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Abstract

Resilience, or the capacity to bounce back from adversity strengthened and more
resourceful, can be considered an important quality of virtual teams in the
contemporary working world. A team is the basic organizational unit many modern
firms are composed of—and, the virtual ones are those conducting teamwork over
distance using a combination of telecommunications and information technologies to
accomplish an organizational task. Yet, we know little about how these teams with
members who rarely meet in person can build resilience. We develop further the notion
of resilience from the traditional focus on significant adversity to also include mundane
yet crucial events that can become key for building resilience in virtual teams. Our
study focuses on team dynamics and builds on an experimental research setting using
a longitudinal, qualitative and interpretative research design to examine five
anatomically similar, well-performing virtually working teams over their life cycle. Our
findings show that team members in two out of the five teams engaged in specific
reflection and action mechanisms—self-reflective practices, regulation of emotional
expression and engagement in concrete actions promoting team inclusion—that in turn
helped these teams become more robust and prepared to face new adversities.
Implications for practice and research are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Team-based work structures have increasingly become prevalent (e.g. Kozlowski &
Bell, 2003; West, Patera & Carsten, 2009), and are progressively embedded in
organizational structures as a key ingredient to organizational success (e.g. Martin &
Bal, 2015). Contemporary teamwork is often project-based, asynchronous and
conducted in a geographically and/or organizationally dispersed environment using a
combination of telecommunications and information technologies to accomplish an
organizational task (Gibbs & Boyraz, 2015; Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1998; Maznevski &
Chudoba, 2000; Townsend, DeMarie & Hendrickson, 1998; Webster & Wong, 2008).
Moreover, many firms function today as matrixes or constellations of amorphous
temporary teams (Burke & Morley, 2016), where people work in multiple teams
simultaneously with competing demands to balance priorities (O’Leary, Mortensen &
Wolley, 2011), and where traditional teams with people working on well-defined tasks
side-by-side are no longer the norm. These current trends create a complex, confusing,
ambiguous, and fluid work environment where teams will inevitably encounter
adversities (King, Newman & Luthans, 2016). Team adversities may take shape in
many forms, from chronic stressors (e.g. pressure to meet teamwork deadlines,
collective fatigue and role overload) to acute shocks (e.g. technology failure during a
virtual team meeting and an intense argument among team members) (Stoverinks,
Kirkman, Mistry & Rosen, 2018). These adverse events excessively exert negative

impact on team performance by breaking down key team processes (Sims & Salas,
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2007), leading to performance setbacks (Rauter, Weiss & Hoegl, 2018), and eventually
causing high team failure rates (Ferrazzi, 2014; Gupta, Govindarajan & Wang, 2008).

A growing body of research on team resilience has started to highlight the
phenomenon in which teams flourish in spite of adversity (Alliger, Cerasoli,
Tannenbaum, & Vessey, 2015; Bennett, Aden, Broome, Mitchell & Rigdon, 2010;
Hartmann, Weiss, Newman & Hoegl, 2019; King et al., 2016; Meneghel, Martinez &
Salanova, 2016a; Stoverink et al., 2018). However, we still lack an understanding of
how to build team resilience in virtual teams. Reading cues and building relations over
digital means of communication is more challenging than in traditional face-to-face
teams (e.g. Liao, 2017; Zigurs, 2003). For example, managing conflict and emotions
can be particularly challenging in virtual teams (e.g. Jehn & Mannix, 2001; Ayoko,
Konrad & Boyle, 2012). Therefore, understanding how team resilience is built in the
virtual context can help the team withstand and overcome stressors, particularly when
team members employ critical team level resources (Hobfoll, 1989, 2011; Stoverink et
al., 2018) to make sense of adverse situations/events (Weick, 1993, 1995) and engage
in concrete actions.

The current lack of understanding on how a virtual team can become resilient is
partly due to the nascent stage of the construct of team resilience and the lack of
consensus on its conceptualization (Kennedy, Landon & Maynard, 2016; Kreutzer,
Cannon-Bowers & Lamb, 2017; Morgan, Fletcher & Sarkar, 2017), the little empirical
evidence on team level resilience (Furniss et al., 2011; Meneghel et al., 2016a), the

limited research into the processes that underlie or help build resilience in teams
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(Carmeli, Friedman & Tishler, 2013; Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014), and above all, the
limited focus of extant resilience research on mundane yet crucial events compared
with the current dominant focus on significant adversities! (Kuntz, Naswall & Malinen,
2016).

For example, Alliger et al. (2015, p. 177) observe that “teams in all business
sectors face challenges; while these are rarely catastrophic, they are often serious
enough to impair performance and cohesion. Many teams can make it through an initial
challenge or two, but only resilient teams can sustain performance and morale over
time.” Therefore, team resilience, or the degree to which team members together are
able to be robust and bounce back from set-backs, disagreements, negative emotions
and other stressful situations leading to interpersonal conflict (Coutu, 2002;
Fredrickson, 2001) may help teams perform better from both team task and social
outcome perspectives—both needed for teams to be successful in the long run. In
addition, scholars highlight that the popularity of the word “resilience” in common
speech contributes to the conceptual confusion (e.g. Bonanno, Romero & Klein, 2015;
Britt et al., 2016; Fogarty & Perera, 2016), and review of the broad literature on
resilience by Meredith et al. (2011) found 104 definitions of the construct. According
to Meredith et al. (2011) the definitions differed on the basis of whether they
emphasized (a) basic abilities possessed by the individual (e.g. Masten & Narayan

2012; Windwood et al., 2013), (b) the ability to adapt to adverse events (e.g. Bonanno,

! By significant adversity, we refer to what Kuntz, Niswall and Malinen, 2016 describe as ‘adaptive
resilience’ (e.g. major, unexpected, stressful, stretching and extreme events) rather than ‘mundane yet
crucial events’ (see Alliger et al., 2015 for examples of common team challenges that require resilience)
4
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2004; Tedeschi & Kilmer, 2005), and (c) the presence of documentation demonstrating
positive changes following adversity (e.g. Maguen et al., 2006; Matos et al., 2010).
Building on this review and to partly resolve the definitional controversies, Britt et al.
(2016) provided a useful distinction of the construct—capacity for resilience and the
demonstration of resilience. In their commentary, Fogarty and Perera (2016, p. 425)
noted that this distinction is important “in the sense that it should be possible to possess
the capacity for resilience without necessarily being able to demonstrate it in all
circumstances”.

Whilst the above studies provide a clearer characterization of resilience and
suggest how resilience can be facilitated, their main recommendations are geared
toward individuals and organizations (cf. Carmeli et al., 2013) and their responsiveness
to significant adverse events. We argue that basing our understanding of resilience
solely on the responsiveness to significant adversity limits the scope of the construct.
Consistent with our argument, Kuntz et al. (2016) distinguish between inherent
resilience that describes the development of resilience capability in situations of
‘business as usual’ and adaptive resilience that refers to effective responsiveness to
instances of significant adversity (p. 458). They further emphasize that conceptualizing
resilience “solely under the lens of positive response to significant adversity may bind
us to a post-traumatic growth perspective (i.e. positive adaptation contingent on crisis
exposure) and detract from the consideration of resilience as a capability that can be
developed and enacted in both stable and crisis environments (Kuntz et al., 2016, p.

