Virtual Teams
Many people are wary of process analysis and automation. Although they see its advantages for
the clerical staff members who do routine and repetitive work, they do not feel that it offers
anything to them personally. They recognize that their own work may not be 100% efficient or
effective, but look for solutions elsewhere – typically, in technologies for document sharing,
instant messaging and other social media tools.
You may have seen for yourself that such technologies are not true solutions. They make
communication more effective, but do little for collaboration – i.e., they do little to support the
coordination of activity that wastes on average 28% of each knowledge worker’s day (Basex) and
the lack of focus on goals that results, for example, in the failure of 70% of change initiatives
(Harvard).
To solve these expensive problems, it is necessary to provide features that you cannot get from
social media tools, namely:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

A means to build effective teams;
Goal-directed communication structures;
A means to create, maintain and use knowledge;
Support for prioritizing time;
Participation in the continual re-planning that is basic to effective team work.

You may recognize these as the 5 principles of Human Interaction Management (HIM).
So recently I have started to explain the problems of knowledge worker efficiency and
effectiveness differently. I now talk about these problems in terms of virtual teams – i.e., teams
assembled to achieve specific goals. Members of a virtual team may not be co-located. They
may not even know each other personally.
Most knowledge workers work in virtual teams. Further, knowledge workers do not do the same
tasks in the same order, creating the same documents and data, for each assignment – so they
find it hard to visualize and hence manage the structure of their work. As a result, neither virtual
team members nor virtual team managers even know to what extent the team is working in an
efficient or effective way, let alone have a means of improving things.
What they need is to streamline interactions between colleagues and ensure focus on goals,
thus reducing virtual team costs and improving effectiveness. The means of achieving this is
to move away from reliance on a predictive-reactive project management approach (i.e., away
from a scheduling-based technique that either anticipates what is about to happen, or records
what did happen) and towards the interactive, dynamic approach of HIM.
The basic technique in HIM is to break down the overall goals of a virtual team into distinct subgoals, then assign each of the sub-goals to a Stage in a Plan. Stages are numbered, but may be
used in any order and are often concurrent and/or repeated. Inside each Stage, people play
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Roles to provide Deliverables to each other. A common Deliverable is a sub-Plan, governing the
operation of a “lower-level” virtual team. If you use a HIM tool such as HumanEdj, progress is
visible to all concerned in real-time via the statuses of Stages, Roles and Deliverables.
Plans can be copied, modified and re-used as templates for other Plans, thus providing a route to
continuous improvement of knowledge work.
To illustrate use of HIM, I will discuss a common sales process – preparing a sales proposal.

Sales Proposal Preparation – Plan Design
For “complex sales” where a formal proposal is required, most organizations use a variant of the
Stages shown below:
1. Lead Qualification
Is it a strategic fit? Do we have or wish to develop the necessary capability? Is the
financial reward worthwhile? What are the chances of winning?
2. Build Bid Team
What staff should be involved? Do we need to include third party sub-contractors?
3. Design Solution
How can we meet the customer's requirements?
4. Review Solution
Will it work? Is it what the customer wants? Could it we do it more cheaply? Is the price
viable for the customer?
5. Create Proposal
Design and create the necessary document sections.
6. Review Proposal
Are we presenting this in the best possible way? Have we met the terms and conditions?
What are the risks?
7. Submit Proposal
Liaise with customer and/or sales staff to follow up progress.
The Roles involved in a Sales Proposal may include the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Bid Manager (responsible for a specific proposal)
Proposals Manager (responsible for all sales proposals)
Technical Expert (advice and ideas)
Bid Writer (writes the proposal)
Sales Manager (responsible for sales of specific products)
Account Manager (responsible for specific clients)
Product Manager (responsible for development of specific products)
Commercial Manager (responsible for legal and contractual matters)

For brevity, I will omit details of the Deliverables prepared by each Role, which can be specified
either via a spreadsheet or via a dedicated HIM tool such as HumanEdj.
Often Sales Proposal Preparation will initiate and interact with subsidiary processes for Delivery
and New Product Design, which may run in parallel. Again for brevity I will not discuss these
subsidiary processes further here.
A Bid Team is a virtual team, of course. The figures below show how use of HIM deals with the
concerns of key team members. Overall benefits of using HIM are given in the next section.
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Sales Proposal Preparation – Benefits
The key benefits achieved from handling sales proposals via HIM are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Benefits of using HIM for Sales Proposal Preparation
By …
Reduce …
Streamlining interactions between Bid Team
Effort of engaging with Account Manager,
and senior colleagues
Product Manager, Commercial Manager and
Sales Manager
Using shared, dynamic Plans to identify and
Stress and workload for Bid Managers
resolve issues
Working together efficiently in the Bid Team
Time needed from Technical Experts
Spending less time on coordination
Total effort cost of each sale

Conclusion
Just as people are changing inexorably from diaries and address books to digital calendars and
contact lists, so too will they change from static plans to a more flexible, powerful way of
managing their work with colleagues. However, listing tasks is not enough, or people would have
switched already. HIM provides a way to create dynamic plans that allow virtual teams to
streamline interactions between colleagues and ensure focus on goals, thus reducing
virtual team costs and improving effectiveness.
People lose on average nearly a third of their time to coordinating their work with others, rather
than doing it. When you take into further consideration the amount of work that is not directed
towards tactical or strategic goals (i.e., work that could be avoided altogether), then you start to
realize quite how much time everyone is wasting – and what this is costing.
For a manager, there is a major quick win to be made here, and for a worker, the HIM technique
(especially if used with a HIM tool such as HumanEdj) can reduce your workload by a significant
amount each day. Both get less stress – and to go home earlier.
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BPTrends Linkedin Discussion Group
We created a BPTrends Discussion Group on Linkedin to allow our members, readers and
friends to freely exchange ideas on a wide variety of BPM related topics. We encourage you to
initiate a new discussion on this publication, or on other BPM related topics of interest to you, or
to contribute to existing discussions. Go to Linkedin and join the BPTrends Discussion Group.
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