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BY DENISE MYSHKO

Vi rtual teams are becoming more a reality in the pharma industry and in the business community in general. Making this possible are a combina-
tion of technology advances.
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Cherkis, Ph.D., VP of business development
and the managing dire c t o r, USA, of Gene
Networks International. 

“ To develop the next generation of new
p roducts, companies need to use the best tech-
nologies and work with the best scientists,
re g a rdless of their geographic location,” Dr.
Cherkis says. “And the venture capital com-
munity is becoming much more interested in
this type of corporate stru c t u re . ”

A c c o rd i n g l y, Mr. Bailey says there are big
s t ructural changes taking place across indus-
t r i e s .

“Executives have figured out that they no
longer can, or should, have all the functions
needed to run the company within the four
walls of the organization,” Mr. Bailey says. “We
use a component-based business model to help
clients look across their entire business and
b reak it down into diff e rent components. Then
each component is analyzed to assess whether
something should be done in house or whether
it is something that a business partner can do.”

With work that is outsourced or done by
p a rtners, he says managers now have to be able
to coordinate an entire network of companies
and people to accomplish the designated tasks.

“ Vi rtual team managers — the leaders of
t o m o rrow — will need a very diff e rent skill set
f rom the leaders of yesterd a y,” Mr. Bailey says.
“They will have to be skilled at managing in an
ecosystem of partners and outsource suppliers.” 

“In the past, companies would outsourc e
work in sequences and phases,” says Murr a y
White, U.S. managing director at Thought-
Works Inc. “They would do some analysis and
then throw the work over the wall to another
team in a diff e rent location. Then that team
would continue the work, stop, and throw it
back over the wall to a third team. This pro-
cess doesn’t work well. Projects are never
black and white. Things change, and most
teamwork involves a high degree of collabora-
tion and communication. When companies
t ry to run a team based on document
exchange, it is harder on the team. And,
re g a rdless of how many locations a company
might have, people have to be assigned as
team ambassadors.”O R K

Companies are no longer co n s t rained by the para m e ters of space

and time.Vi rtual teams are be coming more of a re a l i ty. Ma king this

possible are a co m b i n ation of new processes and te c h n o l ogy

a dva n ce s.

F rom the chemistry side of the business to
manufacturing to product development to
c o m m e rcial sales and marketing, it is incre a s-
ingly unlikely that team members will be based
in the same building. Globalization, downsized
o rganizations, a more mobile workforce, and a
new emphasis on project-oriented stru c t u res are
leading to a geographic dispersion of employ-
ees. This “work anywhere, anytime, and with
anyone” concept can provide advantages in
t e rms of reduced costs — and some say pro d u c-
tivity gains. To d a y ’s technologies — e-mail,
instant messaging, video/Web confere n c i n g ,
and expanded broadband coverage — allow for
m o re sophisticated and immediate communica-
tions between people and among teams.

But working virtually presents challenges
as well. For teams working physically apart for
most of the project life cycle, new manage-
ment processes have to be developed to make
the teams efficient and effective. This re q u i re s
flexible roles and new skills for both team
members and managers. 

Mo b i l i ty in the Ma ki n g

“Mobility has become the trend,” says
G e o rge Bailey, global leader of the electro n i c s
i n d u s t ry at IBM Business Consulting Serv i c e s .
“People don’t use the term telecommuter any-
m o re. That is so pre - I n t e rnet. Now people talk
about mobility, and it’s an interesting concept
because it means that people are working fro m
e v e ry w h e re — airports, offices, factories, and
their homes — wherever it makes sense. There
will come a time when people in the office will
be viewed as having nothing to do.”

“In the networked world, virtual work
enables 24-hour task perf o rmance,” says Ben-
jamin Dattner, Ph.D., principal of Dattner
Consulting LLC. Dr. Dattner also is an adjunct
p rofessor at New York University. “People
f rom diff e rent time zones and diff e rent coun-
tries can work collaboratively on a project. In
my experience, there often is a hybrid between
traditional teams and virtual teams.”

Vi rtual teams are the way of the future in
the pharmaceutical industry, says Carol
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The Pros and Co n s

Vi rtual teams can help save money, espe-
cially with re g a rd to the costs associated with
travel. 

