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Abstract 

Managers’ ability to engage virtual employees (those in different geographic locations) is 

a determining factor of employee productivity and commitment to an organization. Since 

2005, the number of U.S.-based virtual employees increased; however, research 

regarding virtual communication and employee engagement is limited. The purpose of 

this quantitative study was to examine if a significant correlation exists between 

employee engagement (the dependent variable) and the quantity and perceived quality of 

virtual management communication (the independent variables). The research question 

assessed the correlation among the quantity of time managers spend communicating with 

virtual employees, quality of virtual communication, and employee engagement. 

Homans’s social exchange theory served as the theoretical framework. Data collection 

involved an online survey from 71 U.S.-based virtual employees, working primarily from 

home. The results of the regression analysis were statistically significant, F(2, 67) = 7.14, 

p = .002, R2 = .18, indicating that quantity of time a manager a spent communicating 

with virtual employees and the virtual employees’ perceived quality of communication 

positively affected employee engagement. Findings indicated that managers who 

communicate more frequently and have a higher perceived quality of communication are 

more likely to have engaged employees. Business leaders can use this study to inform 

managers of the need for frequent, high-quality communication with their virtual 

employees. The findings will contribute to social change by providing organizational 

leaders with useful strategic information to increase the employee engagement of home-

based virtual employees.  
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study  

Business leaders transformed the work environment with the introduction of 

virtual organizations and offices (Kauppila, Rajala, & Jyrämä, 2011). As such, the role of 

the manager is evolving; the quantity of time that managers communicate with 

employees, along with the perceived quality of those interactions, can influence the 

workers’ level of engagement (Mone, Eisinger, Guggenheim, Price, & Stine, 2011). 

Concurrently, employee engagement is a determining factor of the productivity and 

commitment of workers to an organization (Bakker, Demerouti, & ten Brummelhuis, 

2012).  

The topic of employee engagement is prominent with modern business leaders 

and industry researchers. Employees make a psychological link between an individual 

task and the effect the task has on others when management clearly communicates the 

significance (Grant & Berry, 2011). Through this quantitative study, I determined a 

significant degree of correlation exists between the quantity of time managers spend 

communicating with virtual employees, the perceived quality of communication 

(independent variables), and employee engagement (dependent variable). I added to the 

body of knowledge related to employee engagement with the findings that the quantity 

of time a manager spends communicating with virtual employees and perceived quality 

of communication actually predict employee engagement.  

Background of the Problem 

A virtual worker is an individual who works from home or otherwise outside of 

traditional, centralized offices. This working arrangement is a valuable and growing 



2 
 

 

phenomenon (He & Brown, 2013). The number of managers supervising teams of 

employees who work in different physical locations is increasing. In 2001, 14.9% of the 

employed Americans did some or all work from home; and in 2004, that number rose to 

15.1% of wage and salary workers (U.S. Department of Labor, 2005). The U.S. Senate 

passed the Telework Enhancement Act of 2010 on September 30, 2010, which President 

Obama subsequently signed into law on December 9, 2010. This law requires 

governmental agencies to establish virtual work policies, designate a Telework Managing 

Officer to oversee virtual practices in each agency or department, and establish virtual 

training programs for workers and managers (H.R. 1722—111th Congress: Telework 

Enhancement Act, 2010).  

The number of American workers working away from their managers increased 

dramatically. The U.S. Department of Labor found that, in 2001, 19.8 million 

professionals did some work from home as part of their primary job (U.S. Department of 

Labor, 2005). By 2013, the number of American virtual workers had increased to more 

than 23 million, and 23% of all U.S.-based workers performed some work at home (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2014).  

Advantages of virtual employment increased work productivity and decreased 

transportation costs. Business leaders may encourage these benefits by implementing 

telework initiatives. Barber, Garnar-Wortzel, and Morris (2011) stated that because of 

teleworking, organizational leaders realized a reduction of 247.7 million tons of 

emissions from fewer drivers. Permitting employees to work from home is dual-

purposed. Both the public and private sectors in Great Britain seek to ensure increased 
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production during inclement weather and provide an increase in flexibility to employees 

(Wheatley, 2012). In exchange for this sense of flexibility, business leaders seek to 

increase work productivity and employee engagement while decreasing office-related 

expenses. Employee engagement describes the state in which an employee exhibits high 

levels of commitment and identification with the firm, a proclivity to work harder, and 

the level of performance that is at the peak of his or her abilities (Shahid & Azhar, 2013). 

An organization’s commitment to work-life balance also attracts and retains highly 

skilled employees (Wheatley, 2012).  

          Recruiting talented employees provides businesses with a competitive human 

resource advantage (Campbell, Coff, & Kryscynski, 2012). A leader who retains the 

talent is equally important (Festing & Schäfer, 2014). The purpose of Robles’s (2012) 

study was to determine the critical soft skills that employers want from their employees 

so that business educators can promote these skills in their curriculum to improve the 

employability of graduating business seniors. Through the results, Robles (2012) 

identified the top 10 soft skills attributes deemed critical by business executives; 

communication, integrity, and courtesy were among the top priorities.  

According to Zeffane, Tipu, and Ryan (2011), trust, and interpersonal 

communication have a direct relation to employee morale and satisfaction and the quality 

of manager-employee communication. Christian, Garza, and Slaughter (2011) described 

job satisfaction and work engagement as conceptually distinct constructs with different 

antecedents and outcomes. Managers might be able to increase engagement by creating 

an atmosphere that facilitates employees’ perceptions of meaningful work (Christian et 
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al., 2011).  

           Organizational studies about motivation indicate how morale and organizational 

commitment can have an influence on productivity (Gubman, 2004; Lindenberg & Foss, 

2011). Engaged employees have an emotional attachment and a genuine commitment to 

their organization and are willing to increase productivity (Shahid & Azhar, 2013). 

Various determining factors contribute to an employee’s level of engagement; the results 

of the Bakker et al. (2012) study revealed task performance, contextual performance, and 

active learning as determining factors of employee engagement. Allowing workers to 

work from home can initially increase the employee’s level of engagement; conversely, 

the potential lack of engagement could reduce the productivity of virtual workers 

(Sardeshmukh, Sharma, & Golden, 2012). Organizational commitment related to 

supervisory support and compensation (Atif, Muhammad, & Asad, 2011).  

Technological developments such as information communication technologies 

(ICTs), a global talent pool, and a dynamic business environment enable organizations to 

operate across further distances; and the advent of virtual teaming caused a reorientation 

of business communication from the shift in communication platforms including the 

incorporation of computer mediated communication (Caya, Mortensen, & Pinsonneault, 

2013). I investigated the quantity, quality, and method of virtual management 

communication. This topic of the correlation between virtual communication and 

employee engagement is highly relevant to virtual management because manager-

employee communication has a strong bearing on worker engagement (Farndale, Van 
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Ruiten, Kelliher, & Hope‐Hailey, 2011), and virtually managed teams are growing in 

popularity.  

Problem Statement 

Organizations with less engaged employees have lower productivity and less 

profitability (Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002). Engaged employees are 38% more likely 

than unengaged counterparts to put forth discretionary effort (Shuck, Reio, & Rocco, 

2011). Managers of virtual teams need the skills to engage their employees by using 

varied communication mediums (Chen, 2012). The general business problem was that 

email is ineffective as a primary means of communication as recipients correctly interpret 

the tone only part of the time (Jackson & van den Hooff, 2012). The specific business 

problem was that managers of virtual team employees lack knowledge of the skills and 

information needed to implement employee engagement in U.S.-based companies.  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of the quantitative study was to determine whether significant 

correlations exist between the quantity of time virtual managers spend communicating 

with employees, the employees’ perceived quality of communications with managers, 

and employee engagement. The targeted population consisted of virtual workers from the 

U.S.-based small business ABC Designs (pseudonym for organization). This population 

was appropriate because the participants held varied job responsibilities. The population 

also supplied a sufficient sample for this study. The independent variables were (a) 

quantity of time virtual managers spend communicating with employees, and (b) the 

perceived quality of communications. The dependent variable was employee 



6 
 

 

engagement. The population consisted of U.S.-based managers and employees working 

virtually in the training and development field of human resources. The implications for 

positive social change include the potential to influence the way businesses prepare 

managers to lead home-based virtual teams. 

 Nature of the Study  

I used the quantitative method for this study. According to Karanja, Zaveri, and 

Ahmed (2013), quantitative research includes an inquiry into a problem, when based on 

testing a theory composed of variables. Quantitative researchers measure the problem 

with numbers and analyze the data statistics. I considered several types of studies, 

including experimental, cause-effect, and causal-comparative. In experimental studies, a 

researcher manipulates the cause, and the measurement of subjects occurs before and 

after treatment. In cause-effect research, the establishment of a relationship is comparing 

the cause (independent variable) to the effect (dependent variable). In causal-comparative 

research, the establishment of a cause-effect relationship enables comparison of the 

relationship but not manipulation of the case (Llamas & Boza, 2011). Finally, researchers 

using a correlational research design examine the relationship between variables based on 

existing theory (Fiss, 2011). I selected the correlational design after considering the 

cause-effect, and causal-comparative designs because of this study had three variables.  

Research Question 

My goal for the research study was to gain a better understanding of virtual 

communication of managers. Information in this study may assist researchers in the field 

of management communication. Understanding the possible correlations between virtual 
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management, communication, and employee engagement add value to the field of 

management because virtual teaming continues to grow. The research question was: Are 

there any significant correlations between the quantity of time managers spend 

communicating with virtual employees, quality of virtual communication, and employee 

engagement? 

Hypotheses 

The null and alternative hypotheses associated with this research question were: 

H10:  There are no statistically significant correlations between the quantity of 

time managers spend communicating with employees, quality of virtual 

communication, and employee engagement, within virtual teams.  

H1A: There are positive statistically significant correlations between the 

quantity of time managers spend communicating with employees, quality of 

virtual communication, and employee engagement, within virtual teams. 

Survey Questions 

I used Schaufeli and Bakker’s (2003) Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9) 

to measure employee engagement. Researchers used UWES to assess employee 

engagement in various industries (Seppälä et al., 2009). In this survey instrument, each 

statement is about how workers feel at work. The complete, formatted survey is in 

Appendix E. Participants indicated how often they agree with the survey options by using 

a Likert-type scale survey. Each survey question listed below had seven possible Likert -

type scale responses: never, a few times a year or fewer, once a month or less, a few 

times a month, once a week, a few times a week, and every day. The respondents 
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completed the following survey questions to measure the dependent variable, 

employment engagement: 

1. At my work, I feel bursting with energy. 

2. At my job, I feel strong and vigorous. 

3. I am enthusiastic about my job. 

4. My job inspires me. 

5. When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work. 

6. I feel happy when I am working intensely. 

7. I am proud of the work that I do. 

8. I am immersed in my work. 

9. I get carried away when I’m working. 

The questions measured the first independent variable, quantity of communication 

managers have with virtual employees, using different modes of communication.  

1. I communicate with my manager. 

2. Outside of team meetings, my manager and I communicate via telephone.  

3. Outside of team/ group emails, my manager and I communicate via email.  

4. My manager and I communicate via Instant Messenger. 

5. Outside of team/ group meetings, my manager and I communicate via video 

conference. 

Each survey question had seven possible responses: never, a few times a year or 

fewer, once a month or less, a few times a month, once a week, a few times a week, and 

every day. The respondents completed the Likert-type scale survey questions.  
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The following questions measured the second independent variable, the virtual 

employees’ perceived quality of communication with their managers. Each survey 

question had seven possible responses: never, a few times a year or fewer, once a month 

or less, a few times a month, once a week, a few times a week, and every day. The 

respondents completed the survey questions with the Likert-type scale. The following 

five questions tested the independent variable, perceived quality communication:  

1. I have high-quality or inspiring work-related communication with my manager. 

2. Outside of team meetings, I have high-quality or inspiring work-related 

communication with my manager via telephone.  

3. Outside of team/ group emails, I have high-quality or inspiring work-related 

communication with my manager via email.  

4. I have high-quality or inspiring work-related communication with my manager 

via Instant Messenger. 

5. I have high-quality or inspiring work-related communication with my manager 

via video conference. 

 Schaufeli and Bakker’s (2003) Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) 

measures employee burnout and engagement. Schaufeli and Bakker’s survey instrument 

also posited social relationships have an effect on both burnout and employee 

engagement (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). The integration of social interaction is 

congruent with the social exchange theory used in this study. 

Schaufeli and Salanova (2011) noted that the UWES is a popular instrument for 

engagement researchers. Both a 17-question version (UWES-17) and a 9-question 
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version (UWES-9) of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale exist. In their 2009 study, 

Seppälä et al. researched both the 17-item and 9-item versions of the UWES. Factor 

analysis supported the hypothesized correlated three-factor structure—vigor, dedication, 

absorption—of both UWES surveys. While the structure of the UWES-17 did not remain 

the same across the samples and time, the structure of the UWES-9 was unaffected. 

Seppälä et al. (2009) recommended the UWES-9 for future research because of the 

considerable construct validity. 

Theoretical Framework 

The social exchange theory (SET) was the theoretical framework of this study. 

This theory asserts that the trust between individuals and the expectation that other 

parties will fulfill their unspecified obligation is the framework for business relationships 

(Holmes, 1981). Deriving the SET from economics, psychology, and sociology concepts, 

Homans (1958) developed the SET to understand the social behavior of humans in 

economic activities. The central theme of SET defined social behavior as an exchange of 

intangible currency. Intangible rewards such as support, recognition, and prestige are 

examples of social exchanges (Homans, 1958). Faraj and Johnson (2011) applied SET to 

research online communities; Robnett and Feliciano (2011) specifically reviewed the 

influences of SET on building online dating relationships. The theory states that constant 

negotiation occurs during social exchanges between those who give social rewards, and 

those who seek to earn them. Similarly, social debits occur when a person gives 

unrequited social rewards (Homans, 1958). 



11 
 

 

Interpersonal interactions within SET are economic exchanges in which people 

satisfy one another when each receives a fair return on expenditures (Blau, 1964). A 

series of contingencies normally occur within an interaction between two individuals, 

wherein these individuals modify their resources to the others’ expectations (Emerson, 

1962). Self-interest can assist to enhance relationships and can even portray a positive 

trait within these exchanges (Blau, 1964). Emerson viewed power as the property of a 

relation and not an actor because it is dependent on other players. 

Social exchange theory is a theoretical framework of considerable research in 

different fields including tourism (Ward & Berno, 2011), business loyalty rewards (Lee, 

Capella, Taylor, Luo, & Gabler, 2014), and online shopping (Shiau & Luo, 2012). 

Tourism, business loyalty rewards, and online shopping are all examples of the same 

central concept of actors exchanging resources via a social exchange relationship 

(Walumbwa, Cropanzano, & Goldman, 2011). Rooted in SET, regarding social status, 

members of a society have a general indebtedness to others who provide them with 

support (Agneessens & Wittek, 2012). SET is important to various fields. Online dating 

and information communication technologists use the social exchange theory to research 

their industries (Robnett & Feliciano, 2011). 

Consistent with the social exchange theory, the Internet culture encourages 

collaboration, cooperation, and sharing (Chaudhuri & Ghosh, 2012; Robnett & Feliciano, 

2011). People who participate in virtual communities are motivated to do so for different 

and individual reasons (Wheatley, 2012). In social exchanges, a receiver reciprocates a 

positive personal effect by providing positive outcomes to the other party, often 
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characterized as citizenship behavior. The SET outlines the conditions under which 

people are obligated to repay behavior or actions that they receive from others, such as 

virtual managers and their team members (Agneessens & Wittek, 2012). Virtual 

employee job commitment directly relates to social exchanges (Fay & Kline, 2011). 

A variety of factors associated with existing manager and subordinate 

relationships in a virtual environment revealed the basic context of the SET. Farr-

Wharton, Brunetto, and Shacklock (2011) used the SET to study the synergistic 

environment of empowerment. Others used SET to determine organizational commitment 

(Gutierrez, Candela, & Carver, 2012). I selected the SET as the theoretical framework for 

this study for two reasons (a) the theory is appropriate in the context of a growing virtual 

workforce, and (b) the theory is appropriate to assess the needs of this growing virtual 

workforce. SET is a worthwhile topic to propose and test hypotheses that could add to the 

body of knowledge related, and use this knowledge to make positive changes in the 

workplace.  

Definition of Terms 

This section includes definitions of terms used in this research study. Defined 

terms may have common meanings; however, the outlined definitions delineate the 

meanings related to the context of this study. 

Employee engagement: Employee engagement is a positive, fulfilling, work-

related state of mind often characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption. Rather than 

a momentary and specific state, engagement refers to a more persistent and pervasive 
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affective-cognitive state that is not focused on any particular object, event, individual, or 

behavior (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003).  

Job embeddedness: Job embeddedness is the level of attachment an individual has 

to his or her job. Employees who highly attach to their work tend to be inseparable from 

it. They find work both motivating and fulfilling (Zhang, Fried, & Griffeth, 2012). 

