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Abstract 

Title Trust in Partially Dispersed Project Teams - The Impact of Face-to-Face 

Interactions 

Authors  Kiira Ojala and Linda Tauriainen 

Advisor   Hans Andersson 

Submission Date  22 May 2019 

Paper type   Master Thesis (30 ECTS)  

Keywords  dispersed project teams, interpersonal trust, competence trust, relational 

trust, communication, remote work, face-to-face interactions 

Background  Due to globalization, internationalization and outsourcing, there is an 

ever-growing need for dispersed project teams. Trust in such teams 

positively impacts the collaboration and productivity, as well as enables 

overcoming misunderstandings. Virtual communication and face-to-face 

interactions are important building blocks for trust in dispersed project 

teams. 

Thesis aim  The aim of this thesis is to understand and explain whether the impact of 

face-to-face interactions for trust in dispersed project teams is as crucial 

as the existing literature suggests. Another aim is to contribute to the 

theoretic discussion about trust’s role in a dispersed project setting, and to 

bring new perspectives to the existing knowledge.  

Methodology This is a qualitative research taking a comparative case research design 

approach, with some characteristics of a quantitative research. Empirical 

data were collected through semi-structured interviews and surveys from 

eleven university students participating in a dispersed project course 

during fall 2018 and spring 2019.  

Findings  Face-to-face interactions do not have an impact on competence trust in 

partially dispersed project teams. Face-to-face meetings are needed, if the 

team wishes to build higher levels of trust, such as relational trust, but that 

level is not considered necessary for PDPTs to function. Competence trust 

can even grow during remote work periods, if the team members show 

their capabilities to deliver tasks that were promised.    
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1 Introduction  

A project team is split in half and both sides of the team operate from a different country. The 

project that this dispersed team is currently working on started a month ago, and the team has 

not had an opportunity to meet in person. There is a meeting scheduled, but it will take place in 

another month. For the overall nine-month project there will be only two meetings in total 

planned for the team, because of limited resources in terms of money and time. Therefore, the 

team is highly dependent on virtual communication tools and platforms. What makes this 

situation challenging is that the team must make all decisions and resolve possible challenges 

remotely. Because the team works toward a common goal, it is necessary that the team can divide 

tasks equally to every member. However, in order to decide how the tasks and responsibilities 

are divided, it is important to know each member’s abilities to participate as well as their 

capabilities to deliver. This means that from the very beginning of the project, the team members 

need to be able to trust their peers to deliver the responsibilities and tasks that were assigned to 

them. The remote work setting also means that there are limited possibilities to ensure what the 

peers are currently working on, which further enhances the need to trust that everyone is working 

toward the same goal. So far, the team has been able to produce good results, regardless that they 

have not met. Will the eventual meeting have any impact on the team work and the trust that 

everyone will deliver? 

1.1 Research Background 

The example described above is a common situation for contemporary organizations. 

Globalization, internationalization of firms and increasing outsourcing activities have resulted in 

an ever-growing number of dispersed project teams (DPTs from hereon) in organizations 

(Stawnicza, 2014). During the past decades the use of DPTs in organizations has grown 

significantly, and the growth can be expected to continue (Dulebohn and Hoch, 2017). Dulebohn 

and Hoch (2017) refer to a study of 1372 business professionals, coming from 80 different 

countries, which showed that 85% of the participants were working in a dispersed setting, in 

which over half of the team members were from different cultures. The ever-changing, rapidly 

developing information and communication technologies (ICT) have a positive impact on the 

growing use of DPTs, since they enable communication among such teams (Stawnicza, 2014).  
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One of the reasons why dispersed teams are becoming increasingly common is because projects 

require experts possessing specialized knowledge, and such experts are needed in multiple 

locations (Hoegl, Ernst, and Proserpio, 2007). In addition to maximizing the expertise by having 

team members in dispersed locations, DPTs offer other advantages as well – different time zones 

can be beneficial, as the team can be productive around a clock by taking an advantage of the 

time differences (Dulebohn and Hoch, 2017). Also, the costs for travelling can be reduced when 

utilizing DPTs and avoiding unnecessary trips (ibid.).  