457).” Other scholars observe that resilience can be vital for almost any business team
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to maintain effectiveness and well-being, and identify some common team challenges
that require resilience (Alliger et al., 2015). Therefore, it is equally important to be
robust and bounce back from a myriad of factors, such as time pressure, ambiguity
around tasks, roles and unclear team processes, competing priorities, interpersonal
conflicts, inadequate work output by one or more team members, changing
circumstances and other everyday dilemmas modern teams typically face that may
trigger imbalances and threaten to push the team off track at any time (cf. Alliger et al.,
2015; Einola & Alvesson, 2019). We take inspiration from the work of Kuntz et al.’s
(2016) and Alliger et al.’s (2015) to advance a novel perspective particularly on virtual
team resilience, as it offers the possibility for proactive resilience development through
the focus on non-crisis environment thereby safeguarding both positive adaptation to
significant adversity and continuous improvement in more everyday situations.
Against this background, we set out to empirically study how do virtual teams
become resilient? We address this question through an integrated theoretical
perspective of sensemaking (Weick, 1993, 1995), conservation of resources (COR)
theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2011) and team resilience research (Alliger et al., 2015;
Hartmann et al., 2019; Meneghel et al., 2016a; Stoverink et al., 2018) to situate our
phenomenon. In doing so, we employ a real-time, longitudinal, qualitative and
interpretative research design (see Balogun & Johnson, 2005; Langley, 1999) to five
anatomically similar teams considered well-performing with reference to their task
outcomes, where they perform complex strategic business consultancy type of tasks in

an experimental setting. Our focus is on studying how team members’ resources and
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reflective sensemaking, and decisions to act (or not) on subtle cues help build team
resilience—and how the lack of resources and sensemaking constrain the development
of such capability. Based on our findings, we make three key contributions to the
resilience literature and practice. First, we identify specific mechanisms by which
people in interaction can create team processes enabling or constraining team resilience.
Results of our analysis show that over time, while some teams became resilient with
sustainably strong results and with satisfied team members willing to keep on working
together, others were close to breaking apart. We explain this in part with different
coping mechanisms team members developed when reacting to mundane yet crucial
events internal to the team, such as how the team dealt with some members lacking
competence, being passive or unprepared, or performing below expected quality. The
identification of specific resilience-building mechanisms through responsiveness to
mundane events underscores the importance of, and answers the recent call for, the
investigation of resilience-building factors that are connected to business as usual and
that all employees may experience (Kuntz et al., 2016). Second, we develop a model
that serves as an analytic tool for building resilience in virtual teams, and thus
theoretically demonstrate a linkage between mundane events and resilience in virtual
teams. In our empirical analysis we found how teams responding differently to
mundane and, at first glance, rather insignificant events set them on tremendously
diverging paths when it came to resilience building. Third, our novel methodological
design addresses recent calls for more in-depth qualitative research (Stake, 1995; Stead

et al., 2012) and multi-methodological approaches (Tarba et al., 2017) to allow new
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insights to emerge and unpack complex human experiences.

Overall, our contributions add to an emerging perspective of resilience as a
proactive process that develops beyond the traditional responsiveness to significant
adversity or rare unexpected major events in a post facto manner (see also Fogarty &
Perera, 2016). If managers and team members better understood what mechanisms and
team processes facilitate or constrain team resilience, they would be in a better position
to take action on the go as the team encounters everyday risky situations. Individual
team members’ capability and choice to act on mundane events can have a tremendous
power in making virtual teams more or less resilient. The remainder of this work is
structured into four sections. In the next section, we present a theoretical overview.
Thereafter, we detail our methods. Next, we present findings and discussion of the study

and, finally provide implications and conclusions.

AN OVERVIEW OF THEORY

Team resilience

There is no common definition about what the concept “resilience” is in the scholarly
community. Academic research into resilience spans many contexts and has instigated
interest in a variety of fields since its inception in child psychology some 40 years ago
(Coutu 2002; Garmezy, 1991). Scholars from the field of psychology define resilience
as “the ability to ‘bounce back’ from adversity” (Fredrickson, 2001), while those
studying organizational behavior define resilience as the “positive psychological
capacity to rebound, to ‘bounce back’ from adversity, uncertainty, conflict, failure, or

even positive change, progress and increased responsibility” (Luthans, 2002, p. 702).
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In the management literature, resilience is defined as “the skill and the capacity to be
robust under conditions of enormous stress and change” (Coutu, 2002, p. 52). When
studied at the level of organizations, the proactive and dynamic nature of resilience is
highlighted. Here, resilience is “the ability to dynamically reinvent business models
and strategies as circumstances change, to continuously anticipate and adjust to changes
that threaten their core earning power—and to change before the need becomes
desperately obvious” (Hamel & Valikangas, 2003, p. 1).

The study of team resilience varies considerably depending on the context and
disciplinary perspective. West et al. (2009, p. 253) suggest that team resilience serves
to provide teams with the capacity to bounce back from failure, setbacks, conflicts, or
any other threat a team may experience. Morgan et al. (2017) observe the protective
nature of team resilience from the potentially harmful effects of stressors, owing to the
fact that team members do not exist in isolation. While we lack a shared definition,
there are some commonalities. The theme of bouncing back is recurring across the
different streams of literature (see, e.g. Masten & Reed, 2002; West et al., 2009), and
there tends to be some kind of positive response that occurs (e.g. through adaptation,
competence, capacity or skill) to overcome an exposure to adversity.

Gathering a group of resilient individuals will not necessarily produce a resilient
team (Alliger et al., 2015). Emphasizing the importance of team resilience, Bennett et
al. (2010, p. 225) state that, “resilience may be viewed as much a social factor existing
in teams as an individual trait.” Studies on resilience in community psychology and

organizational behavior have also shown a shift away from individuals toward groups
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and teams. For example, Brodsky and her colleagues (2011, p. 233) asserted that “a
focus on the individual is not enough”, as individual and collective outcomes are
intertwined. Therefore, resilience is best enhanced by jointly cultivating it at individual,
social and organizational levels, with a great emphasis placed on the role of social
support in such endeavors (Caza & Milton, 2012).

Team resilience has been studied mainly in the context of business and
health/sports psychology. Morgan et al. (2013) investigated resilient characteristics in
the field of sports psychology using focus groups consisting of 31 participants with five
elite sports teams. Results of their study show that team resilience is a “dynamic,
psychosocial process that protects a group of individuals from the potential negative
effect of stressors they collectively encounter. It comprises of processes whereby team
members use their individual and collective resources to positively adapt when
experiencing adversity” (Morgan et al., 2013, p. 552). This suggests that team members
often possess both individual and social resources through collective interactions, as an
essential ingredient for demonstrating the capacity to positively adapt in adverse events.
Similarly, team resilience has been associated with other psychosocial factors, e.g.
caring relationships and effective teamwork developed via trust, cohesion, creativity,
collective efficacy, and relational reserves (Blatt, 2009; Gittell, Cameron, Lim & Rivas,
2006; Norris et al., 2008). Based on a sample of 74 top management teams (TMTS),
Carmeli et al. (2013) investigated whether and why relational connection between TMT
members facilitates a higher level of engagement in strategic decision

comprehensiveness and improves team resilience. Their findings indicate that TMTs
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who view team relationships as supportive in generating new ideas and seeking out new
opportunities tend to be more resilient, in both their resilience—efficacious beliefs and
resilience—adaptive capacity (Carmeli et al., 2013). This finding also serves to show
that relationships can help cultivate, accumulate, and provide access to resources,
including but not limited to emotionally-based ones, e.g., care and concern (Abbey,
Abramis & Caplan, 1985), and thus can constitute a suitable basis for team resilience.
Relatedly, Stephens et al. (2013) empirically examined how a specific aspect of
relationships, i.e. the quality of emotional expression, is linked to resilience in
individuals and teams. Their findings show that emotional carrying capacity (ECC)? is
a relational mechanism that is positively related to team resilience, and thus helps shed
more light on how emotional expression in relationships is a key explanatory
mechanism for resilience in individuals and teams (see also Carmeli, Yitzhak-Halevy
& Weisberg, 2009; Liu, Wang & L, 2013).

Further, West et al. (2009) investigated the emergence of team level positive
psychological capacities (e.g. team resilience, team efficacy) and their linkage with
team outcomes, and their results from 101 teams suggest that team resilience shows
increasingly significant explanatory power of team outcomes (e.g. cohesion,
cooperation, coordination, conflict and team satisfaction) after several team
interactions. This finding further strengthens the assertion that resilience depends

remarkably on the presence and quality of interpersonal relationships (e.g. Stephens et

2 ECC is a concept adopted from Dutton and Heaphy (2003) to empirically test the quality of emotional
expression. Stephens et al. (2013, p. 30) describe it as the “degree to which individuals can express more
absolute emotion, express more positive and negative emotions, and do so constructively”.
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al., 2013).

Despite findings of recent multilevel research indicating a lack of theory-driven
empirical resilience research (e.g. Hartmann et al., 2019), pioneering studies
contributing to the psychological dimension of resilience have started to draw on a
range of theoretical approaches to help us understand the development and outcomes
of resilience. For example, using the COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989) and social cognitive
theory (Bandura, 1986), Cooke, Wang and Bartram (2019) investigated the impact of
supportive workplace on employee resilience, and found that supportive leadership and
co-worker support positively influence employee resilience in a high-pressure
performance environment. In addition, using the job demands-resources theory,
Gabriel, Diefendorff and Erickson (2011) and Martinez-Corts, Demerouti, Bakker and
Boz (2015) have investigated the role of resilience as a buffer against the negative
influence of work demands. Both COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989) and job demands-
resources theory (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 2001) emphasize a view
of resilience as a resource that individuals draw upon to sustain their psychological
wellbeing. Bandura’s (1986) work on social cognitive theory suggests that
environmental influences, individual behaviors and personal factors operate
interactively (i.e. ‘triadic reciprocality’) to influence individuals’ ultimate actions.