Information communication technology: Information and Communication 

Technology (ICT) is the study of the technology used to handle information and aid 

communication. ICT encompasses areas such as telephony, broadcast media, and all 

types of audio and video processing and transmission (Craig & Williams, 2011; 

Donnellan, Sheridan, & Curry, 2011). 

Organizational communities of practice: Organizational Communities of Practice 

(OCoPs) are groups of employees who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion 

about a topic and who strengthen their knowledge and expertise by interacting on a 

consistent basis (Kirkman, Mathieu, Cordery, Rosen, & Kukenberger, 2011). 

Social exchange theory: All business relationships correlate to individuals’ trust 

that other parties will fulfill their obligations. Social exchanges were characterized by the 

ability to obtain profits in a relationship is contingent on the ability to provide others with 

rewards. Norms such as reciprocity, justice, and fairness regulate social exchanges 

(Holmes, 1981; Homans, 1958). 

Telework: Also referred to as mobile work, Telework includes workers who work 

at home and work completed in satellite offices (Martin & MacDonnell, 2012). 



14 
 

 

Virtual team: Virtual team is a geographically dispersed team that conducts its 

work almost entirely through electronic technology (Chi, Chang, & Tsou, 2012). 

Virtual worker: A virtual worker is an individual who works from home, or 

otherwise outside of traditional, centralized offices (He & Brown, 2013). 

Work–life balance: A concept including the prioritizing of a person’s career and 

lifestyle is work life balance. A common theory is that providing the delicate balance 

between work and lifestyle enhances employee performance by creating reduced work-

life conflict (McMillan, Morris, & Atchley, 2011). 

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

Assumptions 

The primary assumption was that respondents were truthful and thoughtful in 

their responses. I also assumed the respondents were free from ulterior motives to shape 

their responses to the research instrument. I assessed the following assumptions: 

normality, linearity, multicollinearity, and homoscedasticity, disproving each.  

Limitations 

Each study has potential weaknesses called limitations (Mitchell & Jolley, 2010). The 

participants’ locations, length of virtual relationships, and employment status were all 

limitations for this study because they had a bearing on the responses. This study is 

incongruent to other industries because all respondents came from one firm. This may 

affect the generalizability as there are several types of virtual teams, yet this study’s 

respondents only represent one version of a virtual team. This design inherently limited 

potential results if some departmental leaders encouraged their teams to participate more 
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than other teams. Numerous unmeasured factors or variables may influence the 

hypothesized relationship. Another limitation would include the short span of time 

participants had to submit their responses. The final limitation is the consideration of 

external organizational factors, such as pending layoffs or changes in leadership, were not 

included in this study, which potentially influenced the results of the employee 

engagement.  

Delimitations 

Researchers impress boundaries, called delimitations, in an effort to focus the 

capacity of the study (Mitchell & Jolley, 2010). A delimitation of this study includes the 

geographic location of the participants. The geographic location of participants was 

within the United States. However, the literature review focused on both national and 

international virtual teaming. The literature about virtual teaming was global and 

contributed to the shaping of the hypotheses. The population of U.S.-based virtual 

workers studied, and the resulting findings, may not be generalizable to non-Western 

cultures. The research study boundaries included the hypotheses, social exchange theory, 

employee engagement, and management communication literature and research. The goal 

was not to introduce other potential factors affecting virtual employee-manager 

relationships, but to build onto the body of knowledge and to positively influence 

businesses employing virtual workers.  
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Significance of the Study 

Contribution to Business Practice 

The number of American employees who work on virtual teams has increased 

(Caillier, 2012). The ability to engage these workers provides a unique challenge not 

known to managers in previous work generations (Mitlacher, 2012). This study adds to 

the existing body of knowledge that researchers and leaders can use related to virtual 

management communication literature. 

The results of this study could affect positive social change in management by 

drawing attention to the significant correlations between virtual management 

communication training and employee engagement. This study further included an 

illumination the importance of primary exchanges between virtual managers and workers 

that positively and negatively influenced employee engagement. The results of this study 

may provide leaders with useful strategic information to increase the employee 

engagement of home-based virtual employees. In highly competitive work environments, 

firms seek to gain qualified staff and to engage staff. The optimal employee engagement 

levels occur when a firm attracts the most qualified employees, retains those employees, 

and empowers them to perform consistently at the highest levels of their abilities 

(Campbell et al., 2012).  

Several virtual workplace research studies are available, including virtual 

workplaces regarding network security (Caldwell, 2011), network architecture (Rosu & 

Dragoi, 2011), and professional and social isolation (Bartel et al., 2012). A need exists to 

examine the level of employee engagement of virtual workers (Jenkins & Delbridge, 
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2013). Golden and Fromen (2011), the authors of a study about managerial work modes 

and subordinate work experiences, recommended the need for further investigation of 

managerial work methods and worker experiences. As stated by Palanski, Kahai, and 

Yammarino (2011), the perception of managerial-subordinate trust affects individual 

performance. They found transparency positively related to team behavioral integrity, 

which also positively related to team trust. They also found a positive relationship 

between team trust and team performance (Palanski et al., 2011). 

According to Sarker et al. (2011), a close conceptual affinity exists between the 

constructs of trust and communication in virtual teaming. Managers must be prepared to 

build trusting relationships with employees to accomplish organizational objectives; the 

stronger the communication practices, the stronger the potential relationships developed 

(Sarker et al., 2011). As the number of virtual workers increases, organizational leaders 

must address the effectiveness of managers’ and employees’ communication skills. 

Enhanced skills include verbal and written communication skills, the ability to manage 

tasks and empower business partners, finesse to drive performance, and skill to diffuse 

dissension among virtual team members (Bartel et al., 2012). Much like traditional 

management training, virtual management training preempts many of the challenges that 

virtual managers face. As noted in the Telework Enhancement Act, broad-based telework 

training for managers and employees will help to set proper expectations of all parties (as 

cited by Day & Burbach, 2011). 
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Implications for Social Change 

The results of this study could affect positive social change through management 

communication by drawing attention to the significant correlations between virtual 

management communication and employee engagement. Sarker et al. (2011) focused on 

understanding the perception of communication best practices between managers and 

employees. In general, social change related to any form of communication involves the 

use of several techniques to address ineffective systems or communication processes. 

Different communication mediums and approaches help individuals among the targeted 

society to acquire new knowledge and skills (Leonardi, 2014). Effective communication 

may allow workplace communities to experience and guide change (Leeuwis & Aarts, 

2011). 

Employees are inherently in the center of the communication process. Everyday 

communicative exchanges and self-organization among societal agents are likely to be of 

critical significance in connection with the re-ordering of social relationships (Leeuwis & 

Aarts, 2011). In virtual relationships, technology plays an integral role to facilitate 

communication. Leaders of organizations can enhance virtual communication by 

investing time, training, and resources for members of virtual teams. This study provides 

a basis for such an investment. 

A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature 

Employees make a psychological link between their individual task and the effect 

the task will have on others when team managers adequately communicate the 

significance (Grant & Berry, 2011). With the highly competitive business environment, 
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characterized by intense competition and constant changes, organizations adopt strategic 

information systems in an effort to enhance their competitive posture (Wu, 2012). 

Luftman et al. (2012) stated when managed correctly, information technology delivers 

value through revenue enhancement, cost reduction, and improved efficiency and 

productivity. The topic of virtual communication is relevant to multiple industries. As 

organizational leaders continue to invest in strategic information systems, the role of 

managers in organizations is also evolving to take advantage of the emerging 

technological possibilities (Dodgson, Gann, & Phillips, 2013). 

The role of the manager evolves as technology enhances communication 

mediums. Virtual managers supervise teams without consideration of geographical 

proximity (Hanson, Ward, Pacific, & Chin, 2012). Virtual teaming affects 

communication between managers and employees, as the face-to-face component of 

communication is limited (Watson-Manheim, Chudoba, & Crowston, 2012). While is a 

considerable amount of research regarding employee engagement, changing dynamics in 

communication expose research gaps connected to employee engagement with virtual 

working relationships. The amount of time that managers communicate with employees, 

along with the quality of those interactions, can influence the workers’ level of 

engagement (Mone et al., 2011). Employee engagement is the willingness to expend 

personal energies on behalf of an organization (Klein, Molloy, & Brinsfield, 2012). This 

literature review encompasses contemporary theories, as well as relevant research about 

employee engagement, leadership, and motivation. 
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Purpose of the Literature Review 

The purpose of this section is to explore the research gap in virtual management 

communication. This literature review includes analyses and syntheses of contemporary 

research studies, as well as paradigms of management communication training, virtual 

team management, virtual team challenges and traits, and employee engagement. This 

literature review also contains theories that help to understand virtual teaming, and 

associated organizational challenges. In the literature review, I discuss the potential 

research areas for future study. The literature review includes peer-reviewed journals and 

other acceptable academic sources and involved a comparison of past research studies 

results. In the review of the literature section, I summarize the ideas of the past research 

studies and aimed at filling research gaps. The existing concepts are the background for 

the examination of employee engagement challenges uniquely applied to virtual workers. 

The literature review includes a clarification of the rationale for selecting the 

study variables and building on the theoretical framework. The research studies provided 

a context to the communication challenges that managers face in understanding the 

factors that influence the employee engagement of virtual workers. I synthesized varying 

research studies to communicate a broad range of virtual management and 

communication topics.  

Literature Review Search Strategy and Outline 

Literature review search strategy. The primary sources for the literature review 

include peer-reviewed journal articles, professional websites, and federal government 

publications. I accessed the articles through the following Walden University search 
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engines: EBSCOhost and ProQuest Central. Extensive database searches using single 

keywords and phrases including, communication, virtual, information communication 

technology, management communication training, leadership, job satisfaction, virtual 

team management, virtual teaming challenges and traits, motivation, social exchange 

theory, leadership, and management effects on employee engagement. I used variations 

on search terms such as telework, teleworking, telecommute, and telecommuting to 

provide an avenue for locating articles. I found more than 200 articles; 76 sources were 

germane to the topic. 

Literature review search outline. The literature review encompassed five main 

themes: (a) management communication training, (b) virtual team management, (c) 

virtual team challenges and traits, (d) employee engagement and motivation, and (e) 

leadership and management effects on employee engagement. Prior to synthesizing the 

literature, I organized the literature by subtopic.  

Management Communication Training  

 Communication is an integral part of the workplace and a fundamental 

determinant of the success of an organization. Among the notable benefits of effective 

communication is the ability to create synergy, which is a unity of purpose among the 

employees of an organization (Chen, 2012). Over time researchers developed different 

theories (Drucker, 1954; Fayol, 1949; Taylor, 1914). With the transition from an 

industrial to the Information Age, the computer changed the manner in which business 

leaders meet their objectives. As society and technology evolved, so have the methods 

and communication patterns of management (Beranek & Martz, 2005). 
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Taylor (1914), using Scientific Management, streamlined the assembly line and 

laid the foundation for modern logistical production. Building on the premise of 

increased labor production, Gantt’s task and bonus system set the precedent for modern 

bonus structures for employees (as cited in Wood, 2011). Under Gantt's theory, 

employees received their regular pay and a bonus for accomplishing the assigned task for 

the day (as cited in Wood, 2011). The institution of the incentivized plan resulted in 

production doubling. This incentivized style of leadership showed that a focus on 

employee morale and worker engagement should be a top priority for management (as 

cited in Wood, 2011).  

Building upon the Gantt style, both Fayol (1949) and Drucker (1954) developed 

the foundation for differing modern management communication theories (as cited in 

Pryor, Humphreys, Taneja, & Toombs, 2011). Fayol argued that his administration theory 

could be applicable to a variety of industries, and even a variety of life circumstances (as 

cited in Pryor, et al., 2011). Whereas Gantt’s modern bonus structures can assist in the 

understanding of employee engagement, Fayol's ideas fail to consider the people within 

the workplace (as cited in Pryor et al., 2011).  

Drucker (1954) employed a humanist approach to workplace leadership (as cited 

in Brien & Smallman, 2011). From this vantage point, the knowledge worker was 

a company’s best asset, and those leaders should view employees as assets and not 

liabilities. Drucker believed that decentralization and simplification were the 

best approaches for corporations (Drucker, 1954). According to Drucker, companies with 
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decentralized operations are more efficient because companies tend to produce too many 

markets and expand into too many markets sectors.  

Twenty-first-century management communication training has its roots in 

humanistic theories. In Mayo’s (1933) human relations approach, managers should 

consider the personal empowerment and employees’ self-esteem when communicating, 

to; during research, Mayo found that higher output was the result of the employee's 

feeling of importance (as cited in Krishnan, 2012). Under Mayo's theory, managers 

should cater to these social needs to ensure the most effective team (as cited in Krishnan, 

2012). Communication is a fundamental determinant of an organization's success. 

Managers of both face-to-face and virtual teams should adequately communicate with 

their employees to obtain the most output. Effective communication’s benefits include 

the ability to create synergy, and unity of purpose among the employees of an 

organization (Chen, 2012). Tuffley (2012) examined the issue of effective leadership 

within organizations, and determined that leadership is a learned trait. 

  A need for management communication training. Debate continues about the 

effect of corporate training compared to traditional management education. A need for 

task-oriented training subsists. Erenli and Ortner (2011) placed a higher emphasis on 

corporate training over traditional education channels. Noe, Tews, and McConnell-

Dachner (2010) noted that training should fill the learning gaps in a timely manner. 

Erenli and Ortner (2011) iterated the importance of selecting the appropriate training 

delivery method because knowledge and skills are paramount to the success of training 
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project. Both Noe et al. (2010) and Erenli and Ortner (2011), iterated the ability to meet 

the trainee’s needs in a timely and appropriate manner, represents the future of training.  

Another factor to consider when instituting communication and soft-skills is job-

based training as a return on investment. Robles (2012) listed the important soft-skills to 

business leaders include: communication, courtesy, flexibility, integrity, interpersonal 

skills, a positive attitude, professionalism, responsibility, teamwork, and work ethic. 

Business educators viewed the concept of training soft skills as merely a motivational 

seminar that inspires employees, but offered little use for job application or value to the 

company that pays for the training (Brungardt, 2011). No matter the training topic, the 

Noe et al. (2010) approach revealed a preference for practical and job focused training. 

Researchers, using the Mind Gym’s robust measurement, track the intended learning to 

the organization’s bottom line. Noe et al. (2010) proposed the integration of corporate 

training institutions, such as the Mind Gym and traditional business schools. The 

development of practical scientifically backed content delivered innovatively, benefits the 

students and the corporate workplaces (Noe et al., 2010). 

Experiential Learning Approaches 

Problem-based learning is an experiential learning approach. Joham and Clarke 

(2012) said that problem-based learning is an inverse approach of the traditional 

approaches taken in learning. Rather than teaching concepts and asking learners to apply 

the same in a class setting, Joham and Clarke (2012) proposed an approach where 

instructors present problems first. As the students worked toward solving these problems, 

they learned the applicable concepts and principles. Problem-based learning, unlike other 
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learning approaches, moves a step further from concentrating on theories and invoking 

learners’ minds, and by engaging learners in the learning process (Joham & Clarke, 

2012). 

For experiential learning to be effective, training should result in the attainment of 

the intended learning objectives. Argote (2011) concentrated on the learning climate and 

organizational learning as influencers of learning outcomes. Argote classified 

organizational learning as three sub-processes: creating, retaining, and transferring 

knowledge. When organizations learn from experience, the organization creates new 

knowledge (Argote, 2011). Team members can retain the knowledge so that it exhibits 

sustainability, while sharing knowledge throughout the entire organization (Argote, 

2011). Organizational learning relies on the appropriate partnership between stakeholders 

and learning leaders. 

Maynard, Mathieu, Gilson, O’Boyle, and Cigularov (2013) indicated 

organizational learning can arise, yet group collective learning does not always yield 

positive results. Given the opportunity, a group’s members may construct their 

experiences. Each learner has different past experiences and diverse perspectives. No 

single correct approach exists that can define organizational learning (Maynard et al., 

2012). The correct definition is dependent on the required actions, leading to the effective 

accomplishment of such actions and resulting in deeper insights (Tuleja & Roberts, 

2011). 

Concept learning. In an organizational context, concepts can also enhance the 

learning process. Concept learning recreates real life situations where the conflict 
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between human implementers of learning objectives clashes (Galitsky & de la Rosa, 

2011). Galitsky and de la Rosa viewed concept learning as an ideal learning approach to 

deal with human attitudes. An example of how concept learning is applicable is in 

customer relationship management learning; the understanding of human relationships is 

essential for the successful learning of any customer relationship management course 

(Galitsky & de la Rosa, 2011). Concept learning and goal setting are related; in a 

literature review regarding workplace learning, goal setting applied to various 

organizational learning approaches (Tynjälä, 2013).  