  

Alsharo, Gregg and Ramirez’s (2017) study suggests that trust has a positive impact on DPT’s 

collaboration and productivity. In addition, they note that trust is needed in resolving 

misunderstandings and conflicts. Trust also facilitates knowledge sharing – if trust is not in place, 

team members might be more reluctant to share the information they possess (Preston-Ortiz, 

2011). Since DPT members often cannot work in a shared physical space like traditional teams, 

they need to rely on virtual communication and knowledge sharing when building trust (Alsharo, 

Gregg and Ramirez, 2017). In her qualitative research Stawnicza (2014) interviewed global 

project managers and project team members to find out what impact ICTs had on globally 

dispersed teams. Stawnicza (2014) found that ICTs help creating a bond and sense of belonging 

within DPTs, thus, ICTs are crucial in building and maintaining trust in dispersed settings. Also, 

the research showed that the level of trust in dispersed teams was dependent on the quality and 

amount of communication – the better the communication, the higher levels of trust the teams 

were able to achieve. 

  

De Vries, van Bommel and Peters (2018) studied the factors that influence trust in online 

collaborations. Their interviews showed that in online collaborations the peers’ competence was 

considered an essential element for trust, and it was important that the peers showed their 

capabilities especially in the early stages of the collaboration. According to the authors, trust was 

perceived as a combination of the following: an ability to deliver what was agreed upon, honesty 

and transparency about upcoming tasks, as well as showing integrity in communication. In these 

online collaborations, face-to-face interactions were given high importance when 

misunderstandings or conflicts emerged, as these meetings helped finding the right style of 

communication with the peers and enabled creating a more solid base for trust development (De 

Vries, van Bommel and Peters, 2018). The authors also found that if the teams wished to share 

values and identities more effectively, face-to-face meetings were required. 
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The studies presented above evoked an interest toward trust in dispersed settings, as these two 

elements were often connected in the previous research. De Vries, van Bommel and Peters (2018) 

mentioned the importance of face-to-face meetings for conflict resolution, but not many authors 

dived deeper into face-to-face meetings’ role in dispersed project teams. Thus, before presenting 

the research question, this thesis takes a closer look at trust in dispersed teams and aims to find 

out whether face-to-face meetings have been studied more in this context. This thesis aims to 

contribute to this research field by presenting findings that connect dispersed project settings, 

face-to-face interactions and trust, and will hopefully provide new, interesting knowledge.  

 

Several theories were helpful when conducting this thesis, which are presented in the following. 

Each of these theories are further explained in the literature review. First, to get an overview, 

some theories of DPTs were read and reviewed. This was done to better understand what these 

teams are by providing a definition for DPTs and explaining what characteristics they possess. 

In addition, the possibilities as well as challenges DPTs might bring to an organization were 

explored. The first part of the literature review gives the reader a good base for understanding 

what types of project teams are in the focus of this thesis. 

  

Since trust is one of the main themes of the thesis, it was important to include theories covering 

that concept in the literature review as well. The second part of the literature review starts by 

providing a definition for trust. It is to be mentioned that there are several types of trust, and 

different ways to perceive them. For clarity’s sake, trust in general is not the focus of this thesis, 

but more specifically interpersonal trust between human beings, always involving a trustor and 

a trustee. Thus, the literature review presents definitions for different types of interpersonal trust. 

Making the distinction between interpersonal trust and other types of trust was necessary, since 

only interpersonal trust was relevant for this thesis and its research question.  

  

To combine the aforementioned themes, some literature of trust in DPTs was read. The third part 

of the literature review covers some of the important building blocks of trust in dispersed settings. 

There are several factors that are needed for trust-building, and that can impact the development 

of trust, such as individual’s cultural background and personality. However, since these concepts 

were not feasible to study in the given timeframe, the literature review focuses on concepts that 

could be considered more obtainable. Communication and face-to-face interactions are crucial 

for building and maintaining trust and were more feasible to examine during this thesis project. 