“This is one of the main reasons for work-
ing re m o t e l y,” says Ellen Maynard, VP, client
s e rvices, at ClinForce Inc. “After September
11, the expense of sending a monitor, for
example, across the country didn’t make much
sense. The trend now is to have sites moni-
t o red by regional people.”

D r. Dattner says virtual teams can be more
e ffective in terms of brainstorming and devel-
oping creative solutions. 

“ H i e r a rchies are minimized when people
work virt u a l l y,” he says. “People are more com-
f o rtable speaking up. And, in a virtual team
t h e re are n ’t the same types of status cues, such
as who has a bigger office or who is sitting
w h e re at the table. In a teleconference or an
online chat, people are more likely to pay atten-
tion to the quality of the ideas rather than to the
rank of the person who is proposing them.”

E x p e rts do caution that virtual teams may
lose some of the benefits that come from per-
sonal interaction on a daily basis. 

“ We started out with just a senior- m a n a g e-
ment team and a few people in a lab, and as we
continue to gro w, communication is becom-

ing a major challenge,” Dr. Cherkis says. “In
the last six months, we have made an incre d i-
ble eff o rt to talk more. Te l e c o n f e rences and e-
mails are constant for us, and we have just
begun distribution of a monthly e-mail
n e w s l e t t e r. Last year, we tried video confere n c-
ing, but our current system is temperamental
so we are n ’t using it now. ”

Because of time diff e rences, talking by
phone can be challenging as well, she says. 

“ We have teleconferences at the most
i n c redible hours,” she says. “At least one of us
just is waking up and one is getting ready for
b e d . ”

A c c o rding to Richard Jenkins, general
manager for life sciences at IntraLinks, collab-
oration comes down to humans and personal-
ities and there are people who find it diff i c u l t

D R . BENJAMIN DATT N E R
Vi rtual teams can be more 

e f fe ct i ve in te rms of bra i n s to rm i n g

and cre at i v i ty. H i e ra rchies are 

m i n i m i zed when people are 

wo rking virt u a l l y.
D R . CA ROL CHERKIS
Companies are going to 

use the best 

te c h n o l og i e s, re g a rdless 

of where in the wo rld they

h ave been deve l o pe d.

S T EVE JONES
In the past, s c i e ntists would use

p a per lab note books and then

send those note books to a va u l t,

which made it ve ry hard to share

d at a .

RICHARD JENKINS
Online te c h n o l ogies can facilitate co m m u n i cations and 

co l l a bo rat i o n . Th ey leve rage an online real-time wo rk s p a ce where

p re s e nt at i o n s, file shari n g, and white bo a rding take place along with a

co n fe re n ce bridge for pre s e nt ation and discussion.
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to work remotely or to communicate over the phone, and some people just don’t want
to use technology.

Ms. Maynard says the people who succeed working remotely are self motivated and
independent thinkers. 

“ T h e re is still a group of people who need to have the stru c t u re of an office,” she
says. “Those people generally don’t do well working in remote settings and with vir-
tual teams. Being productive while working remotely is a learned process and may not
be the ideal stru c t u re for every o n e . ”

Building a  Vi rtual Te a m

To integrate partners into virtual project teams, the collaboration has to be care f u l l y
s t ru c t u red, says Kirk Gallion, chief technology officer at Octagon Research Solutions Inc. 

“One of the most challenging aspects is to harmonize the processes — determ i n i n g
who is accountable for what,” he says. “Often this can make or break a part n e r s h i p .
Collaboration tools can help support accountability, as well as support an org a n i z a t i o n ’s
p rocesses. This goes beyond a workflow engine that enforces a sequence of steps. A pro-
cess-management system should facilitate communications and automate as many pro-
cesses as possible.” 

Vi rtual teams have to establish a team identity with core ways of working with
s h a red values and perspectives, says Nina Christopher, a senior consultant at RHR
I n t e rnational Co. 

“The team needs to address how to best ensure alignment, exchange information, make
decisions, and how to deal with conflict,” she says. “These parameters need to be estab-
lished up front and in person. After the culture of the working group has been established,
periodic face-to-face meetings are important and can enhance the success of the team.” 

