
 

 
Abstract: The development of IT, especially the 
Internet, has enabled creation of virtual 
organizations as new organizational forms that 
gather geographically distant individuals or 
groups to meet the demands of performing a 
certain job. Typical for these organizations are: no 
time and location barriers, loose connections 
between employees and organization, an easier 
responding to variable market demands due to 
their flexibility and a large adaptability to new 
situations. As working in virtual organizations is 
more complicated than working in traditional 
organizations, it is very important to create good 
links between workers and leaders because it is 
very difficult to manage employees which are 
physically separated and interactions with them 
are reduced to digital written communication. In 
this paper, we tried to point out the role of 
knowledge and the competencies which leaders of 
virtual organizations should possess, due to the 
fact that if someone is a good leader in a 
traditional organization where there is every day 
people contact with people, this does not imply 
that s/he will be an efficient leader in a virtual 
organization. In this paper, we tried to point out the 
kind of knowledge and the competencies that 
leaders of virtual organizations should possess.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 Modern business conditions request from 
modern organizations a quicker and better 
response to the requests of an increasingly 
complex market. The development of information 
and communication technologies has led to the  
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emergence of virtual organizations as a new form 
of business. The process of virtualization has 
enabled employees to be at different places and 
to cooperate between each other from various 
distances. Such a form of work requests new 
ways of managing employees. Considering the 
fact that leaders are key for the efficiency of 
modern organizations, the leaders of virtual 
organizations also have to possess various skills 
and knowledge to manage such organizations in 
a proper way. 

Numerous definitions of leadership point out 
that a leader is the one who determines the 
behavior of employees and their focus on 
accomplishing organization goals. Yukl (1989) 
considers that ‘leadership happens between 
people, including the use of various influences 
and it is used for the accomplishing of various 
organizational goals’. Leadership implies the 
process of formatting individual and group 
behavior, a system of planning and directing team 
work, a way of motivating of human behavior, 
communication systems, etc. (Grubić - Nešić, 
2005). Leadership can be defined as steps, 
procedures or processes which directly lead and 
direct human behavior in their work environment 
(Nelson, 2006). According to Northous (2007), 
leadership is ‘a process by which an individual 
influences a group to accomplish their common 
goals’.   

However, due to a lack of proximity, virtual 
organizations request educated leaders which are 
proactive and interactive with the employees and 
which show willingness to build good 
interpersonal relations based on trust. Good skills 
are necessary for modern leaders, but are 
insufficient for leadership at a distance, so it is 
very important to understand the significance of 
education in developing virtual organizations’ 
leaders. 
 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The concept of virtual organizations started to 
develop intensively during the last couple 
decades of the previous century. Fuehrer and 
Votalk (1997) considering that “a virtual 
organization is a temporary network of 
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independent institutions, businesses or 
specialized individuals, who work together in a 
spontaneous fashion by way of information and 
communication technology, in order to gain an 
extant competitive edge. They integrate vertically 
and unify their core-competencies and function as 
one organization (or organizational unit).” 

Robey & al. (1998, p. 277) define a virtual 
organization as a temporary, flexible schedule of 
spread out parts which contribute to various 
organizations connecting by IT. According to 
Ahuja, K.M., Carley, M.K, (1998), a “virtual 
organization is a geographically distributed 
organization whose members are connected by 
common interests or goals while they 
communicate and coordinate their work through 
informational technologies”. According to Varner 
and Witzel (2004), the rapid expansion of virtual 
organizations has especially enabled the quick 
development of new information and 
communication technologies. Certain authors 
consider that the emergence of virtual 
organization is a consequence of trends such are 
changes of traditional working places, changes in 
environment of global competence, a need for 
rationalization in various areas of businesses and 
also the benefits which can be gained in the 
application of the concept of the virtual 
organization, etc.   

The virtual organization can exist on several 
levels (Skyrme, 2011) (Figure 1): 

- Virtual teams within an organization that 
operate across different geographic locations; 

- A virtual organization where many of its 
functions are outsourced to other companies; 

- A network involving people from different 
organizations; 

- A network of organizations sharing some 
common goals and resources - the individual 
organizations are inter-dependent.  