Hence, theories of both communication and face-to-face interactions were read and are presented 
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in the literature review. Lastly, some aspects that could jeopardize trust in DPTs are brought up 

in the end of the literature review.  

 

Sources for the literature review were searched from the Linköping University’s database. The 

gathered material consisted of research literature and articles published in scientific journals to 

ensure the reliability of the sources. Key search words such as team, project, global, dispersed, 

virtual, distant, trust and interpersonal trust were used in different combinations to narrow down 

the results. For more advanced search, the Boolean operators (AND/OR) were used to find even 

more suitable literature. Furthermore, Google Scholar was used as a source for additional 

literature by searching according to the most cited publications. These publications were then 

searched from Linköping University’s database, if they were not freely accessible at Google 

Scholar. The literature search was not narrowed down to any specific industry or type of research, 

rather it was aimed to find as much suitable knowledge as possible regarding the thesis’ topic.  

1.2 Organization of the Thesis 

By examining three teams similar to the example presented in the beginning of the introduction, 

this master thesis aims to contribute to the existing theoretical understanding of trust and face-

to-face meetings in dispersed project teams. The thesis does so by first reviewing the existing 

literature on dispersed project teams. After that, literature on trust is taken a closer look at, and 

the key concepts of trust relevant to this thesis are introduced. The final chapter of the literature 

review aims to show why trust is important in dispersed project teams, and what are the most 

important building blocks of trust in these settings. The literature review will guide the thesis 

toward the research question, which will be presented after the literature review. The reason for 

this is that the thesis first takes a look at the literature’s point of view to trust in DPTs and then 

derives the research question based on this literature.  

 

After introducing the research question, the thesis will move on to the methodology chapter. 

First, the chosen research strategy and design are defined and reasoned. The next part will 

introduce the sample, which contributes by providing valuable information for the research. 

Following that, the primary data gathering methods that will generate useful knowledge for this 

thesis, are explained. Next, the chapter continues by describing how the gathered data were 

handled and reduced to a more reasonable format. Lastly, the method critics, the ontological and 

epistemological dimensions, as well as validity, reliability, and ethics will be discussed to ensure 
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highest possible transparency of this thesis. The goal of the methodology chapter is to show the 

practical matters that were taken in order to get closer to an answer to the research question. For 

the transparency of the thesis, it is necessary to explain what was done to gather the data and 

how they were handled before moving on to the empirics and analysis.  

 

Once the data gathering and reduction processes are thoroughly explained, the following chapter 

presents the empirics, comparative case analysis, and discussion. First, each of the three 

dispersed project team cases, that are scrutinized individually, are explained. Then, these three 

cases are compared with each other and the most important similarities and differences are 

analyzed and compared to the existing knowledge that was presented in the literature review. 

The last part, discussion, will make sense of the findings from the analysis. Furthermore, this 

part will demonstrate the importance of the findings, and what could be learned from them.  

 

Finally, the conclusion provides the final answer to the research question and summarizes the 

most important findings of the research. Then the theoretical contribution of this thesis is 

explained, after which the limitations of this paper are presented. Lastly, some suggestions for 

future research are introduced.  
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2 Literature Review 

This chapter consists of the literature review conducted on topics relevant for this thesis. First, 

the literature about dispersed project teams is reviewed, after which the opportunities and 

challenges of DPTs for organizations are presented. Next, trust and its different levels are 

covered and lastly, it is explained why trust is important in dispersed project teams. Each three 

parts of the literature review end with a summary of the most important learnings.  

2.1 What Are Dispersed Project Teams? 

Contemporary projects require specialized knowledge from various locations, and teams are 

becoming increasingly dispersed, even in low levels such as having team members in different 

locations within the same building (Hoegl, Ernst, and Proserpio, 2007). The existing literature 

introduces multiple names for such team settings, for example, virtual team, geographically 

dispersed team, multinational project team, and distributed team. For more cohesive reading, one 

term was selected and used throughout this literature review. This term is dispersed project teams 

(DPTs). In DPTs, the face-to-face contact is limited (Dulebohn and Hoch, 2017) and 

communication technologies are used as the main methods for achieving common goals (Bell 

and Kozlowski, 2002; Stawnicza, 2014). DPTs also have shorter life cycles than conventional 

teams (Bell and Kozlowski, 2002), and the level of diversity is enhanced due to variety of 

national, cultural and professional backgrounds included in each project (Berry, 2011). 