1 . G OALS AND OBJECTIVES. Companies need to

h ave clear goals and object i ve s, which must be clearl y

defined in the early stages of wo rking together and

aligned with co rpo rate strate gy.The clari ty of purpo s e

and process is the best pre d i ctor of virtual team 

s u c ce s s.

2 . LEADERSHIP AND TEAM MEMBER RO L E S .

The role of the virtual team leader is more demanding

than co nve ntional team leaders since there is no

means to exe rt influence with social co nt ro l .So, i t

be comes impo rt a nt to define team member roles and

re s po n s i b i l i t i e s, establish pro toco l s, s h a re leadership,

and shift to a re s u l t - o ri e nted management sty l e.

3 . CO M M U N I CAT I O N . The key principles for effe ct i ve 

d i s t a n ce co m m u n i cation include two - way 

co m m u n i cation and standards for ava i l a b i l i ty and 

a c kn ow l e d g e m e nt ; use of multiple media or 

co m m u n i cation te c h n o l ogies to enhance 

co m m u n i cation and the deve l o p m e nt of re l at i o n s h i p s ;

co m p atible hardwa re and softwa re ; and the ability to

a c cess shared re s o u rce s. Fa ce - to - f a ce co m m u n i cation is

i rre p l a ceable especially for sensitive negotiat i o n s.

4 . T RU S T. Trust is essential for building healthy virt u a l

teams and develops through fre q u e nt and meaningf u l

i nte ra ct i o n .Th e re are three trust-building factors that

must ex i s t : pe rfo rm a n ce and co m pe te n ce, i nte g ri ty,

and co n ce rn for the well being of others.

5 . SHARED VA LUES AND ORG A N I ZAT I O N A L

P RO C E S S . Sh a red va l u e s, be l i e fs, and ope rat i n g

a g re e m e nts help the team wo rk effe ct i vely by 

p roviding a guide to fo l l ow; help minimize 

misunderstandings and eliminate the wa s ted time 

for re i nve ntion of ope rating pra ct i ce s ;p rovide a 

common vision of how team members 

will inte ra ct.

6 . R EWARD AND PERFORMANCE MEASURES.

I d e a l l y, pe rfo rm a n ce measures and rewa rd sys te m s

should be redesigned spe c i f i cally for virtual te a m

m e m be r s. Sh a red rewa rds increase team acco u nt a b i l i ty

and trust in the other membe r s’co m m i t m e nt.

No te :This list of key issues was compiled based on a rev i ew of 
l i te rat u re by Dattner Consulting LLC , New Yo rk .
For more info rm at i o n , visit dat t n e rco n s u l t i n g. co m .

Key Issues for Virtual Te a m s

ROBIN SMITH
O n ce scientists start using 

co l l a bo rat i ve te c h n o l ogy, t h ey be g i n

to re a l i ze how fast they can move

t h rough pro j e cts and t h at they ca n

benefit from sharing their 

kn ow l e d g e.

G E O RGE BA I L EY
People are wo rki n g

f rom eve ryw h e re —

a i rpo rt s,o f f i ce s,

f a cto ri e s, and their

h o m e s.Th e re will

come a time when

people in the office

will be seen as 

h aving nothing to do.
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Companies, Mr. Bailey says, will have to
change how they assess the perf o rmance or
success of employees in virtual teams. 

“Companies are finding that they have to
manage by metrics not by inspection,” Mr.
Bailey says. “In the old days — from the
industrial revolution through the 1990s —
the idea was that companies needed superv i-
sors who could stand behind employees and
make sure they were working. To d a y, compa-
nies have key perf o rmance metrics that people
must meet. We call this an on-demand dash-
b o a rd. In other words, managers need a sys-
tem that allows them to monitor the key per-
f o rmance indicators. My boss sees me
physically once every six weeks. But that’s

fine because he can see the numbers and
knows I’m working.”

