact the success of
leadership is critical. One area in which advancing
research regarding the aforementioned propositions
may be particularly beneficial is the training of leaders
and team members in virtual environments.
Developing virtual team leaders is no easy feat, as
noted in a range of practical guidelines already in exis-
tence (Avolio & Kahai, 2003; Bell & Kozlowski, 2002;
Cascio & Shurygailo, 2003). However, preparing lead-
ers for virtual teams is even more challenging when
considering how needs may differ based on the degree
of virutality and distribution. Furthermore, virtual
teams may combine members with varying degrees of
leader expertise, with little to no preparation regarding
how to combine this expertise to address the multiple
leader functions. Therefore, from a practical perspec-
tive, providing clarity on many of the propositions pro-
vided here can aid in determining the specific content
of training programs geared towards improving leader-
ship in virtual teams. By focusing on the differences
among degrees of virtuality and distribution that may
impact the success of leader functions in such teams,
training programs can be developed that specifically
target the needs of a particular organization or type of
virtual team (e.g., high distribution, moderate virtuali-
ty). Furthermore, shared leadership training programs
can also substantial implications for developing effec-
tive virtual team leadership, as they can promote not
the singular “leader” development that many organiza-
tions currently favor, but a more team-based approach
that improves “leadership” as a whole across the team.

Another area with practical implications for under-
standing shared leadership in virtual teams is the selec-
tion and composition of such teams. Certainly, some
individuals may be more prepared than others to work
in virtual teams (Blackburn, et al., 2003); however, it
may also be possible that the degree of virtuality and
distribution matters when considering virtual team
composition, as some individuals may be better able to
adapt to more or less virtual and distributed environ-
ments. A team member who is able to work effectively
on a fully distributed and highly virtual team may find
face to face meetings very challenging in terms of
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accomplishing tasks. When adding in the fact that
leadership functions may be shared across team mem-
bers, identifying members for virtual teams becomes
not simply a factor of which individuals’ specific task-
relevant skills are necessary for successful perform-
ance, but also their skill in performing necessary leader
functions. Therefore, investigating the research propo-
sitions within this paper, as well as others that connect
these different factors, is critical to advancing our
understanding of team member selection and team
composition as a whole.

In summary, the goal of this paper is to inspire
future thinking regarding the roles of virtuality, distri-
bution, and their impact on shared leadership functions
in virtual teams. By providing a clear cut set of defini-
tions as well as propositions to drive research, it is
hoped that researchers will be better prepared to
address the needs of both theory development and
practitioners. While shared leadership has little empir-
ical research in terms of virtual teams, its increasing
prevalence in the workplace and around the world
demands attention. 
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