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Abstract: This paper introduces a new role model for virtual software development
teams where the leader is elected by the team instead of nominated by
management.

1 Introduction

The business world is changing rapidly and with this change new ways of organising
work are being established. In the area of software engineering, more work is being done
through virtual software teams [Ch04]. Virtual software development teams are teams
that cross several boundaries, such as geographic, temporal, and organizational
boundaries and primarily employ telecommunication and information technologies to
accomplish a common task [MHO8].

More and more companies work in so-called onsite/offshore organizations where some
team members are located in Europe and other team members are located in low cost
countries. These virtual software development teams are tasked to develop complex
software systems. The team members of these teams do not see each other and in order
to master the project have to learn virtual work practices. Current virtual teamwork
practices require different competencies and skills from the team members [WBO00].

This research is based on the hypothesis that virtual teams can be as productive as teams
being able to work face-to-face. Currently, there is the sense that virtual teams are less
efficient than “normal” work teams. This research challenges this thinking.

Team performance depends on the motivation, skills and competencies of its members
on how to work in a virtual environment.

Current research on the factors above provides information on how to increase the
motivation through the use of peer-assessments [MTGO09], the design of computer-
supported collaborative learning (CSCL) [SW04] and an introduction of a role model
[K607].
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All the above authors describe concepts where basically peer groups provide feedback to
each other to increase the performance of the learning group or project team.

However, the introduction of formal team leadership is not considered.

In a peer group, all members are on the same hierarchical level and have the same rights
and duties. This research will implement in the control group treatment a leadership
model called “elective leadership”. This model will extend the current implementation of
CSCL. The expected effects of the elective leadership model are to have a person in
charge of implementing important virtual team processes. The treatment will focus on
two virtual team processes: the get-to-know-each-other process and the feedback
process.

2 “Elective Leadership” Approach

The treatment for the control groups is called “elective leadership”. It is a concept where
the team elects a leader, based on an election procedure. The leader has to implement
two team processes. Also the performance of the leader is on a regular basis assessed by
the team members. If the team members are dissatisfied with the received leadership,
they can initiate a change of leadership process. The flow of the treatment is shown in
the figure 1 below:
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Figure 1: The elective leadership treatment
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First the participants complete an e-learning lesson on leadership. As the result of the e-
learning they should be able to identify their leadership skills for virtual teams. The test
will focus on the ICF core competencies [Ic08] on the areas below:

e Setting the foundation of virtual leadership
e Co-creating the leadership between the leader and the team
e Communicating effectively with team and the stakeholders
e Facilitating learning and results of the team

As a result of this self-assessment, the people will get a score. The score can give an
indication on who may have some good leadership skills. Also at this time, the team
receives training on leadership and possible tasks within the authority of the leader.

The team will discuss this list and the result of this discussion will be a RACI-chart
[PmO8], showing the leadership tasks and the role of each team member on the chart.
RACI is an acronym for Responsible, Approval, Consulted and Informed.

Then the team leader will implement two key team processes:

1. The team get-to-know-each-other-process, also called the initiation process. The
objective of this process is to create a sense of belonging, team spirit and
commitment. This is a process where the team building takes place. The expected
result of this process is that team members will trust each other and care for each
other. Another element of this process will be a detailed introduction to the project
plan and the work ahead. During this process, the team will learn how to work
virtually on the project.

2. The team feedback process. This process will be implemented in several ways. On a
weekly basis, participants will report their current motivation back based on a self-
assessment of a factor from 1 (low) to 10 (high). Then there will be a formal
feedback round every two weeks. During this feedback round, a new team leader
can be elected. The outcome of this feedback process should be a continuous high
level of motivation and productivity.

The innovative approach of “elective leadership” is that the leader is chosen by the team
of peers and the team gives clear mandate to the leader. In a normal software
development project the team leader is nominated by management. Here the team is
empowered to make the decision. Also, the team has the power to keep the leader or to
change the leader periodically. The power of the leader is clearly defined through the
charter and the charter is approved by the complete team. This kind of leadership
approach should work very well in situations where all team participants are on the same
hierarchical level, like international academic research projects, as it provides a clear
structure for the leader and the team, allowing faster and clearer decision-making.
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The other innovation is the regular feedback for the leader. On a normal project team the
leader gives feedback to the team members. On the other hand, many leaders in industry
do not receive structured and qualitative feedback about their leadership styles, blind
spots and strengths. Based on the feedback received and the distribution of the feedback,
the leader can table any discrepancies on the leadership style or decisions.
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