Further, pioneering research, such as the study of Meneghel et al. (2016b)
employed the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001) to examine the role of team
resilience. They found that collective experience of positive emotions, such as shared

enthusiasm, optimism, or comfort enhances the individuals’ access to relevant team
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resources, which in turn facilitates a team’s resilience (Meneghel et al., 2016b). The
broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001, p. 218) posit that “experiences of
positive emotions broaden people's momentary thought-action repertoires, which in
turn serves to build their enduring personal resources, ranging from physical and
intellectual resources to social and psychological resources”. These positive resources
enable individuals to overcome adversity and foster resilience (Cohn, Fredrickson,
Brown, Mikels & Conway, 2009). Furthermore, Tett and Guterman (2000) has
employed trait-activation theory to better understand resilience in the workplace.
According to the trait-activation theory (i.e. trait-situation relationship), the behavioral
expression of a personality trait necessitates arousal of that trait by trait-relevant
situational cues. Hence, situational cues, such as team contexts, may affect how
resilience as a personal characteristic is associated with outcomes, such as work
behaviors and attitudes. In a study using the theory of moral foundations along with its
relationships theories of personality and values, Athota, Budhwar and Malik (2019)
found a significant relationship regarding the influence of personality traits on
resilience.

We build on the growing body of literature on team resilience and extend it to
mundane yet crucial events in the context of virtual teams. In doing so, we specifically
draw on an integrated theoretical perspective of sensemaking (Weick 1993, 1995) and
the COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989) to advance research on team resilience (we discuss
these two further in the next section). The theoretical and practical ascension of the

concept of resilience in recent years is perhaps not surprising, as unexpected major
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events and abrupt changes have become rife, coupled with consequential high levels of
uncertainty and disruption globally (James, 2011). The events that demand individual,
team and organizational resilience range from natural disasters that disrupt and threaten
lives, economies and wellbeing (see e.g. Williams & Shepherd, 2016), and terrorisms
that shock the public and paralyze financial markets to industrial accidents that bring
ecological and economic effects (Linnenluecke, 2017; Tarba et al., 2017), to everyday
occurrences, such as coping with a difficult work colleague (Coutu, 2002), or balancing
the extremes of work demands with family life (Kossek & Perrigino, 2016).

The very nature of virtual fast-paced project work where people lack cues or do
not know each other or each others’ circumstances calls for fine-tuned sensitivity to the
changing team environment and team inner dynamics, as well as sophisticated
situational understanding. As we shall see later, members in a resilient team have the
capability to question the most obvious and seemingly plausible explanations to
common problems in teamwork like someone not participating fully in conversations
or being late with a deliverable. This is because resilient teams engage in sensemaking
once they detect adversity and a setback occurs, making seamless efforts to determine
what is happening and what needs to be done (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005).
Indeed, achieving this capacity for resilience necessitates advanced individual and
collective sensemaking skills (cf. Thomas, Clark & Gioia, 1993), as well as the critical
role of resources (i.e. reservoirs of resilient resources that equip the team to persist or

adapt the course of action) (Hobfoll, 1989; Stoverinks et al., 2018).
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Sensemaking, Conservation of Resources and Team Resilience
In this study, we integrate sensemaking (Weick, 1993, 1995) and COR (Hobfoll, 1989)
theoretical lenses to position our phenomenon on team resilience in virtual teams.
Sensemaking
Weick (1979, 1995) proposed an ontological turn from studying organizations to
studying organizing to show that organizations—or in our study, teams—are always in
the making, evolving and being renewed carrying in themselves the possibility of
change. Sensemaking captures reality as an ongoing accomplishment that takes form
when people make sense of the situations in which they find themselves. According to
Weick (1995), sensemaking is more of a perspective than a unified theoretical
framework, which incorporates seven social psychological attributes to understand the
process in which people make sense of ambiguous situations. While stressing the
interconnectedness of the seven properties of sensemaking ®, Weick (1995)
acknowledges that one or another property may be more dominant depending on the
event at hand. Sensemaking is a social process directed at creating order from confusion
and chaos (Weick, 1995), and provides a basis to enable a group of individuals that is
thrown together to form a team to create and maintain the necessary task and social
processes required for the team to function (Einola & Alvesson, 2019).

Enactment is one of the seven social psychological properties of sensemaking,

and relates to how organizations create the environments that both enable and constrain

3 Weick (1995) originally identified all together seven properties of sensemaking: (i) grounded in identity
construction; (ii) retrospective; (iii) enactive of sensible environments; (iv) social; (v) ongoing; (vi)
determined by plausibility rather than accuracy and; (vii) focused on and by extracted cues.
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them (Weick, 1988). Central to the logic that sensemaking is the result of people
enacting sensible environments is the notion that there is not some kind of monolithic,
singular, fixed environment that exists detached from and external to people (Weick,
1995, p. 31). When organizational members encounter moments of ambiguity or
uncertainty, they seek to clarify what is going on by extracting and interpreting cues
from their environment, using these as the basis for a plausible account that provides
order to help make sense of what has occurred (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Maitlis
& Sonenshein, 2010; Weick 1988; 1995). These sensemaking processes in turn not only
change the challenges with which an individual, team, or organization contends, but
also the lenses and sets of practices through which they grapple with them (Maitlis &
Christianson, 2014).

Using the case of Mann Gulch fire disaster of 1949 and insights from his seven
social psychological properties of sensemaking, Weick (1993) developed a taxonomy
of four sources of organizational resilience (i.e. improvisation and bricolage, virtual
role systems, the attitude of wisdom, and respectful interaction). Weick (1993)
described the Mann Gulch event as one that exhibited a range of interlocking routines,
or “habituated action patterns that bring the same people together around the same
activities in the same time and places” (Westley, 1990, p. 339). Hence, Weick’s four
organizational resources form a theoretically driven foundation from which to derive
analogous team level resources (we will touch briefly on some of these four team level
resources under COR theory). In line with our study, prior research builds on, and

extends Weick’s (1993) four sources of organizational resilience to team resilience
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literature using COR theory (e.g. Stoverinks et al., 2018). Stoverinks et al. (2018) argue
that these team level resources (i.e. team potency, mental models of teamwork, team
capacity to improvise, and team psychological safety) are different from Weick’s
organizational level ones, due to the heightened interdependency that exists among
members of teams and the resulting much tighter interlocking routines relative to
members of organizations.

Conservation of resources

Conservation of resources (COR) theory explicates the critical importance of resources
in driving human behavior (Hobfoll, 1989). The basic principle of COR theory is that
individuals strive to obtain, retain, foster, and protect those things they centrally value
(Hobfoll, 2011), and thus describing them to possess “resilient” qualities (Pereira,
Temouri & Patel, 2019). This means that resilient individuals employ key “resources
in order to conduct the regulation of the self, their operation of social relations, and how
they organize, behave, and fit into the greater context of organizations and culture
itself” (Hobfoll, 2011, p. 117). A central assumption of the COR theory is that even
when stress is not taking place, “people are motivated and directed biologically,
socially, cognitively and culturally to shepherd their resources to obtain, retain and
protect their resource reservoirs” (Chen, Westman & Hobfoll, 2015, p. 97). Three
fundamental principles underlie the COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989; 2001). The first
principle underscores the primacy of resource loss, describing it to be exceedingly more
prominent than resource gain. The second principle is resource investment,

emphasizing that individuals must invest resources to protect against such resource loss,
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and simultaneously recover from losses by gaining such “resilient” resources. A related
effect of the second principle is that “those with greater resources are less vulnerable to
resource loss and more capable of orchestrating resource gain. Conversely, those with
fewer resources are more vulnerable to resource loss and less capable of resource gain”
(Hobfoll, 2011, p.117). Third, resource gain increases in prominence when resource
loss has been high or enduring. Although “COR theory places the greatest weight on
resource loss, this principle asserts a key role of resource gain in the resilience process”
(Chen et al., 2015, p. 97).

