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Abstract

The communication tool is an important component of a virtual team, and virtual teams are
highly dependent upon the communication tools for accomplishing their tasks and fulfilling
their needs effectively. This research in progress builds upon the existing literature and
employs the concept of feature richness of social media tools and a Transactive Memory
System (TMS) approach to develop a conceptual framework for understanding the impact of
social media tools on virtual team performance. Thus, a conceptual research model which
postulates that TMS mediates the relationship between social media tools and virtual team
performance, is developed. This research tries to establish an appropriate component-level
mapping between the components of TMS construct and the feature richness factors to
provide a deeper understanding about the effect of social media tools on TMS and
consequently, the impact on virtual team performance.

Keywords: Virtual Team, Transactive Memory System, Feature Richness, Social Media.

Introduction

Virtual team is one of the most state-of-the-art organizations’ remedies for tackling challenges of ever-
changing environment and increasing decentralization and globalization of work processes (Hertel et
al., 2005). Organizations believe that Virtual team is a modern phenomenon all over the globe (Horwitz,
Bravington, and Silvis, 2006), and in many of them, they have been turned into the inevitable part of
daily work routines. in order to perform cooperative tasks, virtual teams work in geographically
separated locations with distinct time zones; virtual teams usually include participants, coming from
different background and nationalities (Cramton and Hinds, 2005; Gibson and Gibbs, 2006; Hinds, Liu,
and Lyon, 2011; Hoch and Kozlowski, 2014). Virtual team benefits for the organizations are gained
through removing redundancy of tasks, shrinking expenses, enhancing the employees work efficiency
index, and shrinking travel and replacement expenditures (Gaeta et al., 2011; Sarker and Kirkeby, 2011;
Hsu et al., 2011). On the other hand, the basis of a virtual team for coordinating the tasks is
communication technology. Virtual team performance heavily relies on the effectiveness of
communication between team members (Bjorn and Ngwenyama 2009; Lanubile et al., 2010). A defeat
in virtual team communication leads to adverse consequences such as loss of productivity (Daim et al.,
2012). Social media tools improve knowledge sharing and encourage collaboration and discussions
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among the team members and may come up with the acceleration of Transactive memory systems
(TMS) development in virtual teams (Choi et al., 2010; Leonardi et al., 2013). TMS are one of the most
important elements in constructing effective business teams, since they provide a shared repository for
encoding, storing, and retrieving information about different knowledge domains of the team members
(Hollingshead, 1998). There are gaps in literature in terms of the role of social media within the context
of virtual team communication (Bastida et al. 2013; Brown et al. 2007; Ou et al. 2013). To the best of
researcher’s knowledge, there are still visible gaps in the literature with regard to making sense of the
use of social media tools for organizational virtual team communication, since no prior study has
modeled and evaluated the effect of social media tools on virtual team performance through the
development of TMS components mapping with the feature richness of social media. The main research
questions in this study are:

e Q1: Does the social media usage encourage TMS development in organizational virtual teams?
e Q2: How does the use of social media tools affect virtual team performance?.

LITERATURE REVIEW
This section presents a comprehensive literature review on the subjects: virtual team and social media.

Virtual team

According to previous literature, research on virtual teams is still in its primary stages (Badrinarayanan
and Arnett, 2008; Prasad and Akhilesh, 2002). Due to the relative novelty of virtual team concept, not
many areas within this field of study have been investigated yet (Badrinarayanan and Arnett, 2008).
The literature on virtual teams is divided into two main groups: firstly, the advantages and challenges
associated with virtual work in comparison to face-to-face work (e.g. (Kirkman et al 2004; Bordia
1997), and secondly, the factors that impact the virtual team effectiveness (e.g. (Deeter-Schmelz, 2002;
Lu et al., 2006, Maznevski and Chudoba, 2000)). As far as benefits are concerned, virtual teams are
considered to be network effective, value based, quickly reconfigurable, cost-effective, decentralized
and will vigorously revolutionize our world (Lipnack and Stamps, 1999). The ability of connecting
people effectively and efficiently in addition to extending resources, are the main benefits of virtual
team environment (Townsend et al., 1998) that leads to higher levels of productivity (Townsend et al.,
1998; Suzanne, 2001; Mourino-Ruiz, 2010). Ethics improvement, fall in costs, a larger source of talents
as well as higher balance between work and life are the subsequent benefits of virtual teams (Mourino-
Ruiz, 2010). Although this is demonstrated that the team and organizational productivity are enhanced
using multiple communication technologies (Majchrzak et al., 2000), other evidences are evolving to
show that, team performance may get negatively influenced as members have to cope with an
increasing number of communication technologies to cooperate with other virtual teams working
independently and separately (Chudoba et al., 2005). In comparison to the face-to-face team,
establishing coordination among team members in a virtual team is much more demanding, because
the team tasks are highly organized (Ebrahim et al., 2009). in virtual teams, communicating information
might be interpreted based on inherent cultural biases among team members that could lead to
miscommunications, misunderstandings or distortions (Kayworth and Leidner, 2001). Knowledge
sharing may also get negatively influenced in virtual teams due to cultural diversities (Zakaria et al.,
2004).