A shift in traditional work approaches and the growth in technological 

developments enable people to work from different geographical regions, a concept 

defined as virtual teamwork. The need arises for the development of virtual teamwork 

training as part of teamwork learning. Gilson, Maynard, and Bergiel (2013) said that it is 

necessary for business students to learn about the virtual team’s workings. The 

knowledge helps business students to increase their awareness of virtual teamwork 

(Gilson et al., 2013). A combination of electronic learning with traditional learning 

approaches in higher learning institutions could enhance the learning of virtual teamwork. 

The combination had an effect on the learning and the development of capable personnel 

for the present organizational environment because the scholars studied the approach 

taken in Greece’s higher education through both electronic and traditional media 

(Antoniadis & Konetas, 2011).  

Granda, Nuño, Suárez, and Pérez (2013) emphasized the need to blend electronic 

learning with traditional classroom learning in the right proportion to achieve the learning 
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objectives. Relying solely on electronic learning and its outcomes were not optimal. This 

blended approach promised better results in both the classroom and organizational 

environment (Granda et al., 2013). Learning in organizations should be people-centric, 

strategically aligned, focusing on the individual as the heart and engine of the learning 

process (Bednall, Sanders, & Runhaar, 2014). The people’s production should also 

determine the learning success or failure (Wordsworth, Malinen, & Sloman, 2012) 

Perhaps, no one encapsulates this better than Donate and Guadamillas (2011) in 

their work about competencies and innovations in organizations of learning. Donate and 

Guadamillas found that a shift in people’s thinking was likely to influence the directional 

change of the business development process. Donate and Guadamillas said that human 

capital changes the organizational course of direction. Innovations help people to think 

on their feet, to be dynamic, and to be receptive toward new ideas (Donate & 

Guadamillas, 2011). 

Benefits of Management Communication Training  

U.S.-based companies, with both local and overseas operations, spend billions of 

dollars to train employees about learning in the workplace (Lee, 2012). Kupritz and 

Hillsman (2011) identified the physical work environment as a major determinant to the 

level of workplace communication skills transfer. Kupritz and Hillsman’s research 

concentrated on nontraditional factors, such as the size of the working areas, lighting, the 

level of noise, and room temperature, as an affecting the level of communication skills 

transfer between the top management and other employees. According to Kupritz and 

Hillsman, the factors influenced the visual and hearing communication clues. Investing in 



28 
 

 

management training plays a role in communication. The benefits of management 

communication training are immense; not all communication media are equally suited for 

particular audiences (Kupritz & Cowell, 2011). Organizational leaders should consider 

the tangible communication tools and materials that affect communication (Kupritz & 

Hillsman, 2011). 

Training leaders to communicate successfully with employees affects all forms of 

communication, listening, hearing, and effectively conveying messages. Welch (2011) 

considered the role of corporate communication in employee engagement. Three 

implications arose: the fundamental nature of engagement, its overlap with other 

constructs such as organizational commitment, and its communication implications. The 

nature of engagement is a significant issue for corporate communicators and leaders 

because workplace attitudes change in reaction to various messages (Welch, 2011). 

Management communication training summary. Business leaders often 

consider training initiatives to address the needs of managers and employees. With a 

history steeped in innovation, communication training has roots dating back to early 

twentieth-century leadership theorists. Whereas training curricula may fill knowledge 

gaps with modern managers and employees, the return on the investment of time, man-

hours, and financial commitment must be considered. Return on the investment is 

especially critical when implementing soft skilled initiatives, such as management 

communication. Management communication is a taught skill comprised of problem-

based learning, group learning, individual learning, concept learning, and virtual learning. 

No matter the facilitation method selected, the organizational climate to learning should 
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also determine the level of adoption by the staff. Organizational leaders should also 

consider the tangible communication tools and materials that affect communication 

(Kupritz & Hillsman, 2011). 

Virtual Team Management  

Traditional business characteristics, such as robust hierarchical management 

structures, evolved to flatter synergistic approaches. The work environment evolved via a 

rapid transformation with the introduction of virtual organizations and offices (Kauppila 

et al., 2011). Globalization and advancements in technology caused the evolution of 

management structures and the introduction of the virtual workforce (Daim et al., 2012). 

In a highly competitive business environment, virtual offices and teams became an 

indispensable element by assisting organizations to achieve their goals in a cost-effective 

manner (Daim et al., 2012).  

According to Berry (2011), virtual teams use a combination of telecommunication 

and information technologies to pass information from one party to another across space, 

time, and the boundaries of the organization. In this regard, the team members may be 

located across offices, countries, or even continents. A collaborative workplace enables 

the teams to perform optimally, and produce the required results (Kolfschoten, 

Niederman, Briggs, & De Vreede, 2012). Two of the main challenges affecting any 

working environment are isolation and confusion among the team members. The top 

management of any organization faces the mandate to manage the employees and engage 

them to prevent these problems. Failure to curb these challenges may lead to serious 

consequences, such as communication breakdown, decline in trust, and inability to 
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establish a common ground for operation. Other consequences for not addressing these 

problems include producing partially engaged teams (Muethel, Siebdrat, & Hoegl, 2013). 

Some leaders have implemented methods to deal with the problem of low employee 

engagement. One recommended method is the use of software during virtual management 

training to engage employees (Muethel et al., 2013). Day and Burbach (2011) pinpointed 

that a focus on technology alone is not sufficient to come up with a productive virtual 

teamwork. Most of the organizations failed to help team members develop the necessary 

skills for an innovative culture (Day & Burbach, 2011). Some organizational leaders 

required training programs for both managers and employees. Governmental entities 

needed additional use of remote collaborative communication technology to encourage 

some government employees to telework (Day & Burbach, 2011).  

According to Resnik, Etter, Klinger, and Kambe (2011), effective leadership in 

every category correlates highly to the success of any virtual team. These virtual teams 

are similar to collocated teams in the real-life situation. Some of the drivers for face-to-

face teams’ effectiveness are still relevant, and may become of importance as the use of 

virtual management evolves (Maynard et al., 2012). The trainers of virtual teams and 

employees needed to allocate more time to mentoring their team members, enforcing 

norms, as well as recognizing and rewarding members with exceptional performance 

(Maynard et al., 2012). 

 Day and Burbach (2011) asserted that working in a virtual team is not an easy 

task for team members and leaders. Day and Burbach provided specific recommendations 

for managers to encourage and successfully implement telework. Recommendations 
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included: (a) Leaders should occasionally schedule face-to-face meetings and scheduling 

periodic conference calls with both traditional employees and teleworkers to develop 

trust and team unity, (b) Virtual team managers should make collaborative technology 

and communication media available to all team members in a training laboratory or 

classroom setting, (c) Virtual team managers should distribute interdependent tasks to 

team members, to the extent possible, during the early stages of team development, (d) 

Leaders should implement a fair reward system that aligns with team goals and 

performance but that is flexible enough to reward for outstanding individual performance. 

The stakeholders need to address a number of issues in a unique and professional 

manner. Hanson et al. (2012) argued that prevalent challenges include the management of 

distance and time zones, and the shifting of memberships in case of more than one team. 

Other challenges included coming up with operating norms, inventing sound and well-

defined work practices, and the management of different cultures, languages, and 

regional differences (Hanson et al., 2012). From the challenges to effectiveness that some 

virtual teams faced, Maynard et al. (2012) conveyed teams that give adequate attention to 

preparation activities position themselves to organize and implement the knowledge that 

resides within their teams. Teams should effectively apply technology to foster 

communication among team members (Darics, 2014). Team managers should implement 

processes to ensure that teams are adequately developing plans, prioritizing goals, and 

planning for alternative courses of action (Orhan, 2014). 

Another possible remedy for the challenges is effectively communicating to the 

team members the goals of the organization and directions to follow. Schaubroeck, Lam, 
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and Peng (2011) commented that the members would have a sense of purpose and the 

drive to reach their goals if they have directives to understand organizational goals. The 

next remedy was accepting and acting on constructive feedback from team members. 

These actions ensure a harmonious coexistence among the members and assist the 

management during the decision-making process (Schaubroeck et al., 2011)  

The perceived quality of information transmitted, the joint participation by 

partners in planning, and goal setting send very important signals to the communicating 

parties (Hsin Hsin, Shuang-Shii, & Shu Han, 2011). According to Tannenbaum, Mathieu, 

Salas, & Cohen (2012), empowering the team members to make independent decisions 

was another remedy for the challenges. The leaders may not oversee all the work 

completed within an organization. Delegating some of the powers enables members to 

help the management in its chores (Tannenbaum et al., 2012). 

 Methods exist in which organizational leaders can handle knowledge 

management (Kirkman et al., 2011). The premise is that information sharing and 

integrating personnel are critical to successful teams. Some business leaders are forming 

organizational communities of practice (OCoPs). These groups enhance organizational 

performance by sharing information and best practices, and identifying potential 

organizational risks in a timely and cost-effective manner (Kirkman et al., 2011). 

Hirschy (2011) asserted that leaders needed to monitor the progress of the team 

by using the latest technology. Successful leaders, usually synchronous or asynchronous, 

scrutinize their teams and record their performance in a balanced scorecard; leaders also 

enhance the external visibility of the team (Hirschy, 2011). Maynard et al. (2012) 
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emphasized that leaders should be able to manage meetings as well as a virtual work 

schedule. In addition, leaders should ensure that team members benefit personally from 

participating in their respective virtual teams (Kauppila et al., 2011). Achievement of the 

goal to benefit the individual virtual workers takes place by organizing virtual reward 

ceremonies and recognizing individual workers. Leaders should be able to manage and 

maintain the trust of the team. Leaders should guard information and disseminate it to 

only the appropriate people (Kauppila et al., 2011). 

Virtual team management summary. The work environment underwent a rapid 

transformation with the introduction of virtual organizations and offices (Kauppila et al., 

2011). Virtual teaming does not diminish the role of effective leadership (Maynard et al., 

2012). The new distance platform provides new challenges and opportunities. Managers 

of virtual teams should monitor the progress of organizational objectives just as on in-

person teams. Several authors suggested ideas for engaging their virtual teams (Boyer 

O’Leary, Wilson, & Metiu, 2014; Orhan, 2014; Plump, 2013). Whether through 

mentorship relationship building or consistent reporting on projects, managers of virtual 

teams should understand the scope of the projects and their employees’ capabilities. To 

accomplish this task, the managers will require more scheduled meetings with staff and 

business partners. However, the managers create a unique challenge of managing time 

and multiple projects. As the newness of virtual teaming becomes more mundane, more 

theories arise to engage and monitor virtual team members (Maynard et al., 2012). 
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Virtual Teaming Challenges and Traits  

Traits. Virtual teaming represents an emerging work approach, whereby people 

in different geographical locations can collaborate on tasks through electronic media. Joe, 

Tsai, Lin, and Liu (2014) surveyed virtual workers from 25 large high-tech firms where 

the subjects used email, Usernet news, discussion boards, list serves, and management 

information systems (MIS) systems to communicate. Researchers found that virtual 

teams require communication using various electronic platforms (Joe, Tsai, Lin, & Liu, 

2014).  

Virtual teams use information and communication technology (ICT) to enhance 

communication. ICTs, involving a host of communication tools, help virtual staffs to 

manage communication between them collectively achieve the tasks’ objectives. At the 

core of all virtual teams is successful communication, without which teams cannot exist 

(Verburg, Bosch-Sijtsema, & Vartiainen, 2013). 

Another important trait for virtual teams is trust between the different participants. 

Virtual working ideally involves the division of labor among different individuals in 

different geographical regions (Cereola, Wier, & Norman, 2012). Cereola et al. contend 

that information technology (IT), when successfully assimilated, provides organizations 

with a competitive advantage through operational flexibility, enhanced relations, and 

enhanced innovation. These technological enhancements provide the platform for a 

collaborative environment. Collaboration is information sharing, resource sharing, and 

responsibility sharing with the intention of attaining a common goal via team working 

(Montoya, Massey, & Lockwood, 2011). Trust and collaborative efforts among virtual 
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teammates serve as an engine that keeps the virtual team functioning (Bailey, Leonardi, 

& Barley, 2012). 

Whereas collaboration is important, there is a misalignment of the common 

outcome variable of ideation research and the real world goal of teams working to 

generate ideas (Reinig & Briggs, 2013). Urikova, Ivanochko, Kryvinska, Strauss, and 

Zinterhof (2013) determined that among the main drivers needed for collaboration on 

projects among small- and medium-sized enterprises are; high competencies; which will 

typically not be available in these organizations; competencies; which will typically not 

be available in these organizations; short delivery time demand, and rapidly changing 

requirements. Leaders of small and medium-sized organizations see the virtual teams as a 

necessity for survival because of these factors (Urikova, et al., 2013).  

The addition of virtual talent increases the talent pool for organizations. The value 

of the virtual worker as a team contributor subsequently increases (Afsarmanesh, 

Camarinha-Matos, & Msanjila, 2011). To suppress the challenges, some small and 

medium-sized organizations will link up with other similar organizations and independent 

consultants (Afsarmanesh et al., 2011). Virtual teaming allows small and medium-sized 

organizations to locate necessary skills in-house, without the geographical restrictions 

(Afsarmanesh et al., 2011). 

Another necessary trait for virtual teaming is leadership. Unlike other 

organizational functions and task requirements, virtual teams require unique leadership 

traits (Al-Ani, Horspool, & Bligh, 2011). These teams are typically in different and often 

distant geographical locations, and have different areas of expertise and functions. 
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Despite these complications, the tasks performed by these teams are interdependent, and 

may complement each other (Al-Ani et al., 2011). Leaders of such teams possess certain 

characteristics. Maynard et al. (2012) listed these characteristics to identify tasks 

expected of team leaders. The list included development of trust between leaders and 

staff, trust among staff, the enhancement of understanding, appreciation of diversity, and 

the importance of managing meetings through virtual platforms. Managing the project’s 

timelines is also important. The team leaders must have a way of monitoring progress. 

The members of the team benefit collectively from the team (Maynard et al., 2012). 

Virtual team leaders must develop a diverse skill set to balance the task management and 

human component of team assignments.  

Challenges. Virtual teams face both the challenge of human resource demands, 

and technical difficulties. A consideration of the two issues with the exclusion of the 

other provided an inaccurate picture of the whole situation (Kimble, 2011). Technology 

alone cannot solve all virtual team-working problems. When human interaction impeded 

team progress, a people intervention was required. Those in charge of building 

technological platforms for virtual teams should do so with human characteristics in mind 

(Kimble, 2011). Technological components are as valuable as the people components in 

virtual teams. Organizational leaders should take steps to ensure the integrity of the 

software and systems used (Olson & Olson, 2012). Critical to overcoming the first 

challenge was deescalating organizational risks by ensuring that highly skilled employees 

are working in the correct virtual roles, and guaranteeing that tested technologies aid in 

the communication of the virtual team members (Olson & Olson, 2012). 
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A second challenge for virtual teaming is the need for trust and identity. Virtual 

teams work from different locations on the same tasks and have to rely on trust, which is 

an essential component of their existence. Trust is a pivotal to tackle anxiety and 

uncertainty characteristic of virtual teams (Mukherjee, Lahiri, Mukherjee & Billing, 

2012). Sarker et al. (2011) identified trust and communication as indispensable 

components of the virtual teams’ development and management process. Identification 

with the team members is also necessary to leaders. Watson-Manheim et al. (2012) used 

the discontinuity theory to posit that different virtual teams will have diverse responses to 

management behaviors. The discontinuity theory provides insight into the various 

realistic issues reflected on virtual teams; identifying virtual team members’ individual 

strengths is a challenge that team leaders face, making it more difficult to create common 

goals and purposes (Watson-Manheim et al., 2012). According to Zimmerman (2011), 

positive manager-employee relationships are likely to develop stronger communication 

and understanding, and better personal acquaintance through close cooperation with 

interdependent tasks. This will further affect trust, knowledge creation, conflicts and 

contribution of effort (Zimmerman, 2011). Virtual team leaders must consistently 

communicate with each team member to build a mutually trusting relationship. 

Building social relations between workmates in virtual teams is also a challenge. 

Mukherjee et al. (2012) stated that the challenge of building social relationships in virtual 

teams arises because the interaction is primarily via technological media and is not on a 

one to one basis. Mukherjee et al. wrote of the necessity of leadership communication 

within virtual teams, by leaders promoting team members’ motivation, and in-group 
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knowledge management. Mukherjee et al. further presented leadership efforts required 

include: (a) active relation-building, (b) relationship maintaining, (c) behavior 

monitoring, and (d) performance evaluating mainly through use of social and behavioral 

capabilities. Creating opportunities for virtual teammates to become acquainted with one 

another is a role of a virtual team leader; the goal is to construct a synergistic 

environment. 