Despite COR theory has almost solely investigated resources at the individual
level, recent research has extended it to teams (e.g. Chen et al., 2015; Stoverinks et al.,
2018) using the crossover model (Westman, 2001). According to this model, resources
crossover from one person to another as individuals do not function in a vacuum, but
interact and engage in interpersonal exchanges in social groupings. Scholars suggest
that crossover effects take place in resilient teams, because team members regularly
interact and observe each other’s resilient actions, cognitions, and affect, which in turn
influences one’s own resilient actions, cognitions, and affect (Stoverinks et al., 2018).
Moreover, individuals’ repeated interactions and observed behaviors, cognitions, and
affect facilitate shared, resilient team resources. Using Weick’s (1993) taxonomy of
four sources of organizational resilience, Stoverinks et al. (2018) identified four
analogous team level resources: team potency, mental models of teamwork, team
capacity to improvise, and team psychological safety (see Stoverinks et al., 2018 for an

in-depth discussion on the four team-level resources). For example, team mental model

18
Rights statement: This is the author’s version of the article that has been accepted for
publication in Applied Psychology: An International Review and undergone full peer
review but has not been through the copyediting, typesetting, pagination and proofreading
process, which may lead to differences between this version and the Version of Record.

Please cite this article as: Degbey, W.Y. & Einola, K. (in press). Resilience in Virtual Teams:
Developing the Capacity to Bounce Back, Applied Psychology: An International Review. doi:
10.1111/apps.12220



of teamwork describes team members’ knowledge of roles, responsibilities, and
interaction patterns and familiarity with one another’s knowledge, skills, and
preferences (Stoverinks et al., 2018), and analogous to Weick (1993) mental
representations of members’ respective task roles or virtual role system. This mental
representation can contribute to team resilience by improving a team’s capacity to
coordinate interdependent actions in adverse situations (Mathieu, Heffner, Goodwin,
Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 2000). According to Weick (1993), this mental
representation is crucial in situations of adversity because formal roles can collapse in
chaos.

Another example of a team level resource is team psychological safety, which
represents a shared belief that a team is safe to take interpersonal risks (Edmondson,
1999), and akin to what Weick (1993) described in his taxonomy as respectful
interaction. Weick (1993) highlighted that making sense of adverse situations is central
to the notion of respectful interaction. Sensemaking necessitates respectfully voicing
thoughts and ideas without retribution and can provide a better understanding of current
difficulty while simultaneously generating the path for more response alternatives.
Carmeli et al. (2013, p. 149) noted that in a psychologically safe team, when adversity
hits, “concerns that may lead members to become defensive and less inclined to discuss
major issues openly” are decreased. Stoeverinks et al. (2018, p. 20) added that team
psychological safety “creates accurate and shared understanding of a situation by
allowing members to socially construct reality through sharing meanings and

perspectives, so they crossover and converge at the team level”.
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In the face of adversity, team members may express negative emotions, which
narrow their focus (Kelly & Barsade, 2001) and eventually decrease the range of
responses they can consider. Due to their team level resource, such as team
psychological safety (e.g. team positive emotion), resilient team members can energize
one another’s confidence by offering encouragement and emotional support, which
neutralizes this narrowing of focus (Edmondson, 1999). In light of this, Morgan,
Fletcher, and Sarkar (2015) underscore the promotion of positive emotions as an
important developmental antecedent of team resilience over time. Further, in line with
sensemaking and COR theory, scholars suggest that the capacity for teams to grow
more resilient after an adversity requires reflection and learning from the adverse
situation in order to make changes to team structures and processes (e.g. Alliger et al.,
2015). In this regard, self-reflection can facilitate the development of team resilience
by helping a team member to actively identify and search for alternative causes of
adverse situations in the present (e.g. Loughran, 1996; Schon, 1983), as well as helping
to read cues and plan for concrete actions in the future and following through (e.g.
Killion & Todnem, 1991). A team member’s self-reflection can generate a crossover
effect as a positive team level resource as team members frequently interact and observe
each other’s resilient actions, cognitions, and affect. In this study we propose that,
when it comes to building resilient teams, what matters more than critical and rare
events potentially leading to apocalyptic outcomes, is how team members marshal team
resources and make sense of rather common and mundane events internal to the team

as the team goes about performing its tasks. This is not to say that critical external
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events and how a team reacts to these do not matter. What we simply suggest is to direct
discussion towards how important mundane events can be and how team members can
greatly influence whether their team becomes resilient or not by building capacity to
capture and react to these in real-time. Our approach here is consistent with the works
of Alliger et al. (2015) and Kuntz et al. (2016) and complementary to the traditional
notion of resilience that focuses on exposure to significant adversity. Our perspective
to resilience provides the team and its members with more internal resources upon
which to draw on when problems arise (see Hobfoll, 1989; Shin, Taylor, & Seo, 2012),
and to help prevent and minimize the impact of more significant adversities. For
example, Cornum, Mathews and Seligman (2011) noted that the United States Army
has enacted a program on resilience that offers training prior to anticipated challenges
(e.g. soldiers’ deployment) with the aim to not only reduce incidence of disorders
among deployed soldiers but also help them conserve more internal resources to draw
on to boost their experience of, and performance on the job (Mills, Fleck &

Kozikowski, 2013).

METHODS

Our study is based on a real time, longitudinal approach (see Balogun & Johnson, 2005)
following process philosophy, which aims to understand the organizational becoming
(Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) or how and why events evolve over time to understand them
in depth (Langley, 1999). We use an experimental multi-method qualitative design (cf.
Balogun, Huff & Johnson, 2003) in what we call a ‘designed reality’ type of setting.

One initial methodological point of reference is self-ethnography (Alvesson, 2003) as
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an approach to study settings that the researcher is highly familiar with and has direct
access to. Here, the researcher does not engage in participant observation like in
traditional ethnography, but is more an observing participant who as part of his or her
daily activity also studies the setting the focal activity is embedded in (Einola &
Alvesson, 2019). In our study, one of the authors was part of the team of instructors of
an advanced master’s level international course on business strategy that made a real
time close-up study of participants possible. The course itself was based on a simulated
consulting company context, in which the role of facilitators is kept to a minimum and
participants, portrayed as ‘teams of consultants’, compete for a valued prize by
proposing a series of solutions or ‘pitches’ to complex problems in the context of
international business. The other methodological reference we follow is the interpretive
sensemaking tradition to case studies (c.f. Stake, 1995; Welch et al., 2010) seeking
understanding of human experience rather than generating law-like cause and effect
explanations as in the case of positivist epistemology (Einola & Alvesson, 2019).
Over two cohorts (fall 2014 and 2015), we observed 46 virtual project teams
with members in four countries form and evolve over time. Teams had an average of
five participants (this fluctuated somewhat over time due to attrition). However, the
five teams included in this study did not experience any loss of members. The course
participants were between the ages of 22 and 45 representing over twenty different
nationalities. The task each team was collectively responsible for was to perform
consecutive simulated business cases framed as ‘pitches’ to win consulting assignments

on international strategy. These pitches had to be delivered in video format as seven-
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minute clips (Einola, 2017). The cases were of increasing level of difficulty and they
required a varying degree of creativity and research. Delivery lead times were either
tight or very tight—between one and two weeks, which induced a significant amount
of external stress on the team that was intensified over time. The changes in task type,
difficulty level and lead-times came as unexpected external resilience-challenging
changes to the teams and often caused turmoil and chaos as members struggled to
organize themselves to cope with them. These changes in the environment created a
productive platform for both practicing being a virtual team member and studying how
the teams coped with all the challenges they faced.

All teams received the same tasks at the moment when the “clock started
ticking” to facilitate between-case comparisons. The teams were given minimal
instructions and full freedom to organize the team and its activities; the only formal
requirement being that the business cases had to be sent out by the deadline in video
format the duration of which had to be close to seven minutes. Team performance was
assessed in terms of quality of the business cases, or ‘the pitches’ the team produced as
jointly assessed by the course facilitators based on set criteria communicated to the
teams ahead of time. The teams’ life span was approximately three months. Table 1
below summarizes sources of data used and their purpose in this study.

Table 1: Sources, level, and purpose of empirical data for the study

[Please insert Table 1 about here]

For this present study, we chose five teams for which we had rich quality
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empirical material, and with relatively good task performance and with no overt conflict
the facilitators were aware of—the type of teams we expected would be successful and
also show high degrees of resilience (see Table 2). The teams are named after key
performers and our anchor informants in each team. This does not mean they held a
formal leadership role—the teams were free to organize themselves any way they
wanted. Some chose a leader, most did not—this decision did not have major detectable
impact on resilience building. Instead, the way individuals reacted or not to events was
more decisive.