In some literatures (Bélanger and Watson-Manheim, 2006; Watson-Manheim and Bélanger, 2007;
Dennis et al., 2008; Turner and Reinsch, 2010), team performance is argued in terms of task efficiency
and effectiveness. A multiplicity of factors impacting the effectiveness and the performance of virtual
teams have also been identified in the literature. Features of relationships containing the variety of the
team (Ancona and Caldwell, 1992), team status, team cohesion, and communication within the team
(Driskell and Radtke, 2003) are all considered as important factors. Other factors that are seen
impressive on team effectiveness include: net-centricity (Anderson and Shane, 2002), team member
skills (Kanawattanachai and Yoo, 2007), personality traits of team members and group interaction styles
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(Balthazard et al., 2004). In addition, some researches have concentrated on task-related factors (Bradley
et al., 2003; Kirkman et al., 2004), whereas other studies have focused merely on social related factors
(Chin et al., 1999; Matveev and Nelson, 2004). Therefore, the experiments show that further research is
essential to explore the factors improving the performance of virtual teams.

Feature Richness of Social Media

Media richness theory classifies communication media in terms of their capacity of carrying information
(Daft and Lengel, 1984). Richer media such as videoconferencing inspires team members a sense of
being co-located, and provides synchronous communication (Kirkman and Mathieu, 2005). Media
richness theory regards co-located interaction at the highest level of media richness (Daft and Lengel,
1986). However, the researchers put forward that where communication is the primary means of contact
between the team members, ‘feature richness’ of the communication media 1s much more desirable than
‘media richness’ in the context of a virtual team (Gupta and Wingreen, 2014a,). Feature richness is a
feature of Social media and is not found in some other virtual team communication tools such as email
and videoconferencing. Feature richness is defined as “the set of features that the communication
medium offers to encourage participation, collaboration, transparency and information organization”
(Gupta and Wingreen, 2014a).

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The evidence from previous researches shows that communication media tools often apply their impacts
on teams indirectly through mediating effects that encompass compensatory adaptation (Kock, 2007).
Empirical studies illustrate that increased team performance is the result of team’s adaption with
communication media for dealing with task complexity (Kock, 2007; Kock 2005; Watson-Manheim and
Bélanger, 2002). On the other hand, transactive memory systems have been widely studied in knowledge
management research and practice. It has been well established that TMS can contribute to team
performance and improvement by making expertise available for team members as well as enhancing
the team collaboration in work processes (Lewis, 2004). Previous studies approve a positive relationship
between TMS and team performance (Lewis, 2004; Kanawattanachai and Yoo, 2007; Zhang, Hempel,
Han and Tjosvold, 2007). Austin (2003) confirmed that the positive relationship between TMS and team
performance has been seen in both single project teams and mature continuing teams. The impact of
TMS dimensions on team performance have been studied by some researchers.

However, there are still gaps in understanding of technology mediation in the context of TMS
components mapping with the feature richness of social media tools and its outcomes on virtual team
performance. In other words, the mediating role of TMS could be explored more fully by using a
component-level approach and studying the individual effects of specialization, co-ordination and
credibility (Choi et al., 2010; Hsu et al., 2012; Wegner, 1987) on the virtual team performance (Choi et
al., 2010; Hsu et al., 2012; Wegner, 1987). This could be preceded by a detailed component-level
examination of feature richness of social media tools on work processes, while the prior research
findings have already confirmed the role of feature richness in social media tools (Gupta and Wingreen
2014). Thus, the researcher put forth a research model and proposes a component-level mapping
between feature richness i.e. participation, collaboration, information organization and transparency,
and the components of the TMS construct i.e. specialization, co-ordination and credibility for a deeper
understanding of the effect of social media tools on the TMS and consequently, the effect on virtual
team performance.