Virtual teaming challenges and traits summary. Virtual teaming has unique 

traits and challenges. Feelings of isolation can cause friction in virtual teams, resulting in 

a lack of communication among the team. The role of a virtual team leader includes 

building trust, sharing best practices among team members, and creating a culture of 

concern (Mukherjee et al., 2012). Virtual team managers must provide a wide array of 

soft skills that traditional managers may or may not require. These include the ability to 

balance multiple projects, the technical skills to manage meetings virtually, the 

communication skills to understand employees, and the ability to pull the best out of team 

members. Team managers that hone the necessary acumen also have team members who 

have a better opportunity at experiencing highly engaged employees. The articles within 

this section of the literature review provide primary issues for virtual team leaders to 

consider. Other literary works provide potential solutions for some of the stated 

problems. As virtual teaming is more common, there will be an even larger amount of 

insight into solving virtual team dilemmas. 

Employee Engagement and Motivation  
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Employee engagement is the ability to involve the employees of an organization 

in the organization’s activities, tasks, and objectives. Bakker et al. (2012) stated 

engagement in work exercises increases commitment and results in the better 

performance of tasks and, thus, better outputs. Leadership has a role to play in 

empowering the employees of any organization. Leaders of virtual teams have a 

heightened role in motivating employee engagement (Bakker et al., 2012). Chen, Sharma, 

Edinger, Shapiro, and Farh (2011) argued that team members with higher levels of 

psychological empowerment and commitment are likely to be more motivated to engage 

in behaviors that contribute positively to their team and the overall organization. 

Klein et al. (2012) performed research with important implications for the future 

study of commitment, employee engagement, and motivation. The differentiation of bond 

types is critical to engage employees. Employees seek to bond with their managers at 

varying levels. Insufficiently managing expectations can lead to the decrease in 

engagement. The managers’ lack of clarity could include an increase in relationship 

conflicts, which heighten distrust, making it more difficult for team members to work 

together toward the attainment of common goals and objectives (Klein et al., 2012). 

Kühnel, Sonnentag, and Bledow (2012) suggested that a workers’ mentality 

results from the perception that they possess the resources to accomplish a specific task; 

on days employees perceived high job control and are refreshed, they are absorbed into 

their work and experience higher levels of work engagement. Job engagement relates to 

traits such as vigor and absorption. Job embeddedness theory relates to the level of 

attachment an individual has to his or her job. Workers continue to serve their 
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organization, in part because they connected socially to the organization (Zhang et al., 

2012). Highly attached employees find work both motivating and fulfilling, and tend to 

be inseparable from it (Jiang, Liu, McKay, Lee, & Mitchell, 2012). Contributing factors 

such as individuals’ perception of how well they fit the job and work environment, and 

the sacrifices involved in quitting, influence high work embeddedness. Workplace fun 

may foster employee engagement and embeddedness. Understanding workplace fun is 

important in coming up with the right strategies for fostering employee engagement and 

improving relationships among and between the employees and the organization (Tews, 

Michel, & Bartlett, 2012). Virtual team leaders carry the responsibility of maintaining 

balance between fun and work, which can aid to create the optimally synergistic and 

engaging work environment. 

Gubman (2004) suggested the engagement of an organization’s staff members is 

the fit between their skills and the tasks they perform, provided they are in line with the 

organization’s policies and the company culture. Despite acknowledging motivation, 

Gubman (2004) argued that motivation was not the highest factor that could influence the 

employees of an organization to be more engaged in their work. According to Gubman 

(2004), passion is stronger than motivation. Motivation has two Ws, representing what 

work one engages in and where. Passion encompasses three Ws which are work, where, 

and who one is (Gubman, 2004). Passion is a characteristic inherently ingrained in an 

individual’s personalities. Forest, Mageau, Sarrazin, and Morin (2011) agreed with 

Gubman (2004) and argued that passion is higher than motivation. 
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Researchers studied employee engagement and the correlation to a myriad of 

topics. Schaufeli, Bakker, and Van Rhenen (2009) studied 201 telecom workers and 

found the following: (a) a positive correlation between work stress, and (b) decreased 

employee motivation. In the same study, a direct link subsisted between health conditions 

and work stress. Burnout can also result from increased work demands. Once workers 

burnout, teams have insufficient human resources. The researchers iterated that increased 

job engagement results in superior human resources (Schaufeli et al., 2009). This study 

serves as a potential example for other virtual team managers whose team members 

experience burnout. 

Motivation. Some managers believe that the sole link to motivation is financial 

incentives; however, motivation goes beyond monetary inducements (Stewart, 

Courtright, & Barrick, 2012). Nonfinancial motivators are also effective in reducing the 

costs of the organization, and thus, increasing shareholder earnings. Job enrichment is 

another approach to motivating, especially for knowledge workers such as those engaged 

in virtual teams (Giancola, 2011). Giancola noted that the actual job and tasks associated 

with job enrichment could enhance motivation. 

Increasing employee autonomy can also increase worker motivation (Angelis, 

Conti, Cooper, & Gill, 2011). Johnson, Garrison, Hernez-Broome, Fleenor, and Steed 

(2012) posited that managers could find difficulty in balancing staff motivation while 

exercising control. The assumption was such balancing thereby positively influenced 

staff motivation. These leadership approaches meet the motivational needs of the staff or 

team (Johnson et al., 2012). 
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Mone et al. (2011) communicated contributing causes of increased employee 

engagement, including group synergy among team members, impartial growth 

opportunities for all personnel, and support from organizational leaders. Raub and Liao 

(2012) stated the importance of customer-facing employees experiencing self-motivation. 

This motivation can correlate to the employees’ level of engagement. Other factors 

essential in increasing employee engagement include the level of quality and the integrity 

of an organization to the extent in which the organization engages in innovation and the 

level in which the employees of the organization experience empowerment within the 

organizational context (Xu & Thomas, 2011).  

Employee engagement and motivation summary. Theories of motivating 

workers span more than a century. Employee engagement takes the level of motivation to 

a higher level by encouraging employees to commit to adding value to the organization. 

Engaged employees may exceed the scope of their predefined roles, and become 

innovative. Engaged employees identify organizational deficiencies, and even provide 

potential solutions. They give more, work harder, and have a stronger commitment to 

motivating peers. Team managers play a pivotal role in engaging employees. Managers 

set clear task objectives, implement fair incentives, and provide necessary coaching, to 

exemplify effective communication. The long-lasting effects on employee can add to the 

team and organization. 

The Effects of Leadership and Management on Employee Engagement  

Workers’ perceptions of leadership and management influences employee 

engagement. According to Johnson (2011), engaged employees partake in more 
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compliant and less defiant behaviors. When employees purposefully carry out acts that 

violate organizational rules, they are willfully defiant. Organizational leaders aim to 

increase the compliance levels of staff. One method of accomplishing this goal is to 

achieve a more highly engaged workforce; engaged employees are more compliant than 

their disengaged counterparts are. Smith and Cantrell (2011) affirmed that providing 

consistent employee experiences is essential for organizational leaders to increase staff 

engagement. This concept of engaging employees includes providing a dependable 

process for each employee within the organization and incorporating measurable 

organizational goals for employees (Smith & Cantrell, 2011). 

Performance management can also affect the consistent and measurable process to 

increasing employee engagement. Mone et al. (2011) defined an engaged employee as 

any worker who is sufficiently involved, very committed, and passionate. The 

characteristics of engaged employees either helped or hindered organizational leaders. 

Providing clear performance objectives, observing job activities and providing useful 

feedback, and consistently keeping lines of communication open between the employees 

and management are activities that will help create an environment of engagement. 

Business environments employing performance management will more likely lead to an 

open and trusting environment, which calls for more synergy and less management 

suspicion (Mone et al., 2011).  

The leadership and management of virtual teams actively involve themselves in 

fostering employee engagement. Gajendran and Joshi (2012) iterated the importance of 

building a manager-employee relationship on trust. Using an inspirational leadership 
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approach is one way of encouraging employees to maintain high moral character while 

working toward a common organizational goal (Gajendran & Joshi, 2012). Providing 

consistent feedback is a way for leaders to inspire employees. Feedback is also beneficial 

for the leaders to solicit regarding their performance, in an effort to learn from the team. 

For an organization to incorporate performance management effectively, clear 

information systems must be part of that performance. Gruman and Saks (2011) 

articulated that designers of performance management systems should also consider 

employee engagement when blueprinting performance management systems. Information 

systems are necessary to document feedback throughout a reporting period. The 

performance goals and progress are throughout the year, within the appropriate tools. 

Information systems can serve in capturing engagement information from employees. 

Because scalability is a dynamic in the process of employee engagement, record keeping 

is also a factor of consideration. Saks and Gruman (2011) wrote that performance 

management systems function as, essentially, a mechanism for organizational leaders to 

communicate with the employees of an organization. The systems manage staff talent 

profiles and align organizational charts with job skillsets. 

Another pivotal relationship for organizational leaders to consider is the 

relationship between the workers and their supervisors. To the workers, their individual 

supervisors are the face of the leadership to the organization. Supervisors should have 

effective relationships with their team members. Organizations can implode because 

supervisors undermine the organizational goals by not facilitating a team environment on 

the front-line-worker level. According to Reio and Sanders-Rei (2011), lack of mutual 
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respect can lead to reduced employee engagement. Tuckey, Bakker, and Dollard (2012) 

suggested that organizations that create a culture in which employees can voice their 

concerns to their supervisor without fear would empower both the employee and the 

supervisors.  

Effects of leadership and management on employee engagement. Employee 

engagement is a two-way street. The employee engagement section of the literature 

review cited authors who wrote about both engaged and disengaged employees. Highly 

engaged employees can be a source of low morale because they can potentially stifle the 

team’s ability to accomplish objectives. Highly engaged employees, however, encourage 

innovation, civility, and a boost in morale for the team. Management interaction has a 

bearing on levels of employee engagement. Managers should manage performance, 

maintain civility, and communicate clearly as outlined in this section. These tools afford 

higher employee engagement.  

Research Design and Method  

According to Hedlund-de Witt (2012), the intended audience, researcher’s 

worldview assumptions, and the research problem are all factors to consider when 

determining a research design. Quantitative research considers empirical investigation of 

social phenomena via statistical, mathematical, or computational techniques (Miller et al., 

2011); whereas qualitative research considers the exploration and discovery of a 

phenomenon to develop understanding and theory (Qu & Dumay, 2011). The majority of 

employee engagement studies included in the review of the literature used quantitative 

method.  
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A precedent exists for implementing quantitative correlational research design 

with surveys. Beranek and Martz (2005) used mixed methods. They created training for 

virtual teams, surveyed the teams prior to the implementation of the virtual cohesiveness 

trainings, and again afterwards. Though Beranek and Martz (2005) performed a mixed-

methods study, the survey examining the engagement of virtual teams is most relevant 

and similar to this study. Christian et al. (201) used a quantitative design to address their 

research questions. Quantitative methods, with a correlational design, is appropriate for 

studying the quantity of virtual management interactions, the quality of those 

interactions, and the communication mediums of those interactions—with employee 

engagement. Employee engagement is consistent with the worldview assumptions 

(Hedlund-de Witt, 2012) and has a preexisting study related to employee engagement.  

A quantitative, correlational research design tests the significance, magnitude, and 

direction of relationships between the quantity and quality of virtual management 

communication, the virtual medium used to communicate, and the employee engagement. 

My post-positivist worldview led to the research question for this doctoral study and the 

hypotheses. The quantitative, correlational research design is appropriate because of the 

reductionist perspective and the consistency with the researcher’s worldview assumptions 

(Miller et al., 2011). The research design is also appropriate because it permits the use of 

the Utrecht Work Engagement survey (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). The intended 

audience for my doctoral research includes both the academic community and 

practitioners in the business world who have virtual teams.  
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Researchers use snowball sampling in tandem with a correlational design, such as 

volunteer sampling, a form of purposeful sampling. A voluntary sample includes 

individuals who agree to participate in research (Kennedy, Kass, Myers, Fuchs, & 

Flexner, 2011). Snowball sampling takes advantage of the social networks of targeted 

respondents. Each respondent can provide the researcher with an escalating set of 

potential contacts. Snowball sampling aids the researcher to meet the required number of 

participants. The respondents are likely to know others who share the required 

characteristics that make them eligible for inclusion in the study. Potential bias is a 

disadvantage of snowball sampling. This also can increase the potential pool of 

respondents (Goodman, 2011). 

Social Exchange Theory 

SET is the understanding that all business relationships build on trust between 

individuals, and the expectation that other parties will fulfill their obligations (Holmes, 

1981). Virtual communication has its roots tied to SET, as the central theme of SET 

defines social behavior as an exchange of intangible currency. Management approval, 

acceptance, and organizational prestige are all examples of intangible rewards garnered in 

social exchanges. Homans (1958) also iterated that, when one gives social credits, they 

debit an imaginary reward account. According to Blau (1964) within SET, interpersonal 

interactions are economic exchanges in which people satisfy one another as they receive 

a fair return on their payments. Self-interest in interpersonal relationships can enhance 

relationships and is a positive trait. Interaction between two individuals results in a series 

of contingencies, in which these individuals modify their resources to meet others’ 
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expectations (Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1962). Setting clear expectations is also a managerial 

trait used to engage employees. 

Beranek and Martz (2005) applied a theory that derived from the social exchange 

theory – the social information processing theory (SIP). Walther’s (1996) social 

information processing (SIP) theory suggests that the relational intimacy takes longer to 

develop in computer-supported groups (Kalman, Scissors, Gill, & Gergle, 2013). Walther 

(1996) suggested that SIP theory recognizes that individual messages lack social 

information because they do not include non-verbal cues. The basic argument of this 

model is that, given enough time, virtual teams can exchange enough social information 

to develop strong relational links. After testing the results, Walther suggested that virtual 

communication does not differ from face-to-face communication; the author related to 

the rate of social information exchange, not solely the amount of social information 

exchanged. 

Consistent with social exchange theory and its derivative theories, the Internet 

culture encourages collaboration, cooperation, and sharing (Chaudhuri & Ghosh, 2012; 

Robnett & Feliciano, 2011; Shiau, & Luo, 2012). The people who participate in virtual 

communities are motivated to do so for distinct and individual reasons such as positive 

social exchanges. These exchanges embody citizenship behavior. The receiver 

reciprocates a positive personal effect by providing positive outcomes to the other party. 

Social exchange theory outlines the conditions under which people believe they are 

obligated to repay behavior or actions that they receive from others, such as virtual 

managers and their team members (Agneessens & Wittek, 2012). 



49 
 

 

Literature Review Summary 

Theories of motivating workers span more than a century. Employee engagement 

takes the level of motivation to a higher level, by encouraging employees to commit to 

adding value to the organization that may exceed the scope of their predefined roles. The 

work environment has undergone a rapid transformation with the introduction of virtual 

organizations and offices (Kauppila et al., 2011). The virtual teaming; however, does not 

diminish the role of effective leadership. Virtual teaming has unique traits and challenges. 

Building trust, sharing best practices among team members, and creating a culture of 

concern is the role of a virtual team leader. Virtual team managers must provide a wide 

array of soft skills that traditional managers also possess. Business leaders often consider 

training initiatives to address the needs of their managers and employees.  

Managers can learn management communication skills including: problem-based 

learning, group learning, individual learning, concept learning, and virtual learning. No 

matter the method selected, the organizational climate to learning is a factor. Other than 

incorporating communication skills, managers of any team should also monitor the 

progress of organizational objectives. To accomplish this task, virtual managers will 

require more scheduled meetings with staff and business partners.  

Researchers found engaged workforce is more productive than disengaged 

workforce (Van Rooy, Whitman, Hart, & Caleo, 2011). According to Bakker, Albrecht, 

and Leiter (2011), management communication and open, effective communication 

strategies help to develop positive employee engagement. Researchers also note the 

number of virtual employees is growing (Bartel, Wrzesniewski, & Wiesenfeld, 2012). 
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Virtual team managers must also possess a wide array of soft skills that may or 

may not differ from traditional managers. These skills include the ability to balance 

multiple projects, the technical skills to manage meetings virtually, the communication 

skills to understand employees, and the ability to pull the best out of team members. 

When virtual team managers hone the necessary acumen, their virtual team members 

have a better opportunity to become highly engaged employees. Based on the social 

exchange theory, virtual work relationships are a series of exchanges. Positive exchanges 

glean a higher opportunity for employee engagement. Engaged employees identify 

organizational deficiencies and provide potential solutions. They give more effort, work 

harder, and have a stronger commitment to motivating peers. However, employee 

engagement is a two-way street. Highly disengaged employees can be a source of low 

morale for others and can potentially stifle the team’s ability to accomplish objectives. 

The fundamental topics in this section include performance, maintaining civility, and 

communicating clearly. These tools afford higher employee engagement. 

Transition and Summary 

Section 1 included an introduction to background of the problem, the research 

question, the theoretical framework, and review of literature. Public and private industry 

organizations implement virtual teaming to accomplish their objectives. Virtual teams are 

comprised of individuals who work in separate locations from their team members. 