 

 

Figure 1: Several levels of Virtual Organizations 
Source: Skyrme, 2011 

The major goal of a virtual organization is to 
permit member organizations to rapidly develop 
their work environment, while the fulfillment of 
common goals is accomplished through a range 
of resources provided by the participant 
organizations (Martinez, at al., 2001). To 
succeed, a virtual organization has to fulfill some 
conditions, such as high technology, mutual trust, 
a tendency to satisfy costumers and a tendency 
toward excellence. The features of virtual 
organizations are: dispersion, empowerment, 
discomfort and correlation (IMPACT program 
1998/2001). The most important characteristic of 
a virtual organization is the correlation between 
certain members (person or organization) and the 
network, although they need to interconnect 
between themselves. The forms of 
interdependence vary; they can be forged in the 
shape of a strategic alliance, a partnership, a 
value chain or outsourcing. Table 1 describes a 
typology of virtual organizations. 

 
Table 1: Typology of virtual organizations 

 Virtual Teams  Virtual Projects Temporary Virtual 
Organizations  

Permanent Virtual 
Organizations  

Range of 
Involvement 

Internal to an 
organizational 
function or 
departmental unit  

Across functions 
and organizations  

Across organizations Across organizations 

Membership Small, local  Indeterminate Typically larger  Typically smaller, but 
scaleable  

Mission Teams on specific, 
ongoing tasks  

Multiple 
organizational 
representatives 
working on 
specific projects  

Multiple functions 
responding to a 
market opportunity  

All functions and full 
functionality as a working 
organization  

Length of 
project 

Membership varies, 
but form is 
permanent  

Temporary Temporary  Permanent 

Uses of IT connectivity, sharing 
embedded 
knowledge (e-mail, 
groupware)  

Repository of 
shared data 
(databases, 
groupware)  

shared infrastructure 
(groupware, WANs, 
remote computing)  

channel for marketing and 
distribution, replacing 
physical infrastructure 
(Web, Intranet)  

Source: (Palmer & Cheri, 2001) 



 

 
As for a success in traditional organizations, 

key are the leaders, as they perform different 
roles, such as motivation of employees, 
development of individual and mutual activities. In 
addition, success in virtual organizations depends 
on leaders and their abilities. It is considered that 
leadership is an essential element for success in 
virtual teams (Bell, Kozlowski, 2002; Yoo, Alavi, 
2004). 

 Despite the advantages which working in 
virtual organizations brings, such are large 
flexibility and the overcoming of geographic and 
time obstacles, there are some barriers 
connected to coordination and work control in 
virtual organizations which are a result of 
differently organized team work. For leaders of 
virtual organizations, a huge challenge is the 
motivation of employees. There are key 
challenges in terms of the motivation of 
employees in those organizations: transmission 
of a mutual vision, sending compelling messages, 
conflict management and creating of appropriate 
teams. In virtual organizations, trust and 
communication between the employees plays a 
major role. There are a lot of unknown aspects of 
leadership in virtual teams (Bell & Kozlowski, 
2002), so more empirical research of leadership 
in the area of virtual teams is needed (Yoo & 
Alavi, 2004). 

3. VIRTUAL ORGANIZATIONS LEADERSHIP 

 
Purvanova and Bono (2009) consider that 

existing research shows that there is insufficient 
knowledge about the influence of technology on 
leadership, so it is important to explore leadership 
in the virtual world and to review how leaders in 
such an environment carry out leadership through 
electronic channels (Zaccaro, Bader, 2003). 
There are three basic problems of leadership in 
virtual organizations: communication, perfor-
mance management and trust. Managing of 
virtual organizations requests leaders who 
possess the ability to provide good functioning of 
virtual organizations, improve team efficiency 
and, at the same time, guarantee that team 
members will be satisfied. In that way the leaders 
will accomplish their own goals and the aims of 
the organization. For leaders in such 
organizations, it is very important to establish 
trust in the organization and to provide efficient 
work. The greatest differences between 
management in traditional and virtual 
organizations are in managing, especially in 
communication with coworkers. The process of 
managing depends on good communication, but 
because virtual organizations are supported by 
information and communication technologies, 
there have occurred significant changes in  
 

 
 

interpersonal communications, not only on the 
level of the work teams, but also on the level of 
the entire organization and the business partners.   