Research Model

TMS development depends on the communication technology, because frequent communication
accelerates the development of the TMS (Kanawattanachai and Yoo, 2007). Social media tools
capability of making teams interact and work together may result in co-ordination, specialization and
credibility development in the virtual teams (Goodwin-Jones, 2003; Standing and Kiniti, 2011), inspire
participation in teamwork activities (Hoffman and Fodor, 2010), support in maintaining organized
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information of the projects (Bastida et al., 2013; Darisipudi and Sharma, 2008), and create a task-
expertise association in the team. Social media tools also create transparency in project information by
loading all necessary information in a central repository, which subsequently leads to the possibility of
tackling communication or co-ordination challenges (Bertot et al., 2011; Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010).
As aresult, it is expected that social media tools usage lead to TMS development in virtual teams. The
continuous use of social media tools leads to more participation, collaboration, information organization
and transparency in virtual teams, which in turn brings about more specialization, coordination and
credibility; that is, a well-developed TMS.

Taking into account the aforementioned issues, the following hypotheses are proposed by the researcher
based upon the conceptual research model:

1) H1: The extent to which social media affects Specialization depends on Feature Richness of
social media tools.

2) H2: The extent to which social media affects Credibility depends on Feature Richness of social
media tools.

3) H3: The extent to which social media affects Coordination depends on Feature Richness of social
media tools.

4) H4: Specialization mediates the effect of social media tools on Virtual team performance.

5) H5: Credibility mediates the effect of social media tools on Virtual team performance.

6) H6: Coordination mediates the effect of social media tools on Virtual team performance.

7) HT7: There is a positive relationship between social media tools and Virtual team performance.

The conceptual research model is novel since, to the best of researchers’ knowledge, no prior study has
investigated the mediating role that TMS components mapping with the feature richness of social media
tools could play in virtual team performance and also, no prior study has considered component-
mapping between TMS and feature richness to provide a profound understanding of the effect of social
media tools on the TMS and consequently the impact on virtual team’s effectiveness.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Our proposed research would be conducted using a combined method of research (Creswell 2014). A
mixed method of research was considered appropriate for this research, since it would provide the
researcher with a “very powerful mix” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 42) and a more explicit image
and detailed overview on the research topic (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998). A mixed method ( Johnson,
Onwuegbuzie, and Turner, 2007) provides the collection of manifold perspectives accessible on the
topic, and both the quantitative and qualitative data could be used to explore the subject and make the
results much more reliable (Miller and Gatta, 2006). Further, mixed technique of research, which
comprises quantitative and qualitative research methods, has been used by previous Information
Systems (IS) research (Ang and Slaughter, 2001; Gupta et al., 2012; Kaplan and Duchon, 1988). A mix
of quantitative and qualitative methods would employ different viewpoints on the same subject and
makes research findings to be more reliable and precise, which leads to a more comprehensive
conclusion about the hypotheses and the research questions.

In this research, a likert-style questionnaire will be developed and pilot-tested to operationally apply and
measure the variables in the research model. Likert questionnaire is expected to record the participants'
experiences with social media communication in the context of feature richness and TMS components.
Moreover, Semi-structured interviews not only guarantee that the domain represented by the research
model does not dismiss or overlook any important constructs, but also add a level of richness that will
inform the research as it moves from its exploratory phase into a phase of theory testing. Hence, a mixed
method of research consisting of measured scales and semi-structured interviews is expected to explore
most of the facts related to the research question and facilitate theory testing and validation. Participants
of this research would be executives, managers and CEOs’ of corporate organizations from a variety of



sectors (e.g. IT, banks, telecommunications, etc.) from all around the world, who work in virtual teams
and communicate via social media (fully or partially) with their team members.

Conclusion

This research makes significant contributions to both practice and research. Theoretically, this research
will make a contribution by examining how social media tools affect virtual team performance. First,
this research will contribute literature by exploring and demonstrating the use of social media tools for
virtual team communication and project work. Social media offers a unique and more collaborative
environment (Bastida et al 2013; Goodwin-Jones 2003) than email, videoconferencing and telephone
and is thus expected to have a positive effect on the TMS and consequently on virtual team performance.
Second, this research contributes to the TMS theory (Wegner 1987) through the application of this
theory in the context of feature richness of social media tools and also investigates the mediating role of
TMS components on virtual team performance. This study will show the individual effects of
specialization, co-ordination and credibility to provide a deeper understanding about the effect of social
media tools on the TMS and consequently, the effect on virtual team performance.
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