Because of this growing reality, the need for managers to be able to manage virtually is 

apparent to the firm’s long-term success. The purpose of this quantitative study was to 

determine whether a relationship exists between the existence of training of virtual 
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management and their employees’ engagement. Using the results of this study, 

researchers can add value by providing management communication training for virtual 

managers.  

This section included the social exchange theory as the theoretical framework. 

The section also contained fundamental definitions and research findings. The principal 

of motivating workers has its roots in the beginnings of management research. The 

advent of virtual teaming does not diminish the role of effective leadership. Virtual 

teaming has unique traits and challenges. Business leaders often consider training 

initiatives to address the needs of their managers and employees, because management 

communication is a learned skill. Section 2 houses the methodology and analytical 

approach that I used to overcome the identified research gap. The final section of this 

research study (Section 3) will include an application to professional practice and 

implications for changes in the industry of management.  
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Section 2: The Project 

The number of American employees who work on virtual teams is growing 

(Caillier, 2012). As the workforce evolves, management communication must also meet 

the needs of their employees in an effort to drive organizational results. Using the 

quantitative method and a valid survey instrument, I tested the stated hypotheses. Section 

1 and the literature review contained an introduction to the body of knowledge that led 

me to create the research question. I also created a discussion of the theoretical 

framework that guides the literature review. Section 2 includes a description of the 

method to answer the research questions. This section also includes a discussion of the 

research project, the purpose of this study, and the roles of the researcher and 

participants’ for this quantitative study. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of the quantitative study was to determine whether significant 

correlations exist between the independent variables, (a) quantity of time virtual 

managers spend communicating with employees, and (b) the perceived quality of 

communications- and the dependent variable, employee engagement. U.S.-based 

employees working virtually in the training and development field of human resources 

served as the targeted population. Business leaders need to understand how quality one-

on-one management time, used with the appropriate medium, relates to virtual workers’ 

engagement. Virtual management initiatives and management trainings may also 

influence social change arising from this study. The results of this study may also 

influence the way leaders train managers to lead home-based virtual teams.  
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Role of the Researcher 

I developed the quantitative survey instrument (see Appendix A) by adapting a 

version of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9) question instrument designed 

to quantify employee engagement (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). Using an instrument 

previously deemed reliable and valid helps to guard against researcher bias. Previous 

researchers used this instrument with both face-to-face and virtual employees; thus there 

was no need to host a pilot study to test the UWES-9 instrument (e.g., Bedeian, & 

O’Boyle, 2012; Breevaart, Bakker, Demerouti, & Hetland, 2012; Cole, Walter, Fong, & 

Ng, 2012; Littman-Ovadia, & Balducci, 2013). I also obtained permission to use this 

instrument by contacting the creators (see Appendix A).  

I interfaced with a business owner whose entire staff worked virtually; however, I 

do not, and have never worked for, the organization or research site. I contacted the 

business owner of the targeted research site to obtain consent to contact potential study 

participants. The owner granted consent, and contacted the human resource manager. The 

human resource manager provided a list of all employee emails. Since the entire staff 

worked virtually, all staff at ABC Designs qualified as members of the targeted audience. 

After I received permission (see Appendix B), I sent the research announcement email to 

the target audience. Within the sent participation invitations was the consent information 

(see Appendix C), and a statement that the study was a management-approved study. I 

also used this email to inform the workers that management was not tracking their 

individual responses.  
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The participants provided informed consent by selecting the survey link. The 

introductory announcement email contained wording informing participants that their 

participation is confidential with no record of individual responses (see Appendix D). 

The email invitation contained a hyperlink to participate willingly in the 

SurveyMonkey.com® survey. 

Two days after the initial email, I sent follow-up emails to the same potential 

participants. This second thank you email served a dual purpose: thanking those who 

participated in the survey, and welcoming others to participate. I gleaned enough 

responses to conduct my study, after sending the second email. The plan was to send 

another email on the 14th day, asking those participants to share the email addresses of 

others in their social network that fit the criteria of study respondents. The ideal sample 

size required 68 responses, and I received 71 completed surveys. After I collected the 

required 71 responses, I closed the survey and retrieved all raw data in electronic form 

from SurveyMonkey.com®, which was 1 week after the initial announcement and 

invitation postings. I coded one variable using the survey instrument item responses. I 

also used SPSS tools to store, organize, and conduct statistical tests on the quantitative 

data, presented and interpreted in Section 3.  

Participants 

This study population consisted of virtual contract workers and virtual full-time 

employees from the U.S.-based small business ABC Designs (I masked the actual name 

of the organization). I interfaced, professionally, with the business owner, whose entire 

staff works virtually. This organization’s staff comprises professional Project Managers, 
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Instructional Designers, Editors, and Graphic Developers who work from home. I 

contacted the business owner of the targeted research site to obtain consent to contact 

potential study participants (see Appendix A). 

I informed the participants that their participation was confidential, and records of 

identifying information did not accompany individual responses. The initial email 

invitation contained a link to participate willingly, and consent information (see 

Appendix D).  

The individual employees work on virtual teams throughout the continental 

United States. ABC Designs has 75 U.S.-based employees and contractors. This virtual 

workforce population spans many states and has a combination of full-time and long-term 

contract employees. I did not attempt to differentiate between the two classifications of 

respondents. The target participants had varied job responsibilities and supplied a 

sufficient sample for this study. The field of business may need this study to understand 

how the quality, quantity, and method of managerial communication affect employee 

engagement. The topic of virtual management and employee engagement affects 

numerous organizations and occupations around the world (Maynard et al., 2012).  

The sampling method employed was volunteer sampling, a form of purposeful 

sampling. A voluntary sample consists of people who self-select into the survey. Often, 

these participants have a strong interest in the main topic of the survey; and involve 

individuals who agree to participate in research (Kennedy et al., 2011). I initially 

intended to use a snowball sampling if I did not secure enough responses from targeted 

respondents. Researchers use snowball sampling in tandem with a correlational design 
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(Goodman, 2011). Snowball sampling takes advantage of the social networks of targeted 

respondents. Potential bias is a disadvantage of snowball sampling. This also can increase 

the potential pool of respondents (Goodman, 2011). 

Each participant received an electronic gift card to a coffee retail store, as a token 

of appreciation, for his or her voluntary participation. Upon the submission of the 

anonymous survey, the respondents had the opportunity to complete a second, one-

question survey requesting their email address. Upon submission of the second survey, 

the respondents received an electronic gift card as a token of appreciation.  I conducted a 

power analysis for multiple regression with two predictors in G-POWER to determine a 

sufficient sample size using an alpha of 0.05, a power of 0.80, and a medium effect size (f 

= 0.15; Faul et al., 2008). Based on the formulations, the desired sample size is 68. 

Participants agreed to consent in the initial email, by clicking the survey link. The 

participants provided further consent upon submission of the survey. Proper research 

ethic was important when planning and executing this study. I measured the participants 

anonymously. The protection of participants also was important to me and to the success 

of this effort. Names were not used in data obtained, and were not provided to the 

employer. After one week of collecting survey responses, because I received the targeted 

number, I did not employ a modified snowball method. I intended to ask the respondents 

to share email addresses of others in their social network who fit the criteria of study 

respondents.  

The participant consent form is in the Appendix D. This study posed minimal risk 

to the participant and the organization. I masked the organization’s name to ensure it 
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would not endure any reputational risks arising from participating in this study. The 

likelihood of workplace risk anticipated from the research did not exceed the stress they 

endure on an ordinary workday. 

Research Method and Design 

The quantitative study involved examining the quality, quantity, and method of 

managerial communication and employee engagement. Labor statistics indicated an 

increase in the number of U.S.-based virtual workers (U.S. Department of Labor, 2014). 

Projection exists for this trend to continue. Managers and workers need to be able to 

function virtually, and communication patterns and practices will have a bearing on this 

suggestion. Researchers have shown that manager-worker communication has a direct 

effect on employee engagement (Chen et al., 2011). An unequivocal correlation also 

exists between employee engagement and work productivity. Low productivity has a 

direct effect on organizational effectiveness (Kehoe & Wright, 2013). 

This study involved the use of quantitative research methods. The purpose of the 

quantitative study was to determine whether significant correlations exist between the 

independent variables, (a) quantity of time virtual managers spend communicating with 

employees, and (b) the perceived quality of communications- and the dependent variable, 

employee engagement. According to Champoux and Peters (2011), researchers using 

multiple regression analysis have the best combination of predicting multiple independent 

variables to one dependent variable. To produce the best combination of predictors of the 

dependent variable, the researchers use a sequential multiple regression by selecting 

independent variables, one at a time, by their ability to account for the most variance in 
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the dependent variable. The researcher reassesses the statistically significant correlations 

between the group of predictors and the dependent variables, upon selecting a variable, 

and entering into the group of predictors. When no more variables remain, that explain a 

significant amount of variance in the dependent variable the regression model is complete 

(Champoux & Peters, 2011). 

Method 

In the early conceptual formulation of this study, I considered mixed methods 

research approach. Based on the recommendation of Sharp et al. (2012), a triangulation 

of data helped to provide a more validity. By incorporating qualitative and quantitative 

research methods, a researcher has the unique opportunity to view the research from 

multiple vantage points (Sharp et al., 2012). This positive attribute also has limitations. I 

rejected the mixed methods approach for this doctoral study because of time and resource 

constraints. 

Initially, I considered qualitative method. According to Thomas (2011), case 

study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a bounded 

system (case) or multiple cases over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection 

involving multiple sources of information, including observations, interviews, 

audiovisual material, and documents and reports. According to Qu and Dumay (2011), 

qualitative research methods have to institute measures to mitigate research bias. Another 

popular criticism is the research subjects may not be representative of the general or 

larger population. Finally, it takes time to develop a substantive relationship with the 

research subjects, to obtain honest feedback (Qu & Dumay, 2011). I selected quantitative 
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research methods for this doctoral study. Quantitative research studies tend to use a 

standard set of questions with a larger sample population; additionally, a gap between the 

researcher and the respondents is identifiable (Karanja et al., 2013). With the targeted 

number of potential survey respondents at 68, exceeding the 20 required for qualitative 

interviews, the large number of potential respondents did not permit personal interviews 

and longstanding observations.  

Quantitative analysis methods are appropriate for testing hypothesized 

relationships of virtual management communication and employee engagement. In this 

study, I obtained the information strictly about the potential statistically significant 

correlations between the independent and dependent variables. I studied various 

quantitative methods. In causal-comparative research, a cause-effect relationship 

establishes and compares the relationship but does not manipulate the case, as in race or 

gender (Llamas & Boza, 2011). Correlational research studies examine the relationship 

between variables based on existing theory (Fiss, 2011). The primary goal is to determine 

whether the research upholds the predictive generalizations of the theory (Qu & Dumay, 

2011). In multiple linear regressions, there are multiple independent variables or a test 

against the dependent variable takes place (Eyvazian, Noorossana, Saghaei, & Amiri, 

2011). 

Research Design 

Using the quantitative correlational design, I tested the hypothesis of whether a 

relationship exists between the quantity, perceived quality, and virtual employee 

engagement. Multiple regression analysis is ideal to produce groupings of predictors of 
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the dependent variable (Nimon & Reio, 2011). Because of the existence of more than one 

explanatory variable in this study, I interpreted each parameter as a partial derivative or 

the change in the dependent variable for a change in the explanatory variable, holding all 

other variables constant (Melnick & Shoaf, 1977).  

Because objectivity is paramount, I avoided using survey questions requiring 

coding or other interpretation of the responses prior to analysis and statistical testing. The 

qualitative, questionnaire research design is compatible with the embedded use of UWES 

(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). I eliminated the qualitative method and designs because I 

sought to remain objective. 

While completing the literature review, I determined a quantitative study was 

appropriate to test the variables. Quantitative research is an appropriate method to 

examine this study’s variables: relationships among the quality, the perceived quantity, 

and employee engagement. The study is about the significant correlations between the 

separate variables.  

In snowball sampling, researchers take advantage of the social networks of 

targeted respondents. Each respondent can provide the researcher with an escalating set 

of potential contacts. Snowball sampling is a tool used to aid the researcher to meet the 

required number of participants. The respondents are likely to know others who share the 

required characteristics that make them eligible for inclusion in the study. Potential bias 

is a disadvantage of snowball sampling. This process also can increase the potential pool 

of respondents (Goodman, 2011). I did not have to employ snowballing in this study. 
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According to Su et al. (2012), to avoid potential research errors, or bias, 

researchers should test the assumptions of multiple linear regressions – linearity, 

independence, homoscedasticity, and normality. Independence is the assumption that all 

variables stand alone, and no serial correlations are in operation. Homoscedasticity means 

that the variance of errors is the same across all levels of the independent variables. 

Variables meet the standards of normal or parametric distribution (Su et al., 2012).  

I considered both Spearman and Pearson correlation coefficients when 

determining possible correlational coefficients for this study. The Pearson correlation 

coefficient tends to rely on linear relationships between variables. The Pearson 

correlation coefficient is a measure of the linear relationship between two continuous 

random variables, which does not assume normality. When the variables are bivariate 

normal, Pearson's correlation provides a complete description of the association 

(Norman, 2010). Unlike Pearson's correlation, Spearman's correlation applies to ranks 

and provides a measure of the relationship between two continuous random variables. 

When the variances are equal, Pearson's r matches. If a violation of the assumptions of 

normality and linearity occurs, Spearman’s rho (rs) is the alternative (Norman, 2010). 

I avoided type 1 and type 2 errors when performing statistical testing. 

Uncompromised data was important. A type 1 error, or false positive, is asserting 

something as true when false, and type 2 error occurs when the null hypothesis is false, 

but erroneously fails to be rejected (Su et al., 2012). The assumptions I assessed include 

normality, linearity, multicollinearity, and homoscedasticity.  
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Assessing for each assumption requires performing specific tasks and tests. To 

assess normality, the assumption that gages the symmetry of the variables on a bell curve, 

I ran Kolmogorov–Smirnov (K-S) test in SPSS. I looked for a p-value above .05, as a p-

value below .05 is significant and is nonparametric. I tested linearity visually by running 

a scatter plot table. If the relationship between independent variables and the dependent 

variable is not linear, the results of the regression analysis will under-estimate the true 

relationship (Su et al., 2012). I tested for the absence of multicollinearity by testing the 

Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) in SSPM. The VIF is above 10.0, which indicates the 

presence of multicollinearity. The presence of multicollinearity signifies the independent 

variables are too related to each other. There is no way to assess if one variable has more 

of an effect on the dependent variable than another, in the presence of another variable. 

The only way to correct multicollinearity is to change or remove the variable. 

Researchers assess homoscedasticity visually using a scatter plot chart in SPSS. Normally 

distributed scores appear above the regression line. I looked for rectangular shapes, as 

funnel shapes exemplify outliers. The presence of too many outliers skews the data and 

shows homoscedasticity. I tested the z-score with a mean of 0, as any z-score above 3.29 

or below -3.29 is an outlier (Tabachick & Fidell, 2012). I adequately assessed each 

assumption by performing specific tasks and tests, to avoid errors. 

Population and Sampling 

This study represents U.S.-based virtual workers. The targeted eligible sample for 

this research consisted of individuals who are U.S.-based employees of ABC Designs 

(the researcher masked the actual name of the organization) and work on geographically 
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dispersed teams. This population of 75 virtual workers was from ABC Designs 

(pseudonym), a U.S.-based small business. This organization’s staff comprises 

professional Project Managers, Instructional Designers, Editors, and Graphic Developers 

who work from home. I contacted the business owner of the targeted research site and 

obtained written consent to contact potential study participants (see Appendix B).  

ABC Designs has 75 employees working either full time or on long-term 

contracts, which serve as the study population. I conducted a power analysis for multiple 

regression with two predictors using G-POWER to determine a sufficient sample size 

using an alpha (α) of 0.05, a power of 0.80, and a medium effect size (f = 0.15) (Faul et 

al., 2008); the minimum required sample size was 68. The sampling method employed 

was volunteer sampling, a form of purposive sampling. Volunteer sampling involves 

individuals who agree to participate in research (Kennedy et al., 2011). I collected 71 

responses, more than enough survey responses to avoid applying a snowball method. This 

research study tested a single hypothesis, and I distributed the instrument by a using 

SurveyMonkey.com® link.  

Ethical Research 

Subsequent to receiving Walden University IRB approval number 07-03-14-

0113452, the data collection occurred at a small business at which 100% of the 75 

workers in the population work remotely. To participate in this study, all volunteers 

consented to participate. Participants agreed to consent in the initial email, by clicking the 

survey link. The participants spent approximately 10 minutes to complete the survey. The 
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research activity’s burden on the participants was minimal. The primary benefit of this 

research study is that it may effectively address a gap in the literature. 

Ethics are fundamental to this study; I measured the participants anonymously for 

their current level of engagement. The protection of participants was also important to the 

success of this effort. Names were not used in data obtained, and were not provided to the 

employer. Because this was a voluntary online survey, for employees that work in 

geographically disbursed areas, the privacy risk is minimal. Because, no translators or 

transcribers, or any other third parties participated in this study, or have access to data, 

while the study was in progress; a confidentiality agreement was not necessary. 