Table 2: Team composition and task outcomes

[Please insert Table 2 about here]

This type of approach is not unproblematic. We acknowledge that using student
samples has been criticized as lacking generalizability to the employees and
organizational phenomena that matter to research (e.g. Gordon, Slade & Schmitt, 1986;
Gordon & Wall, 2008). However, student teams are common in research on virtual
teams that per se are hard to study. Gibbs, Sivunen & Boyraz (2017) report that 36% of
published studies in virtual teams were based on student sample. Bello and colleagues
(2009) defend the use of advanced students in research topics such as ours involving
“fundamental” processes, structures and outcomes, which are concerned with the basic
characteristics of human nature that are relatively independent of context and life
experiences. Our social experiment allowed us to create a homogenous task

environment and team membership composition for many teams to facilitate
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comparisons and focus on team dynamics—conditions that would be impossible to
achieve in an organizational setting. We propose that our findings offer what Feldman
and Orlikowski (2011) refer to as theoretical generalizations “that can travel” to other
contexts.

To analyze our research material we followed, hermeneutical interpretation (c.f.
Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2009; Ricoeur, 1976) and engaged in what Locke, Feldman and
Golden-Biddle (2015) refer to as live coding. This is considered to be procedurally
different from the widely used method of what Locke et al. categorize as inert coding
(c.f. Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2012) that plays down the importance of the context
and easily constitutes what Potter and Wetherell (1987) call analytic blinders,
preventing the researcher from seeing alternative relationships and dynamic processual
developments in the research material as codes are ‘boxed in’ and separated from the
phenomenon. In live coding researchers engage in validation and discovery as mutually
constituted rather than independent approaches to research so no artificial conceptual
walls are built between validation and discovery, data and interpretation (see also
Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The activity of live coding aims at validated discovery and is
organic in that coding, codes, the coder and data shape each other and are
interdependent and inseparable. The process is dynamic and alters the list of codes and
their meaning, and seeks to use codes to encompass both orderliness and messiness,
definiteness and tentativeness, singularity and multiplicity, independence and
interdependence (Einola, 2017; Locke et al., 2015). As an example, let’s take the initial

code of ‘freeriding’ some participants frequently mentioned, a common problem in
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teamwork acknowledged by both scholars and practitioners. In a number of teams, lack
of active participation by some was interpreted as ‘freeriding’ by those who thought
were being more responsible or hardworking. When reading the narratives of the
‘delinquents’, making further inquiries and following a number of indicators over time,
however, it become apparent that there were many other possible explanations in
addition to freeriding: lack of skills, insecurity, mismatched understandings of what
was acceptable quality, poor instructions or genuine unawareness by some that their
work input was perceived as insufficient by others (Einola & Alvesson 2019).

We used narrative and iterative strategies suitable for interpretative process
studies like ours to theorize from our observations (cf. Langley, 1999). We applied
systematic color coding, memoing, and wrote embryonic stories of first individuals and
then teams around key events, based on our observations that we constantly developed
as our understanding became more refined. Live follow-ups on teams and members and
frequent discussions on the emerging findings within the team of instructors, and course
participants allowed us to uncover how different, our at first sight similar, teams really

were, and set us on a quest to better understand why.

FINDINGS

We identified that some of our case teams were much less successful at establishing
well-functioning team dynamics than others, despite all of them being able to perform
their tasks on time to at least an acceptable quality level, and without the teams losing

members or formally asking for involvement from instructors to mediate problems.
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When we observed the five teams more closely, we realized that only two teams of five,
the best ones in terms of task output and social outcome comparatively, demonstrated
having become resilient, or dynamically capable of adjusting to internal (i.e. a key
member being absent, misunderstandings or major problems with technology) and
external shocks (i.e. more challenging tasks or tightened deadlines towards the end of
the experiment) (see Table 3).

Table 3: Team social outcomes and observed resilience at the end of team life

[Please insert Table 3 about here]

Mundane events as a trigger for sensemaking and resource investment

What explained this difference? A more detailed analysis of our empirical data revealed
that at the core of the difference were subtle individual and collective sensemaking
processes (Weick, 1995) and ways team members responded to mundane, common
events, such as a team member being unprepared, lacking a key skill or appearing
passive (see Table 4 for examples) that had significant consequences on the team level.
It seemed that individuals being self-reflective and reacting ‘right’ to these small yet
significant events was critical for resilience building in these virtual teams and
important for them to succeed, project after project, in a turbulent environment with
changing tasks, lead times for delivery and continuous time pressure.

Table 4: Examples of teams processing mundane events

[Please insert Table 4 about here]
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In the case of Ly’s team, the team was close to collapse towards the end as members
externalized negative emotions (frustration and anger) openly or avoided each other
altogether. In Jana’s team, despite good initial intentions, the two remote members
were not integrated to the team fully, which caused confusion, overwork for some and
underwork for others, and hurt feelings. In Nea’s team, the two senior members took
on too much work that exhausted them over time and helped build hidden negative
emotions that led to a dramatic decrease in the quality of the last task in particular. In
all these teams the participation of some members was undermined thus the teams were
not tapping on their full potential in terms of human resources.

Aleksei’s and Peter’s teams in particular were highly resilient — and also most
successful when it comes to task performance, especially towards the end where most
course participants struggled and started to get tired, which was then reflected on
quality. No negative feelings accumulated and all the members realized the importance
of everyone being fully included to the best of their ability. These teams were able to
keep up with their excellent performance despite the fact that the tasks became more
demanding and project delivery times shortened over time (i.e. the last two cases), while

ensuring a good social atmosphere and high team cohesion.

Underlying resilience-building mechanisms

We identified three specific underlying mechanisms that helped in the cultivation of
team resilience over time, and the absence of which led to gradual team corrosion in

particular when it comes to member satisfaction and team social outcomes, but also
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task performance over time: (i) regulating and leveraging emotional expression (e.g.
‘letting go’ or ‘speaking up’), (ii) team inclusion practices (e.g. training provision,
flexibility, and adjustments to a member’s special needs, and early establishment of the
‘rules of the game’) and (iii) self-reflective practices (e.g. taking the decision to ‘step
back’ to give more space to passive or shy members or to ‘step forward’, to build
bridges between senior and junior members). More broadly, we describe these team
resilience building mechanisms as being based on reflective practices followed by
action, taking into account sensemaking and critical team level resources. We

demonstrate these mechanisms with some examples.

Regulating and leveraging emotional expression

In Ly’s team, Ly openly and directly attributed perceived lack of competence to a lack
of discipline and moral failures. This behavior was alienating to Frederic and Maria in
particular who in turn did not acknowledge all the hard work Ly was doing and the
stress she was under (she was also pregnant at the time). They learned to avoid speaking
up and making mistakes in their efforts to stay away from confrontation and becoming
a target. There was a similar pattern in Jana’s team in which her over eager and
assertive style pushed some of the more reserved team members, like Anja, away, while
the remote members Lorena and Elena, seeing value in Jana’s efforts, were confused
with these dynamics. The team split into two with time; the remote members who were
in the periphery and the focal members who formed the core of the team. In Aleksei’s
team, while Caroline was not very happy with the situation of not everyone being

prepared for a meeting, she decided not to let negative feelings accumulate and moved
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on. Emil and Cui Yu, in response, openly admitted their shortcomings while praising
both Caroline’s work in particular and the team’s flexibility in general. In contrast,
Jana’s and Ly’s stressed behavior and what were thought of as personalized attacks
brought their teams to a near collapse and the relations broke at times into open

hostilities between some members.

Team inclusion practices

In Nea’s team, Gina’s initial failure to succeed in a task belonging to her field of
expertise was swept under the carpet while most of the team stayed up late to solve the
problem under tremendous pressure. These events were never openly discussed in the
team. Gina felt embarrassed and her perception of herself as a ‘lesser team member’
became an enduring trait, weakening her team membership and level of contribution.
In Ly’s team another type of dynamics unfolded altogether as Ly publicly questioned
Frederic’s competence to be part of the team thus causing an open conflict between the
two that further expanded to other team members who ended up taking sides. In
contrast, in Peter’s team the acceptance by the senior members that ‘it is natural in any
team that some are always more capable than others’ helped build team resilience as
training programs were created and no one’s lack of skills (technical, subject matter or
language) was ever pointed out as an individual level problem, but rather as a team
challenge to be solved. In Aleksei’s team, the whole team adjusted to Jia Li’s struggles
with spoken English and moved to a written communication platform online to integrate
her into the team even though for the others, this meant more time consuming and

cumbersome meetings. For them, Skype and chat would have been more convenient.
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Jia Li was grateful as the others genuinely acknowledged her hard work and her

motivation was sustained.