The Te c h n o l ogy Tra n s fe r

Technology advances have made mobile
and collaborative workforces possible. Middle-
w a re allows integration of applications, and
new software now allows people to share data
and information. Then this is made available
to employees through a portal that can be
accessed on their desktop computers. At the
same time, there has been an explosion of col-
laboration tools that make it easier for people
to communicate, such as instant messaging,

PDAs, cell phones with text messaging, as
well as laptops and BlackBerrys. Additionally,
computers have become faster, and bro a d b a n d
access to the Internet is now common. 

“About 10 years ago, there really were n ’t a
lot of technologies to tie virtual teams together, ”
says Tom Sturgis, president and chief operating
o fficer of Integrated Clinical Trial Services. “We
now use a Web-based portal that allows us to
put everything in a secured enviro n m e n t ,
including scheduling, documents, and meeting
notes. It becomes a project management/quality
management tool. Pharmaceutical companies
a re using more tools like this so they can have
v i rtual teams, especially as they are doing larg e r
trials on a more international basis.” 

TOM STURG I S
About 10 years ago,t h e re

we re not a lot of 

te c h n o l ogies to tie virt u a l

teams tog e t h e r. Now 

Web-based po rtals allow us

to put eve rything in a 

s e c u red env i ro n m e nt.

ELLEN MAY N A R D
Th e re is still a group of

people who need to have

the stru ct u re of an office.

Those people genera l l y

d o n’t do well wo rking in

re m o te settings.

KIRK GALLION
One of the hardest things to do 

when part n e ring is to harm o n i ze 

p rocesses and dete rmine who is 

a c co u ntable for what.



3 2 O c t o b e r  2 0 0 4 P h a r m a V O I C E

V I RTUAL t e a m s

Integration tools support collaboration,
specifically between functional areas and
between various components of teams and
a c ross geographic areas. 

“ We call it process management because
w e ’ re taking complex inter- related pro c e s s e s
that span organizations and functional are a s
and tying them together,” Mr. Gallion says.
“Most organizations have set ups that are re m-
iniscent of 1950s manufacturing, where there
w e re many specialized silos. Companies need
to look at processes more holistically. The nor-
mal state tends to be more crisis management
and fire fighting than process management.

“Most projects don’t happen in a day, a
week, or a month,” Mr. Gallion adds. “These
a re projects that span years, and there may be
s t a ff changes. Companies need to have easily
accessible historical re c o rds. We have found
that people spend about 30% of their time
gathering information and updating that
i n f o rmation. The idea is to replace the manu-
al processes associated with having a high
d e g ree of detail on the things that have to hap-

pen to every deliverable over the course of
months and years.”

Online workspaces are a re p o s i t o ry of infor-
mation but they also can be a communications
mechanism. Managers can organize inform a t i o n
based on how a team is going to work. These
workspaces, unlike servers, can provide access
c o n t rol to the information, allowing team mem-
bers to only view the information relevant to
their pro j e c t s .

“Online workspaces ensure that everyone is
working off the latest version, and companies can
track who has accessed the latest version,” Mr.
Jenkins says. “Online meetings can facilitate
communications as well as be used for training.”

T h e re are even technologies that allow sci-
entists on the discovery side to collaborate. 

“In the past, scientists would use paper lab
notebooks and then send those notebooks to a
vault,” says Steve Jones, CEO of Synthematix
Inc. “This made it very difficult to share data
because, by their very nature, the data have to
be protected and re s t r i c t e d . ”

S y n t h e m a t i x ’s chemistry software technolo-

gies allow chemists to find and design synthet-
ic reactions and pro c e d u res systematically.

“ We help companies map the data from pre-
vious experiments so that scientists can, for
example, see a chain of experiments being
repeated by their colleagues in Europe,” Mr.
Jones says. “We provide the tools to help them
o rganize what they did three or four steps ago.”

Collaboration tools for chemists also can
help companies work with outsourced chem-
i s t ry companies, says Robin Smith, chief sci-
entific officer and founder of Synthematix.

“A company can view every experiment done
and what may have failed,” he says. “Instead of
re p roducing two years of work, for example, a
company can come out of the gate where it needs
to be. That data then can be sent back to the
c o m p a n y, so it can see pro g ress in real time. This
is where the system shines, to see what science is
being done to get to a final compound.”✦
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