Participant consent forms are in the Appendix D. 

I collected and will store raw data securely for at least five years. Electronic files 

were stored on my password-protected computer and backed up on a password-protected 

hard drive. Further, I backed up data files to a secure online backup service. The identity 

of the participants is also secure because I excluded identifying participant information 

that links directly to respondents. The participation agreement documents are in 

Appendix B. 

Data Collection 

Instruments 

SurveyMonkey® is the mode used to distribute the instrument. The online survey 

instrument consisted of three sections. To complete the electronic survey, the respondents 

read the consent form and select the survey link in the email invitation. By opening the 

survey and completing it, the participant granted consent. Participants then completed the 
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three-section survey. Finally, study participants submitted the survey, after reading the 

opt-out disclaimer. Each geographically disbursed employee works from home, so no site 

references are necessary. Geographic location did not constitute datum for collection 

because all workers are U.S. based and worked remotely. The employer was not able to 

deduce the participant’s identity.  

The first section was a reproduction of the nine-item Utrecht Work Engagement 

Scale instrument for measuring work engagement (Schaufeli, Salonova, Gonalez-Roma, 

& Bakker, 2002), used with permission from the survey instrument authors. The 

permission letter from Schaufeli et al. (2002) is in Appendix A. The nine items measured 

the dependent variable by identifying vigor, dedication, and absorption (three items each) 

in the job context, which collectively constitute the work engagement survey. Cronbach’s 

alpha (α), a measure of internal consistency reliability, ranges from .85 to .94 (Schaufeli 

& Bakker, 2003). I also utilized the UWES 7-point response scale, in accordance with 

Schaufeli and Bakker’s method. The instrument had an index value ranging from zero to 

six for the respondent. This value represented the engagement level (ENG) dependent 

variable. 

The second and third sections of the instrument included measured independent 

variables, which are quantity, and perceived quality of managers communicating virtually 

with employees. Each survey question had seven possible responses: never, 1-4 times a 

year or fewer, once a month or fewer, 2-3 times a month, once a week, a few times a 

week, and every day. The respondents completed the Likert-type scale survey questions. 

The process for completion of the online survey instrument is uncomplicated. The use of 
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a previously established validated and reliable survey measurement instrument mitigated 

validity and reliability threats. I collected and will store raw data securely for at least the 

five years from the publishing of my doctoral study. Interested parties may contact me to 

request to use the data in those 5 years. 

UWES, the survey instrument, is a formerly applied instrument. Mills, 

Culbertson, and Fullagar (2012) established the instrument’s reliability. The median 

Cronbach alpha (α) value of .91 was in the original study (Schaufeli et al., 2002). The 

employee engagement index derives from the same original UWES study. This, coupled 

with other researchers using the tool, further substantiates the instrument’s reliability.  

Nerstad, Richardsen, and Martinussen (2010) and Seppälä et al. (2009) proved the 

validity of the UWES instrument as the premier employee engagement tool. Multiple 

researchers used this instrument across a wide array of industries (Bedeian, & O’Boyle, 

2012; Breevaart, et al., 2012; Cole, et al., 2012; Littman-Ovadia, & Balducci, 2013). This 

instrument has a high degree of external validity (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). Construct 

validity defines how well a survey measures up to its claim. Researchers should review 

survey instruments to determine its construct validity (Podsakoff, Podsakoff, MacKenzie, 

& Klinger, 2013). 

As the researcher, I securely will store raw data five years from the publishing of 

my doctoral study, and I recorded the resulting electronic data files to optical media for 

storage. Further, I backed up the data files to a secure online backup service. Interested 

parties may request the data in the future, as I will maintain the data on a secure Internet 

server. 
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Data Collection Technique 

Respondents participated voluntarily to invitations sent via their work email, with 

written permission from the owner of ABC Designs. The need to conduct a pilot-study 

did not arise because prior researchers tested the UWES-9 instrument for validity and 

reliability. The email invitation included the consent form and the survey instrument 

links. SurveyMonkey.com® was the selected engine to build and cascade the survey 

instrument. The resulting data served as the SPSS input dataset for analysis. 

Advantages and disadvantages to online surveys are identifiable. Emailed surveys 

are a faster and less expensive alternative to mailed and in-person surveys. Potential 

respondents are more likely to complete electronic surveys as opposed to mail and in-

person alternatives. Respondents complete the survey on their time (Chang & Vowles, 

2013). The shortened timeframe also serves as a disadvantage of online surveys. The use 

of online survey instruments broadened the scope of the amount of potential respondents 

(Kayam & Hirsch, 2012). I selected an online survey to accommodate the potential 

respondents who use computer technology to complete their daily tasks.  

Data Organization Techniques 

I will maintain the data collected from the survey instrument in the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) for potential future use in other research 

questions. Based on the familiarity of the software package, SPSS was best suited for me, 

serving as the researcher for this doctoral study. Nonpublic, personal information 

pertaining to the participants was not part of the dataset. The protection of the privacy of 

survey participants is important. I will securely store raw data for at least five years from 
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the publishing of my doctoral study, and I recorded the resulting electronic data files to 

optical media for storage. Electronic files are stored on my password-protected computer 

and backed up on a password-protected hard drive. Further, I backed up the data files to a 

secure online backup service. Interested parties may request the data in the future. A one-

page summary of the results will also be available upon request. Participants can request 

a summary of the research results by email after March 1, 2015 by emailing me. I will 

email the summary to the community partners after Walden University approves the 

doctoral study. 

Data Analysis Technique 

The goal of this research study was to attain a better understanding of virtual 

management communication. Because of my study, researchers in the field of 

management communication may better understand the existence and magnitude of 

correlations in theory-based factors affecting virtual management communication and 

employee engagement. The research question is: 

1. Are there any statistically significant correlations between the quantity of time 

managers spend communicating with virtual employees, quality of virtual 

communication, and employee engagement? 

Schaufeli and Bakker’s (2003) Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9) 

measures employee engagement. Each of the statements is about how virtual workers feel 

at work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). The complete, formatted survey is in Appendix E. 

Participants indicated how often they agree with the survey options, by using this Likert-

type scale survey. Each survey question listed below had seven possible responses: never, 
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a few times a year or fewer, once a month or less, a few times a month, once a week, a 

few times a week, and every day. The respondents completed the following Likert-type 

scale survey questions to measure the dependent variable, employment engagement: 

1. At my work, I feel bursting with energy. 

2. At my job, I feel strong and vigorous. 

3. I am enthusiastic about my job. 

4. My job inspires me. 

5. When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work. 

6. I feel happy when I am working intensely. 

7. I am proud of the work that I do. 

8. I am immersed in my work. 

9. I get carried away when I’m working. 

The following questions measured the first independent variable, quantity of 

communication managers have with virtual employees, applying different modes of 

communication.  

1. I communicate with my manager. 

2. Outside of team meetings, my manager and I communicate via telephone.  

3. Outside of team/group emails, my manager and I communicate via email.  

4. My manager and I communicate via Instant Messenger. 

5. Outside of team/group meetings, my manager and I communicate via video 

conference. 
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Each survey question had seven possible responses: never, 1-4 times a year or 

fewer, once a month or less, 2-3 times a month, once a week, a few times a week, and 

every day. The respondents completed the Likert-type scale survey questions.  

The following questions measured the second independent variable, the virtual 

employees’ perceived quality of communication with their managers. Each survey 

question had seven possible responses: never, 1-4 times a year or fewer, once a month or 

less, 2-3 times a month, once a week, a few times a week, and every day. The 

respondents completed the Likert-type scale survey questions. The questions testing the 

independent variable, perceived quality communication include:  

1. I have high-quality or inspiring work-related communication with my 

manager. 

2. Outside of team meetings, I have high-quality or inspiring work-related 

communication with my manager via telephone.  

3. Outside of team/ group emails, I have high-quality or inspiring work-related 

communication with my manager via email.  

4. I have high-quality or inspiring work-related communication with my 

manager via Instant Messenger. 

5. I have high-quality or inspiring work-related communication with my 

manager via video conference. 

 Schaufeli and Bakker’s (2003) Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9) 

relates to employee burnout and engagement. Schaufeli and Bakker posited that social 

relationships have an effect on both burnout and employee engagement. The integration 
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of social interaction is congruent with the theory applied in this study, the social 

exchange theory. 

The 9-item UWES instrument has an employee engagement index value. I 

analyzed the data collected from the survey instrument in the Statistical Package for the 

Social Sciences (SPSS). The creators of this software have a streamlined and effective 

way in which to collect and manage the data. Screening data for further analysis is an 

advantage of SSPS. SPSS segregates the output and the raw data and maintains data 

organization. My use of multiple regression analysis supported the presentation of the 

data. The use of multiple regressions is consistent with the hypothesis. The selected 

method is also consistent with the research question.  

Reliability and Validity 

Reliability 

Mills, Culbertson, and Fullagar (2012) used the Utrecht Work Engagement 

Scale (UWES), establishing the instrument’s reliability. The median Cronbach alpha (α) 

value of .91 was in the original study (Schaufeli et al., 2002). The employee engagement 

index derives from the same original UWES study. Further substantiating the reliability 

of the instrument, researchers proved the reliability of the UWES (Mills, Culbertson, & 

Fullagar, 2012). I received permission from Schaufeli to use the UWES-9 survey 

instrument to perform the research (see Appendix A).  

Validity 

Researchers should review a survey instrument to determine its construct validity 

(Podsakoff et al., 2013). The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) instrument has a 
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high degree of external validity (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). Multiple researchers have 

proven the validity of the UWES instrument as the premier employee engagement tool. 

Two of those studies are Nerstad, Richardsen, and Martinussen (2010), and Seppälä et al., 

(2009). 

In the 2009 study, Seppälä et al. researched both the 17-item and 9-item versions 

of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale. The data draws from five diverse studies (N = 

9,404), including a three-year study (n = 2,555), with five different work-related samples. 

Factor analysis supported the hypothesized correlated three-factor structure—vigor, 

dedication, absorption—of both UWES scales. However, while the structure of the 

UWES-17 did not remain the same across the samples and time, the structure of the 

UWES-9 was unaffected. Seppälä et al. (2009) recommended the UWES-9 for future 

research because the survey has considerable construct validity. 

Nerstad et al. (2010) investigated the validity of the Utrecht Work Engagement 

Scale (UWES) with 1266 participants from ten different occupational groups using both 

the UWES-17 and UWES-9 instruments. The results of multigroup analyses, and 

analyses of each of the groups separately, indicated that with a few exceptions, the three-

factor model of vigor, dedication, and absorption, provided the best fit when measuring 

work engagement. Results indicated that the UWES internal consistencies were 

acceptable. The fit of the UWES-9 was slightly better than the UWES-17.  

Researchers consider internal validity measures for the validity of contributory 

reasoning, and the validity of the measurement procedure (Bleijenbergh, Korzilius, & 

Verschuren, 2011). Construct validity defines how well a scale measures up to its claim. 
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The targeted population includes the majority of the employees at a midsized business. I 

have no personal relationship with the business owners of ABC, which also protects 

internal validity. The UWES instrument is both internally and externally valid, based on 

previous studies. 

Transition and Summary 

Section 2 was a review of the description of the method to answer the research 

questions. This section also included the research project, the purpose of this study, and 

the roles of the researcher and participants’ for this quantitative study. The objective of 

this quantitative study was to identify the possible correlation between virtual 

management communication practices, and the employee engagement of employees on 

virtual or geographically dispersed teams. In Section 2, I outlined the process of 

incorporating the social exchange theory as the theoretical framework to test the 

hypothesis. Section 2 included my role as the researcher, the emphasis on ethics, and the 

data collection technique and process. In the research design and methodology section, I 

defined the neutral data set for analysis of the research questions and testing of the 

hypothesis. 

Section 3 includes an application to professional practice and implications for 

changes in the industry of management. In Section 3, I also discuss the research results 

and suggestions for further research. 
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Change 

This section includes an analysis, discussion, and interpretation of the data that I 

collected for this study, with the intent of addressing the research questions in Sections 1 

and 2. The specific business problem was that managers of virtual team employees lack 

knowledge of the skills and information needed to implement employee engagement in 

U.S.-based companies. I present recommendations for practitioners, and additional 

research opportunities that could expand the possibilities for both practical application 

and positive social change. 

Introduction 

The purpose of the quantitative study was to determine whether a relationship 

exists between the quantity of time virtual managers spend communicating with 

employees, the employees’ perceived quality of communications with managers, and 

employee engagement. From 2001 to 2010, the number of American workers who did 

some work from home increased to more than 23 million. During that time, with 21% of 

all U.S.-based workers performing some work at home (U.S. Department of Labor, 

2012). There are projections of a continuous increase of virtual workers (Bartel et al., 

2012). The topic of employee engagement is also important to both business leaders and 

industry researchers. 

Communication affects employee engagement, as employees make a 

psychological link between their individual task and the effect it will have on others when 

management adequately communicates the significance of the work (Grant & Berry, 

2011). The objective of this study was to add to the body of knowledge related to 
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employee engagement of virtual employees as the number of virtual workers continues to 

increase. 

In fulfillment of the stated purpose of determine whether significant correlations 

exist between the quantity of time virtual managers spend communicating with 

employees, the employees’ perceived quality of communications with managers, and 

employee engagement, I examined the potential existence of an association among virtual 

management communication and employee engagement. The empirical evidence 

discussed in detail in the following pages failed to accept the null hypothesis. Empirical 

evidence supported the alternative hypothesis H1A, presented significant correlations 

between the quantity of time managers spend communicating with employees, quality of 

virtual communication, and employee engagement, within virtual teams.  

Presentation of the Findings 

Summary of Quantitative Data 

 I used quantitative methods to conduct this study. My primary goal of this study 

was to investigate: the variables of employee engagement, quantity of time a manager 

spent communicating with virtual employees; the perceived quality of communication; 

and whether the research upheld the predictive generalizations. The primary goal of 

quantitative research is to determine whether the research supports the predictive 

generalizations of the theory (Karanja et al., 2013). Quantitative, descriptive designs 

require researchers to measure subjects once to determine their status. Correlational 

design was appropriate to measure the relationships among variables. I examined the 

statistically significant correlations between the variables based on SET. I used multiple 
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regression analysis to explore the statistically significant correlations between the three 

variables. 

To fulfill of the stated purpose, I examined the potential existence of significant 

correlations between virtual management communication and employee engagement. The 

central research question was: Are there any statistically significant correlations between 

the quantity of time managers spend communicating with virtual employees, quality of 

virtual communication, and employee engagement? 

Derived from the Research Question 1, I tested the following null and alternative 

hypotheses:  

H10: There are no statistically significant correlations between the quantity of 

time managers spend communicating with employees, quality of virtual 

communication, and employee engagement, within virtual teams.  

H1A: There are positive statistically significant correlations between the quantity 

of time managers spend communicating with employees, quality of virtual 

communication, and employee engagement, within virtual teams. 

The empirical evidence supported the alternative hypothesis H1 A, exemplified 

statistically significant correlations between the quantity of time managers spend 

communicating with employees, quality of virtual communication, and employee 

engagement, within virtual teams. 

 Seventy-one participants completed the survey. Data screening efforts focused on 

finding univariate outliers on the three variables of interest: employee engagement scores, 

quantity of time manager spends communicating with virtual workers’ scores, and 
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perceived quality of communication scores. An assessment of univariate outliers occurred 

via examination of standardized values, or z-scores, where values above 3.29 or below -

3.29 indicate outlying scores. There was one outlier on quantity of time scores, and I 

removed the case from the dataset. Thus, an examination of data on the remaining 70 

participants transpired. 

Data screening efforts focused on finding univariate outliers on the three variables 

of interest: employee engagement scores, quantity of time manager spends 

communicating with virtual workers’ scores, and perceived quality of communication 

scores. An assessment of univariate outliers occurred via examination of standardized 

values, or z-scores, where values above 3.29 or below -3.29 indicate outlying scores. 

There was one outlier on quantity of time scores, and I removed the case from the dataset. 

Thus, I conducted an examination of data on the remaining 70 participants. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Employee engagement scores ranged from 3.67 to 7.00, with a Mean (M) of 5.64. 

Quantity of time scores ranged from 2.60 to 6.60, with M = 4.40. Quality of 

communication scores ranged from 1.00 to 6.00, with M = 3.75. I conducted Cronbach’s 

alpha (α) test of reliability for each composite score. Reliability coefficients (α) were 

evaluated according to the rules of thumb by George and Mallery (2010), where α > .90 = 

excellent, > .80 = good, > .70 = acceptable, > .60 = questionable, > .50 = poor, and < .50 

= unacceptable. All three composite scores had excellent reliability (α > .80). The 

descriptive statistics on the three composite scores are in Table 1; Figure 1 visually 

exhibits the means. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics on Composite Scores (N = 70) 

Composite 
score 

Min. Max. M SD Cronbach’s 
α 

No. of 
items 

       
Employee 
engagement 

3.67 7.00 5.64 0.90 .90 9 

Quantity of 
time 

2.60 6.60 4.40 0.91 .84 5 

Quality of 
communication 

1.00 6.00 3.75 1.06 .86 5 
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Figure 1. Means on the composite scores. 
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Research Question 

The categorization of findings matched the research question: Are there any 

significant correlations between the quantity of time managers spend communicating 

with virtual employees, quality of virtual communication, and employee engagement? 