4. EDUCATING VIRTUAL LEADERS  

 
The leaders of virtual organizations should 

provide members of their team the possibility to 
possess skills necessary for efficient distance 
work. The most important characteristics that 
members of virtual organizations have to possess 
include strong interpersonal skills, initiative and 
flexibility. The leader is the one who should 
provide adequate team members and direct their 
work in the right direction. Grenier and Metes 
(1995) cite six skills that a leader in a virtual 
environment must possess. In the first place, s/he 
has to understand the correlation between 
information and technology, to know technologies 
and techniques that are very important for 
establishing an information flow work in a virtual 
environment, to know when and how to replace 
traditional work with virtual work, to know the 
value of information technologies, to encourage 
creativity and technological innovations, and at 
the end, to be excellent in implementing new 
ideas. Leadership in virtual organizations 
represents a mix of traditional leader skills and 
the new skills which leaders must possess to be 
able to manage. 

As critical items for leaders of virtual 
organizations we mentioned communication, 
performance management and trust. It is very 
important for those leaders to know new 
communicational skills and to be prepared for 
learning how to make communication in an 
organization to get better. Kayworth and Leidner 
consider that leaders in most virtual teams are 
faced with new challenges such as information 
communication technologies, global logistic 
design, and technological complexity (Kayworth & 
Leidner, 2002). Besides the mentioned, Hallowell 
(1999) also mentions information overload and 
(Johnson, 2000) rapid creating of friendships. 
Table 2 lists seven leadership skills needed for 
seven different types of virtual teams: low (L), 
medium (M), high (H).  

It is noticeable that leadership skills must be at 
a high level in all types of teams, in order to build 
trust. Performance management and trainings 
must be high not only in network and parallel but 
also in project and production teams. 

Leadership competencies for using the 
technology must also be highly developed not 
only in network and parallel but also in project 
and production teams. 

To possess the mentioned skills, leaders have 
to improve their knowledge and learn constantly. 
The control over employees in virtual  
 

 



 

 
Table 2: Leadership skills  

Type of Team Performance 
Management 
and  
Coaching 

Appropriate 
Use of 
Technology 

Cross 
Cultural 
Management 
 

Career 
Development and 
Transition of 
Team Members 

Building 
Trust 

Networking Developing and 
Adapting Team 
Processes 

Network M H L-M-H L H H H 

Parallel M H L-M-H M H M H 

Project or Product H H L-M-H M-H H M H 

Work or 
Production 

H M-H L-M-H M-H H M-H M-H 

Action M-H M-H L-M-H L-M H M-H M-H 

Service H M-H L-M-H M-H H L-M M-H 

Management M M L-M-H M H H M 

 

Source: (Duarte & Snyder, 1995) 

organizations is smaller, and the management of 
processes is a critical success factor of efficient 
global virtual teams. Leaders in virtual 
organizations should influence their employees to 
solve problems and make decisions by 
themselves, what, once again, requests good 
leadership skills. By constant education and 
specialization, leaders can become successful in 
leading virtual organizations as constant learning 
becomes an imperative of modern society. There 
are numerous institutions engaged in educating 
business leaders, as well as leaders of virtual 
organizations, but it is very important that they are 
trained to think innovatively, to transfer 
knowledge, skills and practical experience 
through the appliance of digital media platforms, 
and, also, to think differently about 
communication, which is very important in 
modern business activities. 

5. CONCLUSION 

 
 The emergence of virtual organizations 

represents an attempt to form new organizational 
structures for carrying out competitiveness on the 
business markets. It has an impact on changes in 
the traditional leadership practice, as traditional 
leadership based on control, becomes, in this 
case, expensive and irrational. The feature which 
characterizes leadership in virtual organizations is 
the trust upon which an organization is based and 
communication within the organization. 
Communication in a virtual organization is 
expected to be carried out smoothly and quickly, 
requesting a larger degree of coordination and 
raising the entire information flow onto a higher 
level than in the case of traditional organizations. 
The role of a leader in such a case is large and 
the effectiveness of the organization depends on 
the his abilities and skills of a leader.  

Clearly, educating leaders is a guarantee for a 
successful organization and a constant 
investment in educating leaders has as its goal a 
successful performing of all activities in a virtual 
organization. Only with professional leaders can a 
virtual organization achieve success, which is the 

reason why leaders should understand the 
significance and role of informal education, 
especially throughout constant and fast changes. 
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