Self-reflective practices

In Jana’s team, the situation of a team member not being prepared was tackled by some
members taking on the whole task without further reflection regarding possible
alternative causes of the situation other than an easy and unreflective explanation such
as ‘laziness’. This type of persistent attitude and lack of in-depth sensemaking
contributed to a weakened resilience of the team over time. In Peter’s team the same
situation was addressed very differently. Peter, not blaming anyone directly and
considering other possible explanations than ‘laziness’, realized hostility would neither
help the team nor be fair, subtly yet clearly communicated that everyone’s contribution
was both needed and valuable by postponing the meeting to the next day. This way, it
was understood that not being prepared was an unacceptable work practice and that
everyone’s contributions, regardless of their level of seniority, was needed for the team
to succeed. Further, in the same team, active participation of all members was
constantly encouraged by measures such as the more active members stepping back,
giving the others space and openly encouraging participation, thus making the team

stronger and gradually developing a stronger team and thus a higher level of resilience.

DISCUSSION

For improved virtual teamwork in particular and digital communication in general,

paying attention to subtle cues is an important yet difficult task due to lack of face-to-
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face interaction and poor understanding of team members’ personal situations and the
social contexts they are embedded in, especially when members are located in different
places and their organizational affiliations vary. Paying attention to cues is especially
challenging and particularly important when working under pressure, when the risk of
failure is high and even small misunderstandings and misalignments are quick to build
into a conflict or exclusion of some members. This is, however, the organizational
reality people in many firms and industries face today.

The key question this study set out to address was how do virtual teams become
resilient? In tackling this question, we drew on integrated theoretical perspective of
sensemaking (Weick 1979, 1995), COR (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001, 2011), and team
resilience literature (cf. Alliger et al., 2015; Morgan et al., 2013; West et al., 2009). As
we have seen in our study, being perceived as rude and not as someone worried or
stressed, or interpreting someone’s struggles with language as a lack of capability and
not as a hurdle to overcome, can lead to a vicious cycle and erosion of the team as such.
Resilient teams capable of bouncing back from adversity, small and more significant,
avoid such patterns—and reverse negative instances by proactive sensemaking and
resource investment, reflective practices and suppression of spontaneous negative
emotions, and ultimately taking actions to encourage member inclusion. Consistent
with our integrated theoretical perspective, recent research on team resilience suggests
that resilient teams can bounce back to their pre-adversity performance level and
beyond by investing resources into resilience building team activities that can help

minimize, manage, and mend adversity (Alliger et al., 2015). Additionally, and in line
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with our study, prior research emphasizes that resilient teams minimize the gravity of
the adversity by preparing for adversity, engaging in its early detection, making sense
of it, and selecting the most appropriate course of action to bounce back from it
(Stoverinks et al., 2018). Therefore, we suggest that team members’ proactive
sensemaking of mundane events followed by reflection-action mechanisms (both by
most influential and skilled contributors as well as other team members), ultimately
helped some teams build resilience over time while others failed. Teams successful at
gradually building resilience from within were then better prepared to buffer external
shocks like increasing time pressure and more demanding tasks than the other teams in
the experiment—a virtuous cycle of resilience build-up and sustained top performance
(see Table 2). Figure 1 below shows our empirically derived model for resilience

building in a virtual team.

[Please insert Figure 1 about here]

Figure 1: A model of team resilience in a virtual team

The model suggests that sensemaking as an individual and, when shared, as a
collective resource can be an enabler for resilience building in teams executing complex
tasks in a virtual environment. Influential team members’ capability (or lack thereof)
to capture and make sense of mundane events such as a team member being unprepared,
lacking competence, or being passive in non-simplistic ways, self-reflecting to reach

for deep causes of effects (rather than being satisfied with easy interpretations) followed
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by adequate concrete actions, is key here. Such actions can be seen as regulating
negative, or leveraging positive emotional expression (cf. Kahn, 2005; Stephens et al.,
2013; Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Maitlis, Vogus & Lawrence, 2013) and action
explicitly taken to encourage team inclusion while avoiding team exclusion (cf.
Hambrick, 1994). Consistent with our view on resilience building actions such as
regulating and leveraging of emotional expression, Westphal and Bonanno (2007)
emphasized not only the consideration of emotion regulation processes as a coping
strategy for potentially aversive or challenging events, but also noted that such
processes in turn may stimulate the expression of positive emotion and produce
mutually satisfying interactions with other individuals (cf. Fredrickson, 2001).

The key link between sensemaking and action, here, is what we call reflective
practices (see also Leitch & Day, 2000). With reflection-in-action we refer to a team
member’s willingness and capacity to actively identify and search for alternative causes
for negative common events on-the-go and in the heat of action (see also Loughran,
1996; Schon, 1983). In our empirical data we could see this, for instance, in the way
Peter acted to postpone a scheduled meeting due to some others not being prepared,
thus signaling that not being prepared was not an accepted team behavior, and the need
for everyone to be on board. With reflection-for-action, we refer to a team member’s
willingness and capacity to read cues and plan for concrete actions in the future and
follow through (see also Killion & Todnem, 1991). We could see this, for instance, in
Peter’s decision to step back in a future meeting to give space to others, which then led

to Jia Li becoming more active in the following meetings. In addition, it is important to
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emphasize that both the reflective practices and action (as shown in Figure 1), identified
as mechanisms for building resilience, are mutually reinforcing.

In modern turbulent environments, teams do not just become and remain
cohesive, coordinated, well-performing, with satisfied members, and so on,
automatically and once and for all. We suggest that a team capable of building
resilience and bouncing back from common mishaps, large and small as the team travels
its journey, is in a better position to reach positive outcomes, both team and individual
level, than one lacking this capability. Here we concur with West et al. (2009) in that
team resilience shows increasingly significant explanatory power of such team
outcomes as cohesion, cooperation, coordination, conflict and team satisfaction, and
with Abbey, Abramis and Caplan (1985) in that relationships can help cultivate,
accumulate, and provide access to emotionally-based resources, e.g. care and concern
and thus form a basis for team resilience. We partly agree with Stephens et al. (2013)
and suggest that rather than resilience depending on the presence and quality of
interpersonal relationships, both phenomena are intertwined. Resilience and good
interpersonal relationships in a team reinforce one another. As Aleksei’s and Peter’s
teams showed us, a team’s capability to build and maintain resilience is a key element
in members’ satisfaction in their team life, and team’s capability to successfully
perform its tasks in the long run. Despite being well-performing (although less than
Aleksei’s and Peter’s teams) from the outside, Nea’s team was about to lose two key

members, Jana’s team had almost split into two and in Ly’s team’s social relations were
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so infected that team members did not want to even meet in person for the team exit

interview with the course facilitators.

IMPLICATIONS
Here we summarize our key theoretical, methodological and practical implications

and offer ideas for future scholarship.

Theoretical Implications

Expanding the study of team resilience to a new context. Most research into team
resilience has been on groups very different from virtually working teams encountered
in today’s knowledge-based industries and international contexts in particular (see, e.qg.,
studies on sports teams: Kleinert et al., 2012; Morgan et al., 2013). This is a surprising
omission given the difficulty the research community has had to find prescriptive
models to ‘make’ virtually working teams more effective.

A shift of focus from major external to mundane but crucial events within the
team. Extant resilience research tends to focus on unexpected, major, abrupt, and/or
‘extreme’ events (see, e.g. Fiksel, Polyviou, Croxton & Pettit, 2015; Gittell, Cameron,
Lim & Rivas, 2006; Waldman, Carmeli & Halevi, 2011; Williams & Shepherd, 2016).
A similar focus on major events such as those triggered by crisis and planned major
change can be seen in much of the current sensemaking literature (Maitlis &
Sonenshein 2010; Weick 1988). Expanding this view using an integrated perspective
of sensemaking (1993, 1995) and COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989), this study shows that
mundane yet crucial events can be equally important in providing insights into the

required sensemaking and critical team level resource mechanisms for building
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resilience in virtual teams. In doing so, the team can ‘bounce back’ from continuous
challenges in a constantly changing, fast-paced environment—the type of conditions
many modern teams typically work in. In our study, we have shown how individual
team members’ sensemaking capabilities and team level resources, and decisions to act
based on mundane but crucial events in a situation of ‘business as usual’ (Alliger et al.,
2015; Kuntz et al., 2016) can have a tremendous impact on whether their teams become
resilient—or not. Moreover, our empirical study contributes to the team level
application of COR theory—which has predominantly focused on the individual level of
analysis—and thus answers recent calls for extending COR theory to team level
resilience research (e.g. Hartmann et al., 2019).