H10: There are no statistically significant correlations between the quantity of 

time managers spend communicating with employees, quality of virtual 

communication, and employee engagement, within virtual teams. 

H1A: There are positive statistically significant correlations between the quantity 

of time managers spend communicating with employees, quality of virtual 

communication, and employee engagement, within virtual teams. 

 I conducted multiple linear regression to address Research Question 1. My aim 

was to determine if the quantity of time a manager spends communicating with virtual 

employees and perceived quality of communication predict employee engagement. 

Statistical significance was determined using an alpha value (a) of .05. The predictor 

variables in the regression were quantity of time scores and quality of communication 

scores. The dependent variable in the regression was employee engagement scores. Prior 

to analysis, I assessed the assumptions of normality, linearity, homoscedasticity, and the 

absence of multicollinearity. Three Kolmogorov–Smirnov (KS) tests, one per score, with 

statistically significant (p < .05) results for employee engagement and quality of 

communication scores, tested the assumption of normality. However, with sample sizes 

of 30 or more, violation of this assumption was unlikely to cause any serious problems 

(Pallant, 2010). I charted a scatter plot to test linearity, and found little to no deviation 
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from a linear distribution; the data met the assumption of linearity. I assessed the 

presence of multicollinearity with Variance Inflation Factors (VIFs), where any VIF 

value above 10.0 indicates the presence of multicollinearity. There were no VIF values 

were above 10.0, meeting the assumption of the absence of multicollinearity standard. 

Table 2 houses the KS significance values and VIF values. Normality, on the individual 

scores, is visually presented in Figures 2, 3, and 4. 

Table 2 

Assumptions Assessment of Normality (KS Significance Values) and Multicollinearity 

(VIF Values) 

Composite score KS significance values VIF values 
   
Employee engagement <.001 — 
Quantity of time .066 2.59 
Quality of communication .018 2.59 
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Figure 2. Normal Q-Q plot on employee engagement scores. 
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Figure 3. Normal Q-Q plot on quantity of time scores. 
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Figure 4. Normal Q-Q plot on quality of communication scores. 

I assessed linearity with a scatter plot, and found little to no deviation from a 

linear distribution; the study met the assumption of linearity. I assessed homoscedasticity 

with a residuals scatter plot, and found no nonrandom pattern; the study met the 

assumption of homoscedasticity. Figures 5 and 6 visually present the scatter plots. 
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Figure 5. Linearity between the independent variables and dependent variable. 
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Figure 6. Homoscedasticity on residuals between the independent variables and 
dependent variable. 
 

Discussion 

 The results of the regression analysis were statistically significant, F(2, 67) = 

7.14, p = .002, R2 = .18, indicating that quantity of time a manager spends 

communicating with virtual employees and perceived quality of communication 

effectively predict employee engagement. The predictors account for (R2) 18% of the 

variance in employee engagement. I assessed each predictor to determine if they offered a 

unique, significant contribution toward predicting employee engagement. I evaluated this 

using the t statistic for each predictor when the other predictor held constant. Neither 

predictor offered a unique, statistically significant contribution to predict employee 
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engagement (p > .05). The null hypothesis –no statistically significant correlation exists 

between the quantity of time managers spend communicating with employees, quality of 

virtual communication, and employee engagement, within virtual teams – therefore, the 

results fail to accept the null hypothesis, in favor of the alternative. Table 3 presents the 

results of the regression. 

Table 3 

Quantity of Time and Quality of Communication predicting Employee Engagement 

Source B SE β t p 95% LL 95% UL 

        
Quantity of time 0.17 0.18 .17 0.94 .351 -0.19 0.52 
Quality of communication 0.23 0.15 .27 1.54 .129 -0.07 0.54 
Note. (2, 67) = 7.14, p = .002, R2 = .18. 

 The findings from this study align with social exchange theory (SET), which 

asserts that trust between individuals and the expectation that other parties will fulfill 

their unspecified obligation is the framework for business relationships (Holmes, 1981). 

These findings remain consistent with the Internet culture, as discussed in the theoretical 

framework, which encourages collaboration, cooperation, and sharing. Reciprocation of a 

positive personal attitude performed during exchanges provides positive outcomes; 

employees feel obligated to repay positive and frequent managerial behaviors (Ko & Hur, 

2014). Supervisors building high-quality social exchanges with their employees (Farr-

Wharton et al., 2011) contributed to employee job satisfaction (Fay & Kline, 2011). 

Within the review of literature, a variety of factors associated with existing 

manager and subordinate relationships in a virtual environment reveal the basic context 

of the SET. Walumbwa et al. (2011) used the SET to study supervisory relationships to 
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trust, open communication, and information sharing. Others have used it to determine 

organizational commitment (Gutierrez et al., 2012). The research findings of this study 

extend the knowledge of SET and correlations between the variables of quality of 

communication, quantity of communication and employee engagement. 

SET is appropriate in assessing the needs of this growing virtual workforce; 

managers of virtual teams are likely unaware of the SET, and the effects that the 

principles of the theory may have on subordinates’ engagement. Fan, Chen, Wang, and 

Chen (2014), in their study of virtual leaders’ use of motivating language, found that 

virtual leaders’ motivating language and feedback approach via e-mail instructions have 

different interaction effects on virtual employees’ creativity and idea generation 

performances. Virtual employees receiving instructions with more empathetic language 

exhibited higher creativity performance Fan et al. (2014). Consistent with SET, increased 

social exchanges can lead to the feelings of engagement and participation. 

In this doctoral study, the findings indicted that a positive relationship exists 

between the quantity of communication and employee engagement. The more engaged 

virtual employees communicated with their managers more frequently. Similarly, the 

findings showed that a positive relationship exists between the perceived quality of 

communication and employee engagement. The highly engaged respondents, classified 

on the engagement index, had more frequent and high-quality communications with their 

virtual managers. Davis and Cates (2013) used correlational design to determine the 

effects of isolation on employee engagement. Bartel et al. (2012) found that as virtual 

employees feel more isolated, their organizational identification decreases. Consistent 
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with SET, the fewer social exchanges can lead to the feelings of disengagement and 

isolation.  

In my doctoral study, because a variety of relationship factors existed between 

manager and subordinate in a virtual environment, neither predictor stood alone as 

statistically significant. The substantiation in this, study is that virtual workers are not 

unique concerning the need for managerial communication. This substantiation is evident 

in several other contexts that consistently indicate effective communication includes team 

synergy and unity of organizational purpose: two aspects of positive communication. 

Mayo (1933) posited that the human relations approach is another relationship factor, 

where managers should consider personal empowerment and self-esteem. Managers of 

virtual teams who recognize the relationship factors also can adequately communicate 

with their employees to achieve organizational success. Based on this study, I conclude 

that virtual managers experienced increased employee engagement among their virtual 

employees through the adoption of various communication strategies that enhance the 

quantity and perceived quality of their communication. 

Applications to Professional Practice 

This research is valuable to owners, leaders, and employees of firms with virtual 

teams. The dissemination of knowledge about social exchange theory in the form of 

strategies may increase managerial practices and employee productivity through 

engagement with organizational goals. The findings from this study may provide two 

relationship factors, frequency of communication and positive interaction, for virtual 

team managers and corporations to achieve organizational goals through highly 
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productive teams. Social exchange theory includes valuable information for employers, 

owners, and employees to increase their productivity and profitability.  

In a highly competitive business environment, virtual offices and teams have 

become an indispensable element; assisting leaders to achieve organizational goals in a 

cost-effective manner (Daim et al., 2012). Technological developments, a global talent 

pool, and a dynamic business environment have created the ability for organizations to 

operate across distances (Caya, Mortensen, & Pinsonneault, 2013). To build stronger, 

more trusting relationships with employees, managers could benefit by applying the tools 

presented by social exchange theory. Building relationships with employees help advance 

business goals. A stronger relationship develops from frequent and positive 

communications, as seen in the findings of this study, which embraces a positive 

managerial relationship with employees. Presented in literature review, enhanced skills 

include verbal and written communication, the ability to manage tasks and empower 

business partners, finesse to drive performance, and skill to diffuse dissention among 

team members working from a distance (Bartel et al., 2012).  

According to Berry (2011), virtual teams use a combination of telecommunication 

and information technologies to pass information from one party to another across space, 

time, and the boundaries of the organization. The team members may be located across 

offices, countries, or even continents (Kolfschoten et al., 2012). As a result, the top 

management of any organization faces the mandate to manage the employees, and engage 

them to prevent potential problems.  
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Klein et al. (2012) researched important implications for the future study of 

commitment, employee engagement, and motivation. The differentiation of bond types is 

critical to engage employees. Employees seek to bond with their managers. Insufficiently 

managing expectations may lead to a decrease in engagement. This lack of engagement 

could include an increase in relationship conflicts, which heighten distrust, and may make 

team members goal to work together to attain common goals and objectives, more 

difficult. Working environments with minimal relationship conflict fulfill the basic need 

for human relatedness, and lead to an employee's willingness to exert effort and dedicate 

employees’ to work, in other words, to become engaged in tasks at work (Kühnel et al., 

2012). Virtual team leaders have to develop a diverse skill set to balance the task 

management and human component of team assignments. The members of the team 

benefit collectively from a strong leader (Maynard et al., 2012).  

According to Mone et al. (2011), contributing factors that increased employee 

engagement are group synergy, impartial growth opportunities, and organizational 

support. Providing consistency in employee experiences is essential for organizational 

leaders to increase staff engagement (Smith & Cantrell, 2011). Gajendran and Joshi 

(2012) suggested the use of inspirational leadership approaches to engage employees, and 

the encouragement of high moral character among team members. 

Maynard et al. (2012) suggested that virtual teams should engage in mentorship-

relationship building, consistent reporting on projects, and increase employee autonomy. 

These attributes of positive relationships enhance communication and teamwork, which 

engage employees more at work. Aligned with the literature review, in this study I 
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presented ways employers can engage with their employees through frequent and high-

quality communications, such as consistent leader-employee exchanges communicating 

around topics important to the team and the individual virtual team member. 

Findings indicated that a positive relationship exists between the quantity of 

communication and employee engagement. The more engaged virtual employees 

communicated with their manager more frequently. Similarly, the findings showed that a 

positive relationship exists between the perceived quality of communication and 

employee engagement. Those respondents deemed highly engaged on the engagement 

index, also had more frequent and high-quality communications with their virtual 

managers. 

Based on this study, I conclude that virtual managers experienced increased 

employee engagement among their virtual employees through the adoption of 

communication strategies that enhance the quantity and perceived quality of their 

communication. Schaubroeck et al. (2011) suggested that team members would have a 

sense of purpose and the drive to reach their goals. Tannenbaum et al. (2012) stated the 

virtual managers should also accept and act on constructive feedback from team 

members. The practice of providing consistent feedback ensures a harmonious 

coexistence among the members, but also assists management during the decision-

making process. Accepting and acting on constructive feedback may influence the 

employees’ perceived quality of virtual communication.   

I suggest team managers provide frequent high-quality communication to their 

team members, which include the goals of the organization and detailed directions. These 



92 
 

 

strategies may contribute to increased organizational commitment and engagement of 

virtual employees. Across a broader spectrum of employers, these findings are consistent 

with prior research. This examination of the virtual employee is relevant for improving 

business practices and performance of this growing segment of the United States 

workforce. 

Implications for Social Change 

From the findings of this study, and the body of literature gathered for review, 

engaged employees have an emotional attachment and a genuine commitment to their 

organization, and are willing to increase productivity (Lindenberg & Foss, 2011). A 

variety of factors helps develop heightened levels of employee engagement such as 

setting performance expectations, and tying tasks to the overall organization (Kühnel, 

2012). The current trend of allowing workers to work from home increased the 

employee’s level of engagement through work-life balance; however, the potential 

existed for lack of engagement with management (Sardeshmukh et al., 2012). I highlight 

the economic and social benefits within the findings of this study, which indicated that 

frequent and positive communications significantly affect employee engagement, and 

implicated the importance of positive work-life balance for modern society. Leaders seek 

highly motivated employees, and one employee benefit is to work from home, or from a 

virtual office, which may lead to a positive social change in work-life balance for 

employees. 

The findings of this study may also provide leaders with useful strategic 

information to increase the employee engagement of home-based virtual employees. In 
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highly competitive work environments, firms pursue qualified employees, and engage 

their staff. The optimal employee engagement levels occur when a firm attracts the most 

qualified employees, retains them within the organization, and empowers them to 

perform consistently at the highest levels of their abilities (Campbell et al., 2012). 

The ability to engage the significant growth in virtual teams provided a unique 

challenge not known to managers in previous generations (Caillier, 2012; Mitlacher, 

2012). The results of this study contribute to the growing field of virtual management 

literature. Specifically, organizational leaders may use the knowledge gained through this 

study to determine the potential statistically significant correlations between virtual 

management communication and employee engagement at their firm. Educating 

managers with virtual management efficiencies serves as another benefit for 

understanding the results of this study. 

This study constitutes an addition to prior virtual workplace research studies, 

including virtual workplaces regarding network security (Caldwell, 2011), network 

architecture (Rosu & Dragoi, 2011), and professional and social isolation (Bartel et al., 

2012). However, few researchers have examined the level of employee engagement of 

virtual workers (Jenkins & Delbridge, 2013). From their study on managerial work 

modes and subordinate work experiences, Golden and Fromen (2011) recommended 

further investigation into managerial work modes and worker experiences.  

From the perspective of revenue generation, optimal employee engagement levels 

occurred when a firm attracted the most qualified employees, retained the employee 

within the organization, and empowered them to perform consistently at the highest 
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levels of their abilities (Campbell et al., 2012). The findings of this doctoral study 

confirm Campell et al.’s predictions contribute to the body of research. Organizational 

leaders can foster environments of positive communication through social exchange 

theory, which can increase their employee productivity.  

Recommendations for Action 

A number of potential actions arose from the findings of this study and the 

context of the related literature on the matter. The following recommendations may 

facilitate the realization of improved business results and the positive social change 

opportunities. Although the subjects in this study worked in the field of learning and 

development, the recommendations may have broad application for any virtual work 

setting. Such applications should undergo tests in future research. 

The findings of this study and from Wheatley (2012) suggested that allowing 

employees to work from home could be a productive business practice when encouraged 

through positive communication. Implementation of communication programs that apply 

social exchange theory as the premise toward employee engagement serve corporations 

and businesses more appropriately than implementing other communication programs 

would. Employees felt a heightened sense of autonomy while working from home, and 

the participants in this study were more engaged than their counterparts who did not work 

from home, because of their work-life balance and managerial communications.  

After analysis of the results, the findings of this study confirmed the alternate 

hypothesis; statistically significant correlations exist between (a) quantity of virtual 

management communication, (b) the perceived quality of the virtual management 



95 
 

 

communication, and (c) employee engagement. The amount of communication plays an 

important role; however, researchers must also measure and address the perceived quality 

of communication. According to Palanski et al. (2011), the perception of managerial-

subordinate trust influences individual performance. With this information of 

communication and its influence on engagement, business leaders can assess the 

management communication practices of their leaders managing virtual teams. 

Virtual managers and executives must be prepared to build trusting relationships 

with employees to accomplish organizational objectives. The stronger the communication 

practices, the stronger the potential managerial relationship. As the number of virtual 

workers increases, organizational leaders must address the effectiveness of managerial 

and employee communication skills. 

Enhanced skills include verbal and written communication, the ability to manage 

tasks and empower business partners, finesse to drive performance, and skills to diffuse 

dissention among team members working miles away (Bartel et al., 2012). A collection 

of the best communication practices of virtual managers with engaged teams will provide 

a basis of knowledge for future study and management. This information can evolve into 

communities of practice material, and management training courses. Much like 

traditional management training, virtual management training preempts many of the 

challenges that virtual managers face. These types of trainings will equip virtual 

managers to lead teams of this growing population (Muethel et al., 2013). The training 

courses across the industry provide a platform for information dissemination on the topic 

of virtual management communication and employee engagement.  
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A continuous debate exists about the effect of corporate training as compared to 

traditional management education (Erenli & Ortner, 2011). The ability to meet a learner’s 

needs in a timely and appropriate manner represents the future of training (Noe et al., 

2010). Current and future virtual managers need the skills to engage their staff.  

