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BACKGROUND

Relatively fresh research area
• Unclear / manifold understanding on different concepts

Conceptual paper
• Started as a sideproject

Method: review of virtual organization discourse
• articles, book chapters, conference papers… (mainly from 

IS, OB, OT)

Focus on seeing behind the theoretical definition
• i.e. which elements is referred to when discussing about 

virtual organizations; not what is presented as the definition

A framework for developing a typology is formed
• Defining virtual organizations through dimensions
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BACKGROUND

Common description of virtual organization:

Virtual organization (VO) refers to the collections of geographically 
distributed functionally and/or culturally diverse entities that are linked by 
electronic forms of communication and rely on lateral, dynamic 
relationships for coordination (c.f. Ahuja & Carley 1998)

The description fails in capturing the contextual factors
• VO is too broad concept to be used as it has been used

Organizational behavior approach
• i.e. focus on what we need to know about the context in 

order to understand the behavior
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DIFFERENT CONCEPTS

Field of discussion / concept relations:

”Traditional” work
• Traditional workers
• Off-site workers
• Shift workers

”Virtual” (dispersed) work
• Mobile workers
• Teleworkers
• Virtual teams (project teams and permanent teams)
• Virtual organizations

”Extraorganizational” work
• Virtual communities
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CONCEPT RELATIONS
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� Intensity and dependence on ICT +

Traditional Project based Permanent Virtual Virtual
workers virtual teams virtual teams organizations communities

Off-site
workers

Shift
workers

Mobile workers

Teleworkers
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DEFINING ATTRIBUTES OF TRADITIONAL 
ORGANIZATIONS

Examples from the literature:

• Presence at the same physical space for taking 
orders and accomplishing tasks

• Face-to-face contact with boss and peers
• Enables 100 % coordination and control
• Personal relationships (professional and emotional) 

horizontally and vertically  
• Social pressure towards committed behavior and 

reaching the goals
• Group norms and social influence affecting roles, 

behavior and contribution of each member
• Artifacts and symbols affecting identification, 

leadership and status
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TRADITIONAL ORGANIZATION
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DEFINING ATTRIBUTES OF VIRTUAL 
ORGANIZATIONS

Examples from the literature:

• ICT
• Communication and interaction
• Networks, linkages and relationships
• Fluid, temporary, flexible, dynamic
• Spatial and temporal separation
• Lack of face-to-face contact, disembodiment
• Boundaryless
• Telepresence instead of presence
• Flat
• Lack of artifacts and symbols

8



ORGANIZATIONS AS VIRTUAL NETWORKS
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ORGANIZATIONAL DIMENSIONS

• Several (over 30) attributes in the beginning
� VO has manifold meanings in the literature
� Focusing on behavior within virtual organizations

• Original data reduced to 16 dimensions
� Illustrating how the three main categories are 

discussed in the literature

• Three core categories formed from the dimensions
� [infra]structure

� Leadership
� Membership 
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TRADITIONAL / VIRTUAL ORGANIZATION
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TRADITIONAL VIRTUAL

Organized Fluid & flexible

Long term goal oriented Contingent, loosely-coupled

Physical presence Telepresence 

Physical premises ICT

Face-to-face contact Lack of face-to-face contact, dispersion 

Fixed geographical location Open and changing network 

Homogeneous Heterogeneous

Leader Leadership 

Power centered Relationships, knots, linkages

Importance of authority Importance of knowledge

Hierarchical structure Intensity of relationships

Chain of command Communication, interaction

Subordination Membership

Commitment to organization
Commitment to professional network     

and competence building

Relatively stable Dynamic and changing 

Role defined by terms of employment 
Role based on contribution,        

knowledge, personality 

STRUCTURE

LEADERSHIP

MEMBERSHIP



CHALLENGES

• Organization is a term with fixed meanings
� Social agreement
� Common goal

� Self-controlling

� Boundaries

• Leadership is traditionally seen as leader’s behavior
� Group phenomenon

� Interaction

• Employee role is blurry
� Subordinates or members?
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DISCUSSION

Dimensions with moderate influence:
modularity
strong and profound external relations (compared to 
trad.org.)

Are there (significant) dimensions missing?

Does it make sense to take intraorganizational approach 
to virtual organizations?
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