A resilience-building model for a virtually working team. This contribution
builds on the importance of understanding processes of resilience (Sutcliffe & Vogus,
2003) particularly in response to actions and interactions. Our analytic model provides
an important step to better understand how to investigate team resilience strategies that
facilitate both high task and social performance over time in virtual as well as other
teams. It also complements similar existing frameworks applicable to research at the
team level and to investigate team resilience strategies over time (see Alliger et al.,

2015; Bonanno et al., 2015).

Methodological Implications
Both scholarly studies and practitioner voices tell us that many if not most modern
organizational teams struggle or underperform (cf. Hackman, 2002; 2009). Despite the

enormous amount of studies on teams, we know surprisingly little about how effective
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teams are created, maintained and led (cf. Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014; Zaccaro, Rittman
& Marks, 2001). Virtual teams are often researched in the light of how technology and
virtual team environment, or else, cultural differences, obstruct or enable teamwork
without coming to any clear conclusions (Gibbs & Boyraz, 2015; Stahl et al., 2010). In
our study as well, the virtual environment and cultural differences were not what
ultimately enabled or obstructed team performance, but rather what members were able
to do with their resources and how they managed their social relations (cf. Hobfoll,
1989). Teaming aspects, team dynamics and, in general, how more or less successful
teams form and what sets them apart from one another have hardly received any
attention so far (Cronin et al., 2011). We suggest that a better understanding of what
happens inside teams is crucial to understand how teams can become sustainably
successful. For this, in-depth experimental studies like this one on how virtual teams

build resilience from within are necessary.

Implications for Practice

Virtual teams are often under risk of unmaking, underperforming or failing (e.g. Einola
& Alvesson, 2019)—and for reasons that may totally escape unreflective team members
or leaders not skilled at proactive sensemaking and aware of the importance of
capturing subtle clues, and acting on them. Sustaining a high relational performance is
as difficult as it is important for employee well-being, social relations and sustained
task performance (cf. Alliger et al., 2015). To develop resilience by first learning to
overcome mundane yet crucial events within the team to then be able to face more

severe setbacks and external threats (i.e. a change in management, budget cuts, change
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in customer requirements, litigations, problems with supply chain, etc.) becomes a key
team capability individual team members must help build (see Staw, Sandelands &
Dutton, 1981). The practical difficulty here is to detect which cues need to be reacted
on in the heat of daily work. In this study, we have discussed three common team
occurrences—a member being unprepared, lacking competence or being seemingly
passive—but there are more. Each team’s life evolves in its own idiosyncratic context.
Hence, we are cautious about making prescriptions, but we urge practitioners seeking
to understand the dynamic processes of a resilient team to become more sensitive to the
seemingly trivial and mundane events around them.

Further, in line with prior research, team resilience is a dynamic, temporal
process (e.g. Morgan et al., 2013), suggesting that practitioners can derive in-depth
understanding of team resilience if they pay attention to processes triggered by
mundane events at the team level which exert downward influence on individual team
members to build up their capacity for team resilience. This implication is consistent
with a recent critical review, suggesting that both individual and team resilience are
interdependent and can mutually reinforce each other (Hartmann et al., 2019). For
example, empirical findings from our study (i.e. Peter’s team in contrast to Nea'’s team)
reveal that a lack of competence—a mundane event—can trigger team processes such
as training program and mentoring for individual team members (i.e. team inclusion
practices) to build capacity for team resilience, which in turn can sustain organization
level performance and morale over time. Additionally, this implication underlines how

resource investment can help generate ‘gain spirals’ (Hobfoll, 2001) and positive
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resource crossover (Chen et al., 2015; Westman, 2001) for team resilience. Yet, we
must be cautious, because individual level resilience may not be a panacea for team
level resilience. Team level resilience requires distinct factors or collective
characteristics peculiar to groups, e.g. social support, quality of emotional expression
among team members, high quality relationships, (see Morgan et al., 2017), and these
examples can be described as resources enhancing resilience (Chen et al, 2015; Hobfoll,
2011).

Furthermore, paying careful attention to leadership processes triggered by
mundane events—e.g. an influential individual team member’s decision to ‘step back’
to give more space to passive members or ‘step forward’ to build bridges between
senior and junior members (i.e. self-reflective practice), or an individual’s action to ‘let
go’ or ‘speak up’ constructively (i.e. regulating and leveraging emotional expression)—
can enhance practitioners understanding of how individual level processes exert
upward influences at the team level and safeguard the development of team resilience
from potentially harmful consequences of stressors (see Alliger et al., 2015; Chen et
al., 2015), and with consequential impact for organizational level resilience (see
Rodriguez-Sanchez & Vera Perea, 2015; Schriber, Bauer, & King, 2019). In short,
while our study focuses on team dynamics to underscore how to build protective
resources that buffer teams from potentially harmful effects (see Chen et al., 2015,
Hobfoll, 1989, 2011), we also add from a multilevel perspective the applied
implications of how these protective factors or resources can interplay at the team level

with individual and organizational levels (see Hartmann et al., 2019), and thus partly
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provide practical insight into unresolved questions on “how resilience can successfully

be built across individual, group and organizational levels of analysis” (see

Linnenluecke, 2017, p. 9).

Suggestions for Future Inquiry
We note that our findings cannot be grossly generalized to other contexts due to our
methodological approach based on the interpretive paradigm (Stake, 1995) and the
explorative nature of our study. However, we have followed a large number of teams
over their full life and studied what people do and how they act in these teams rather
than trying to understand variables leading to team performance. Experimental studies
like this one can provide both novel and useful insights about human behavior, i.e. how
people build team resilience, rather than attempting to generate law-like cause and
effect explanations. In our view, there are no reasons why our findings would not have
a more general applicability and serve as an inspiration for future scholarship in this
area. Hence, we recommend further studies on links between mundane events and team
resilience in different contexts modern teams operate in. Additionally, due to the fluid
nature of modern teams and what typically are continuously changing team and task
environments, mundane yet crucial events relating to teamwork and workplace
pressures may become more and more relevant to build capacity for resilience. Thus,
while our study does not offer an exhaustive list of mundane events influencing teams,
we suggest that future studies can expand on our exploratory research.

Our research focused on the very little understood aspect of team dynamics,
sidelining the much-studied variables ‘cultural differences’ and the ‘virtual work

41
Rights statement: This is the author’s version of the article that has been accepted for
publication in Applied Psychology: An International Review and undergone full peer
review but has not been through the copyediting, typesetting, pagination and proofreading
process, which may lead to differences between this version and the Version of Record.

Please cite this article as: Degbey, W.Y. & Einola, K. (in press). Resilience in Virtual Teams:
Developing the Capacity to Bounce Back, Applied Psychology: An International Review. doi:
10.1111/apps.12220



environment’. Similar approaches to ours could be used to put these aspects ‘back’ to
better understand their influence on team dynamics and outcomes. We also noticed a
strong relation between what could be characterized as team cohesion (Carless & de
Paola, 2000), conflict (Jehn & Mannix, 2001) and team member satisfaction with their
team life with resilience in our empirical material. However, each team seems to be an
idiosyncratic and temporally sensitive unit when it comes to what is a suitable degree
of cohesion (task or social), conflict (process, task or interpersonal) or strength of social
ties for it to develop a strong capability for resilience—and good outcomes. One other
area that might be of interest to future studies is the role of diversity, e.g. ‘gender
diversity’ as well as other diversity attributes and their influence on virtual team
resilience (cf. Bui, Chau, Degl'Innocenti, Leone, & Vicentini, 2019). This observation

is an open invitation for other researchers to engage in future studies.