Membership on a virtual team may be an incentive for talented employees, who 

could provide a competitive advantage (Campbell et al., 2012); however, training 

managers with the proper communication strategies can consume time and capital. The 

various communication styles and attitudes toward interpersonal relationships on virtual 

teams have many of the same needs as face-to-face. Trust and interpersonal 

communication have a direct relation to employee morale and satisfaction, and the 

quality of manager-employee communication (Zeffane et al., 2011). Therefore, employee 

engagement is a reflection of job satisfaction, and the findings of this study predict that 

an organization’s frequent and high quality communication can increase employee 

engagement. Because of the implications within social exchange theory, employees and 

employers may strengthen their relationships through investments in training and positive 

communications. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

This study serves as a foundation for more in-depth studies of management 

communication and virtual workers in general. The social exchange theory’s relevance to 

virtual teaming in comparison to in-person teaming is also an interesting topic. 

Researchers could investigate the size of the virtual organization. Performing a similar 

study with demographic information collected would add to the growing body of 
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literature. The industry of the virtual employees may also play a role in their engagement 

and perception of managerial communication; continued research on this topic is 

important. Research can take place on the differences between the communication 

practices of virtual teams who work virtually on a part-time basis, as opposed to full time. 

Finally, delving into the perceived quality of managerial communication will be 

important to gauge best practices for virtual management communication. This study’s 

foundation provides for future quantitative and qualitative studies. Future researchers 

should also clarify the details regarding the dynamics of the relationships in the variety of 

virtual work arrangements and job types (Dahlstrom, 2013). 

In 2013, the number of American virtual workers increased to more than 23 

million, and 21% of U.S.-based workers did some type of work from home (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2014). Varying types of virtual teaming are in existence. Some 

employers have a combination of on-site and virtual employees. In some instances, some 

employees work from home on a part-time basis. Other teams have 100% of employees 

that work from different on-site office locations. One hundred percent of other teams 

have employees working on a virtual basis. Further research may begin by taking the 

findings of this study of full-time virtual workers and expanding the analysis to other 

classifications of virtual workers to ascertain how virtual workers who work away from 

their manager on a full-time basis may be unique. Opportunities abound to study workers 

who work virtually on a part time basis and in-person at times.  

Another question that remains for future examination is whether social exchange 

theory (SET) applies to virtual workers differently than it does for in-person workers. The 
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central theme of SET defines social behavior as an exchange of intangible currency. 

Intangible rewards such as support, recognition, and prestige serve as examples of social 

exchanges (Homans, 1958). Theorists used SET to research virtual and computer-based 

relationships (Chaudhuri & Ghosh, 2012). The question that looms is the effect of the 

social exchanges in a virtual work relationship in comparison to an in-person work 

relationship.  

Opportunities exist for researchers to examine virtual management 

communication closely through other theoretical lenses. For example, the theory of job 

embeddedness may be one alternate theory to consider. Job embeddedness is the level of 

attachment an individual has to his or her job. Employees highly attached to their work 

tend to be inseparable from it; they find work both motivating and fulfilling (Zhang et al., 

2012). Future studies of virtual management communication might develop hypotheses 

based on job embeddedness theory to supplement the findings herein.  

The literature review described many studies that examined small and medium 

sized organizations while neglecting large firms. From the findings of this study, a design 

and test of a series of hypotheses that distinguish varying sized organizations will be 

useful. This research will add to the body of knowledge pertaining to all sizes of 

organizations. 

This doctoral study did not include the collection of demographic data. 

Researchers can use this information in future studies. With the current five-generation 

workforce, it would be interesting to study whether particular generational divides exist 

with virtual communication preferences. According to Houck (2011), the collection of 
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generational classifications would allow the future research to be organized by generation 

and rated on technology and mentoring, which would collect an organization’s current 

internal practices, and would help bring credibility to the topic. 

With the increase in access to the Internet, businesses and large corporations have 

adjusted their hiring practices to account for the inclusion of off-site employees, and 

contract staff, which presented a need for an even higher amount of insight to solve 

virtual team dilemmas. The perceived quality of virtual management communication may 

be the basis of various future studies, and would be enlightening to explore and examine 

the best practices of virtual managers in a qualitative study. Future researchers may also 

distinguish between full-time staff and contractors, as fields continue to expand the 

practice of hiring contract workers. 

Researchers should focus on the interpersonal relationships between managers 

and employees in virtual teams to help businesses navigate communication issues; as 

trust and interpersonal communication have a direct relation to employee morale and 

satisfaction, and the quality of manager-employee communication (Zeffane et al., 2011). 

Another aspect for research to study would be the psychological implications of 

frequency of communications for virtual versus face-to-face interactions for employees. 

From the findings, managerial communications was a variable that contained a variety of 

factors, especially the types of communications. The lack of significance for 

communication as a predictor in employee engagement provides more research 

opportunities on the types of communications delivered to a virtual team, which could 
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advance the understanding of what makes a positive or negative communication. 

Potential research questions could include: 

1. To what extent do virtual managers’ unique communication methods 

influence the productivity of the virtual workers? 

2. To what extent does the perceived quality of communication to a virtual 

worker affect organizational attrition rates? 

3. To what extent is the perceived quality of communication to a virtual worker, 

beneficial or detrimental? 

4. How does the medium of managerial communication effect the motivation 

and employee engagement within a virtual team? 

5. To what extent are the factors within the frequency of virtual communications 

beneficial or detrimental? 

An area of particular interest for future study is the effect that the industry might 

have on the amount of virtual management communication, the perceived quality of 

communication, and employee engagement. In this study, I examined workers employed 

by a small learning consultation firm. It would be interesting to perform the same study 

using diverse industries.  

Reflections 

My interest in this area of research study arose from a personal and professional 

interest in SET as it applies to the 21st century worker. The applicability of SET for 

virtual workers was and remains of interest to me because of the professional realm from 

which most of my personal business experiences derived. I may have some personal bias 
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arising from my role as a scholar practitioner with a background in the virtual work 

arena. The possibility of my personal bias played a major role in the choice of a 

quantitative research design to mitigate the possibility that any personal bias might color 

the gathering and interpretation of qualitative data. Similarly, the possibility of personal 

bias motivated me to identify previously validated research instruments to measure the 

dependent variable of this research study. By using (with permission) elements from 

research instruments that have already had their validity and reliability confirmed I was 

able to avoid the potential for introducing personal bias in the construction of the research 

instrument. However, I created the questions for the independent variables. Future 

researchers can validate the questions for future studies.  

While conducting this research study, I recalled of the challenge in obtaining 

voluntary participation in research surveys even when the survey instrument is brief and 

anonymous. Without offering any inducements (e.g., compensation, quid pro quo 

arrangements), which could introduce bias into the resulting dataset and add substantial 

monetary costs, researchers may find difficulty attracting sufficient attention and generate 

the necessary motivation in potential participants to take action. Each participant received 

a token of appreciation after participating in the research.  

I also acknowledge that I used the UWES-9 instead of the UWES-17 question 

instrument, which was previously under consideration. The survey items from the 

UWES-9 instrument may have affected the results. Although the validity and reliability 

of the UWES-9 instrument have been tested and verified, the 17-question instrument 
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provides more questions to measure. I selected UWES-9 survey instrument because it 

was shorter and more reliable and valid than the UWES-17.  

Summary and Study Conclusions 

The 21st century workplace continues to evolve, and the knowledge economy 

increasingly supplants the industrial era in the United States. In the knowledge economy, 

organizations must compete to attract, engage, and retain top talent. An organization’s 

commitment to work-life balance also attracts highly skilled employees (Wheatley, 

2012). Providing opportunities for employees to work remotely also provides the 

organization the opportunity to remove local barriers to acquire talent resources.  

The role of the corporate manager also continues to evolve with the advent of 

virtual teaming. I did not determine whether leaders have taken the same consideration 

when training virtual managers to vary communication styles to meet the influx of virtual 

employees. Organizational development researchers have considered trust and 

interpersonal communication to have a direct relation to employee morale and 

satisfaction, and the quality of manager-employee communication (Zeffane et al., 2011). 

The findings of this quantitative study were significant to show a relationship 

exists between the quantity of time managers spend communicating with virtual 

employees, the perceived quality of communication, and employee engagement. 

According to Chen et al. (2011), team members with higher levels of psychological 

empowerment and commitment are likely to be more motivated to engage in behaviors 

that contribute positively to their team and the organization. Engaged employees are 38% 

more likely than their unengaged counterparts are to put forth discretionary effort (Shuck 
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et al., 2011). This claim had the support of Harter et al. (2002), who stated that businesses 

with less engaged employees have lower productivity and less profitability. Managers of 

virtual teams need the proper training through a program that embraces social exchange 

theory, so that they can better engage their employees.  

The topic of employee engagement is prominent in modern business leaders and 

industry researchers. Employees make a psychological link between their individual task 

and the effect it will have on others when management adequately communicates the 

significance of the task (Grant & Berry, 2011). I sought to add to the body of knowledge 

related to employee engagement as the number of virtual employees continues to 

increase. The research question was: Are there any significant correlations between the 

quantity of time managers spend communicating with virtual employees, quality of 

virtual communication, and employee engagement? This research question was a 

derivative of the problem statement, and its development was in the context of social 

exchange theory.  

Employee engagement is a determining factor of the employees’ productivity and 

commitment to an organization. Role clarity and task significance play pivotal roles in 

employee engagement. I found through the performance of a quantitative study, that the 

quantity of time that managers communicate with their employees, along with the 

perceived quality of those interactions, affects the workers’ level of engagement. 

Engagement involves more than just sending and receiving emails, video conferencing, 

and phone calls. Email is ineffective as a primary means of communication as recipients 

correctly interpret the tone only part of the time (Jackson & van den Hooff, 2012). Also 
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described in the findings, employees engage through positive communications that 

express business concerns and objectives. Trust and interpersonal communication have a 

direct relationship with the quality of manager-employee communication, morale, and 

satisfaction (Zeffane et al., 2011). I concluded that social exchange theory (SET) 

provides a powerful tool for organizational leaders and managers to incorporate into their 

daily routines. 

  I found empirical support for the applicability of SET for increased engagement 

levels among virtual workers. A statistically significant positive relationship was visible 

for engagement levels and the virtual employees who communicated more frequently via 

telephone with their manager. A statistically significant inverse relationship existed 

among virtual employees who frequently communicated via instant messenger with their 

manager.  

Providing an environment that balanced work and lifestyle enhances employee 

performance by creating reduced work-life conflict (McMillan et al., 2011). Virtual 

employment is attractive to highly skilled employees because it provides a work-life 

balance through schedule flexibility, without commuting to work. As the number of 

virtual employees has increased by nearly four million over a ten year period (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2012), I sought to add to the body of knowledge related to 

employee engagement while on virtual teams. This study achieved the goal to gain a 

better understanding of virtual management and the environment surrounding 

communications between managers and employees. Information in this study may assist 



105 
 

 

researchers in the field of management communication, as well as have a direct effect on 

business management if incorporated into a corporate culture. 
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Appendix A: Research Use of the UWES 

Subject:  RE Research use of the UWES 

Date:  September 22, 2012 12:44PM CST 

From:  Wilmar Schaufeli 

To:  Ryan N. Mitchell 

Dear Ryan, 
 
As indicated on my website, the UWES can be used and reprinted freely for academic, 
non-commercial research. 
 
However, I am afraid that I do not have time to communicate with you throughout the 
process of your research. 
 
With kind regards, 
 
Wilmar Schaufeli 
 
Wilmar B. Schaufeli, PhD | Social and Organizational Psychology  
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Appendix B: Organizational Invitation Letter 

ABC Design 

Attn: VP Human Resources 

 

Dear Ms. xxxxxxxx, 

I am a doctoral student conducting research of professional issues that affect 

organizations where employees work remotely, and I would greatly appreciate your 

participation in my study by asking your firm’s employees to complete a brief online 

survey that requires less than 10 minutes. You can and should assure your employees that 

all responses will be anonymous and used for no other purpose other than academic 

research. The survey collects no personally identifiable information. 

A limited time window is available to participate in this research survey, so please offer 

the opportunity for your firm’s employees (and yourself) to participate now before the 

data collection period closes. The online survey is accessible by visiting the following 

URL:  

Your assistance in helping me complete my doctoral research is very much 

appreciated. Results of this research project will be available once publication of this 

study is complete. Thank you again. 

-Ryan N. Mitchell 
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Appendix C: Survey Invitation 

I am a doctoral student conducting research of professional issues affecting you 

and your colleagues. I would greatly appreciate your participation in my study by 

completing a brief survey. Your responses will be anonymous and used for no other 

purpose than academic research. Results of this research project will be available once 

the study is concluded. 

There is a limited time window to participate in this research survey. Please read the 

consent information below embedded within this email.  

 

Statement of Consent 

***I have read the consent information and I feel I understand the study well enough to 

make a decision about my involvement. By clicking the link below, I understand that I 

am agreeing to the terms described above. *** 

 

I CONSENT AND WISH TO COMPLETE THE SURVEY  

 

Thank you! 

Ryan N. Mitchell 

Doctor of Business Administration – Leadership 

Walden University 

xxxx.xxxx@xxx.xxx  
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Appendix D: Consent Form 

CONSENT FORM 
 
You are invited to take part in a research study of The Correlations between Virtual 
Communication on Employee Engagement. The researcher is inviting employees and 
contractors at ABC Design to be in the study. This form is part of a process called 
“informed consent” to allow you to understand this study before deciding whether to take 
part. 
 
This study is being conducted by a researcher named Ryan N. Mitchell, who is a doctoral 
student at Walden University. 
 
Background Information: 
Many American employees and contractors work in different locations from their 
managers. In fact, the number of employees who do not work in the same office as their 
managers increases steadily each year. Employees that work in geographically disbursed 
teams are called virtual employees. 
 
Communication with direct managers often impact employees’ level of engagement or 
commitment. The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of virtual 
management communication.  
 
Information in this proposed study may assist researchers in the field of management 
communication in determining whether significant correlations exists between virtual 
management, communication, and employee engagement. Therefore, the research 
question is: Are there any significant correlations between the quantity of time managers 
spend communicating with virtual employees, quality of virtual communication, and 
employee engagement? 
 

Procedures: 
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to:  

• Complete the electronic survey. The survey should take 10 minutes to complete. 
• Answer the questions honestly. (Data will only be collected once from each 

participant.) 
• Select the direct link within the email from researcher. Once the direct link to the 

survey instrument is selected, the Survey Monkey® instrument will appear.  
 
Here are some sample questions: 

•  I am enthusiastic about my job. 
•  My job inspires me. 
• Outside of team meetings, my manager and I communicate on the telephone.  
• Outside of team/ group emails, my manager emails me.  
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• My manager and I communicate via Instant Messenger 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
This study is voluntary. Everyone will respect your decision of whether or not you 
choose to be in the study. No one at ABC Designs will treat you differently if you decide 
not to be in the study. If you decide to join the study now, you can still change your mind 
later. You may stop at any time.  
 

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 
Being in this type of study involves some risk of the minor discomforts that can be 
encountered in daily life, such as fatigue, stress, or becoming upset. Being in this study 
would not pose risk to your safety or wellbeing.  
 
Research on the topic of virtual communication and employee engagement will aid 21st 
century businesses. Your participation will help to get an unbiased perspective.  
 

Payment: 
There will be no financial compensation for completing the study. There is however the 
satisfaction of knowing how you contributed to the study of business management. 
 
Privacy: 
Any information you provide will be kept anonymous. The researcher will not use your 
personal information for any purposes outside of this research project. Also, the 
researcher will not include your name or anything else that could identify you in the 
study reports. Data will be kept secure by Ryan N. Mitchell. The raw data will be placed 
onto an online server, as well as a personal jump drive that will be locked in a safe. Data 
will be kept for a period of at least 5 years, as required by the university. Participants can 
request a 1-2 page summary of the research results via email after March 1st, 2015 by 
emailing xxxx.xxxx@xxx.xxx.  
 
Contacts and Questions: 
You may ask any questions you have now. Or if you have questions later, you may 
contact the researcher via email at xxxx.xxxx@xxx.xxx. If you want to talk privately 
about your rights as a participant, you can call Dr. Leilani Endicott. She is the Walden 
University representative who can discuss this with you. Her phone number is 612-312-
1210 (for US based participants). Walden University’s approval number for this study is 
07-03-14-0113452 and it expires on July 2, 2015. 
 
Online survey 
Please print or save this consent form for your records. (For online research) 
 

Statement of Consent: 
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I have read the above information and I feel I understand the study well enough to make a 
decision about my involvement. By clicking the link below, I understand that I am 
agreeing to the terms described above. 
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Appendix E: Survey Instrument 
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Appendix F: NIH Certificate 

Certificate of Completion 

The National Institutes of Health (NIH) Office of Extramural Research certifies that 
Ryan Mitchell successfully completed the NIH Web-based training course “Protecting 
Human Research Participants”. 

Date of completion: 11/14/2010  

Certification Number: 569895  
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