CONCLUSIONS

Despite limiting factors embedded in the setting, such as reliance on technology for
basic communication to be possible, members of virtual teams are actors, co-creating
agents of their environment and the team as such, as well as the processes necessary for
the accomplishment of the work they are assigned to do, independently of whether they
choose to take explicit action or not at any given instance. Team resilience is, therefore,
key to this context. We emphasize that the resilience building mechanisms identified in
our study should be seen as a set of resources to teams (e.g. Chen et al., 2015) which,
in line with Horne and Orr’s (1998) arguments, suggest that individual resilience

though may be influential does not necessarily guarantee resilience at the team level.
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Indeed, findings reported here support Morgan et al.’s (2013, p. 558) claim that team
resilience rests on “a dynamic, psychosocial process which protects a group of
individuals from the potential negative effect of the stressors they collectively
encounter” and indicate that this especially may be pertinent for teams seeking to thrive
at the very top of their ranks in a virtual context. This also speaks to the importance of
sensemaking (1993,1995) and critical team level resource investment (Hobfoll, 1989)
to facilitate the dynamic, psychosocial process of sensemaking, and protect individual
team members against resource loss from adversity-induced setback and offer gain-
oriented resources that support team members to acquire further resources. We believe
that this study offers novel insights for both theory development and managerial
practice, and represents an important starting point for future research on resilience in

virtual teams.
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Table 1: Sources, level, and purpose of empirical data for the study

Source of empirical data Level Purpose
Seven-minute videos (six per team | Team To assess team task performance.
in 2014 and four per team in 2015)
Reflective essays (six per Individual To understand team internal dynamics.

participant in 2014 and four per
participant in 2015)

Final exams, essays (one per Individual To gauge learning about working in teams.
participant)

Team exit interviews (one per Team To gather additional information from
team, tape-recorded and teams and observe interaction between
transcribed) members.

Field observations (email Individual/Team | To gather insider knowledge from team
correspondence, Facebook group, members and teams.

casual conversations, classroom
interactions, and observations and
targeted questions)
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Table 2: Team composition and task outcomes

Team name

Cohort

Members (nationality/ Task evaluation*

location)

Ly’s Team

2014

Ly (Vietnamese/focal site)
Frederic (French/focal site)
Maria (Finnish/focal site)
Anita (Latvian/ remote site)
Lena (German/remote site)

4-3-5-5-4-4

Peter’s Team

2014

Peter (German, focal site)
Marc (Finnish, focal site)
Huy (Vietnamese, focal site)
Jia Li (Chinese, focal site)
Nila (Tadzik, remote site )

5-5-5-5-5-5

Nea’s Team

2014

Nea (Finnish, focal site)
Sam (Finnish, focal site)
Yoshi (Japanese, focal site)
Gina (Nigerian, focal site)
Anna (Russian, remote site)

4-4-5-5-3-2

Aleksei’s Team

2015

Emil (Finnish, focal site)
Caroline (Dutch, focal site)
Cui (Chinese, focal site)
Alexis (Russian, remote site)
Ellen (Latvian, remote site)

4-5-5-5

Jana’s Team

2015

Jana (Rumanian, focal site)
Anja (Russian, focal site)

Harry (Finnish, focal site)
Elena (Latvian, remote site 1)
Lorena (Estonian, remote site 2)

5-4-4-4

* The scale is between ‘0’ and ‘5°. The 2014 cohort delivered six cases and the 2015 cohort four cases.
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Table 3: Team social outcomes and observed resilience at the end of team life

Team name

Team social outcomes

Team resilience

Ly’s Team

Extreme dissatisfaction due to a serious
interpersonal conflict between two team
members

Very low

(Team is about to break-up,
the focal members refuse to
meet each other face-to-face,
the remote members are
neutral)

Peter’s Team

Extreme satisfaction with both work and
member relations

Very high

(Team members share a team
identity and stand united
against what they consider
unreasonable demands from
their leaders)

Nea’s Team

The more passive members are very
satisfied, the more active are dissatisfied

Low

(Misalignment between team
members: Nea and Yoshi are
frustrated wanting the team
to dissolve, Gina and Anna
are satisfied, Sam is neutral)

Aleksei’s Team

Extreme satisfaction

Very high
(Members regret the team
being dissolved)

Jana’s Team

Satisfaction for the members in the focal
site, confusion and seclusion for the
remote members

Mixed: High for a sub-team
only

(Jana, Harry and Anja, the
focal members, form a strong
team  enthusiastic  about
working together, Lorena
and Elena are sidelined)
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Table 4: Examples of team member processing of mundane events
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Mundane Examples of member | Underlying sensemaking and | Consequences to the team

event reactions critical team level resources

A team | Jana’s team: Influential | No self-reflection. "Elena and | Negative emotions—

member is | member (Jana) meets with | Lorena (remote members) are | exclusion. Jana is upset.

unprepared her local colleague (Harry) | lazy and irresponsible. Why | Elena and Lorena are
and decides to do the remote | could not they just follow | confused and feel excluded.
members’ part as they are | agreements and | A split between remote and
late with task completion instructions?’(Jana) local members forms

Negative emotions become
Aleksei’s team: A punctual | Advanced self-reflection. ‘I | positive—inclusion.  The
member in charge of task | amupsetas I feel my timeisnot | timely team member lets go
coordination (Caroline) is | respected but things like this | of her frustration. The two
disappointed when three | happen in teamwork—I let this | ill-prepared members
members are not fully | pass’ (Caroline) acknowledge the problem
prepared for a meeting but | ‘I respect Caroline’s efforts, in | they caused and are grateful
decides to let go of her | our team even bad behavior | to the prepared
frustration. The online | becomes positive’ (Cui Yu) member/team in general for
meeting is adjourned for 45 | ‘Some of us were ill-prepared, | being flexible.  Mutual
minutes to allow for these | time is tight, but in my team we | adjustment helps build the
members to catch up can speak up... and take it from | team
there’ (Emil)
A team | Nea’s team: Gina, the | No self-reflection. I failed my | Negative emotions with no

member lacks
competence in
an  expected
technical skill

A team
member lacks
competence in
the team’s
shared
language
(English)

supposed IT expert in the
team is not able to solve
how to transfer the case to
video format. The team
spends six hours solving the
problem. What happened is
not discussed in the team
Peter’s  team: Junior
members, Jia Li and Nila,
lack basic technical skills
and theoretical knowledge
to execute teamwork. The
senior members, Marc,
Peter and Bao train and
mentor them to lift up their
competence level
Ly’s team:
member (Ly) openly
questions a colleague’s
(Frederic) legitimacy to be
in the team due to what she
considers his poor written
English

Aleksei’s team: Cui Yu has
problems speaking
English—working in
writing is easier for her. The
whole team agrees to shift
the main team
communication  platform
from Skype to Google Docs
to accommodate Cui Yu

Influential

team. | am not as capable as |
thought | was. IT is my
background... how can I
contribute if I am less good than
the others?’ (Gina)

Advanced self-reflection.
‘With time, team efficacy goes
up if everyone has the needed
skills. Junior members’
competence issues are a
concern to the whole team’
(Peter, Bao, Marc)

No self-reflection. ‘Frederic is
incompetent. Should he be in
this team to begin with?’ (Ly)

Advanced self-reflection. ‘Cui
Yu is making remarkable
efforts and, has a good attitude
and is learning quickly.
Teamwork is harder for her
than for the rest of us as she
only recently arrived to Europe
from China and has so much to
learn’. (Cui Yu’s team mates)

reassuring feedback from
others—self-exclusion. A
member is embarrassed over
failure to execute a task and
becomes withdrawn

Positive emotions—
inclusion. Team capability
is strengthened thanks to
senior members helping
juniors step up their
competence level

Negative emotions—
exclusion. Friction and open
conflict arises with open

criticism and  negative
emotions. Team is
weakened

Positive emotions—

inclusion. The team as a
whole being willing to
sacrifice personal
convenience for inclusion
brings the members closer
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A team
member
appears to be
passive

Ly’s team: Ly gets
impatient when others do
not immediately answer her
first message about how to
kick-off work, and shortly
sends another very direct
push-message that annoys
others

Jana’s team: Jana posts
questions on line regarding
the case. Only Harry
responds actively

Peter’s team: Jia Li and
Nila are passive in meetings
and do not tend to speak up

No self-reflection. ‘There is no
time to be wasted. The others
are not taking this seriously—
are they even in - or rather out?’
(Ly)

‘Ly seems quite pushy and
aggressive’ (Frederic, Maria)
No self-reflection. ‘The others
are lazy and do nothing unless |
push them and become bossy’
(Jana)

Advanced self-reflection. ‘I
need to take a more passive role
to give the others more space’
(Peter)

Exclusion—negative
emotions. An  assertive
message is interpreted as
rude, lack of response as
unprofessional, and poor
first impressions are made.
Negative emotions. Quick
attribution of passiveness to
laziness rather than
insecurity or lack of
direction causes friction
Inclusion. A senior member
consciously taking a more
passive role to give more
space to the juniors and the
juniors catching on brings
the team together
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Figure 1: A model of team resilience in a virtual team
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