Successful execution of projects in a DPT requires emphasis on common goals and values that 

unify the team – orders and strict management guidelines do not suffice anymore (Thamhain, 

2013).  

 

The existing literature presents a variety of both opportunities and challenges for DPTs. Even 

though DPTs do offer organizations, groups and individuals a wide array of possibilities, as 

presented in the following, the existing literature seems to highlight mostly the challenges that 

DPTs might face. Such challenges are, for instance, language barriers, communication 

difficulties, different levels of technological skills, access to technology, time difference and 

cultural differences. If not managed effectively, these challenges could have a negative impact 

on the project outcome. To overcome the challenges, one of the most fundamental preconditions 

for a functioning DPT is trust.  
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Martins, Gilson, and Maynard (2004) argue that within dispersed teams, trust can act as a “glue 

of the global workspace”. The authors note that distant team members that showcase higher 

levels of trust have improved working relations with each other, and potentially a strong group 

identity. Sarker et al. (2011) argue that trust has a significant positive impact on individual 

performance in dispersed teams. Even though literature seems to highlight the challenges that 

DPTs might face, these teams are still widely utilized in organizations, hence the next chapter 

will reason why organizations should, and are making use of DPTs by presenting some 

opportunities they offer to the organization.  

2.1.1 Why Should Organizations Make Use of Dispersed Project Teams? 

DPTs introduce a great variety of opportunities for organizations to flourish. Some of these 

opportunities are, for example, flexibility, lower costs, and improved utilization of resources 

(Bergiel, Bergiel and Balsmeier, 2008). By using DPTs, an organization can drastically reduce 

or even eliminate travel expenses such as flights, accommodation and daily allowances, as the 

team communicates over virtual platforms and physical meetings do not have to be organized 

(Kayworth and Leidner, 2000; Bergiel, Bergiel and Balsmeier, 2008; LaBrosse, 2008). 

Moreover, DPTs allow access to talented employees worldwide, and these employees can be 

recruited to several tasks all over the world, maximizing the potential of the human resources 

(Olson and Olson, 2000; Bergiel, Bergiel and Balsmeier, 2008). Furthermore, DPTs enable 

individuals with physical disadvantages to be included in the project work, as traveling and 

frequent meetings are not a necessity for the project’s advancement (LaBrosse, 2008). Hence, it 

could be noted that in addition to financial benefits, DPTs might enable extending the human 

resource base beyond conventional limits. Berry (2011) argues that virtually collaborating teams 

may encounter fewer challenges that can surface through cues that are often present in face-to-

face environments. These physical cues, such as unintentional facial expressions, gestures, and 

voice intonations can cause the team members to misinterpret their peers, which might lead to 

further conflicts (Berry, 2011). In virtual contexts, these cues can be eliminated for the most part, 

and the absence of verbal and face-to-face cues may potentially lead to more task-focused 

interaction than in co-located teams (Berry, 2011).  

 

Even though these physical cues might lead to misinterpretations, it should be pondered whether 

the absence of physical cues and the possibility to read body language enable more efficient 

communication within the teams or not. As it was stated in the background story above, working 
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in a shared physical place can help avoiding miscommunications and enables a more open 

environment where mutual values and rules for communication can be established. Hence, slight 

differences in the literature’s orientation toward the opportunities of working in shared space 

could be observed. 

 

In DPTs, team members are often aware of the location of specific knowledge and who in the 

team possesses it, and therefore the need for knowledge ownership and control decreases (Hinds 

and Mortensen, 2005). This means that the team members can be more open to let go of some of 

their responsibilities, which can potentially decrease the likelihood of conflicts, as no 

micromanaging of the peers is needed (ibid.). In an optimal situation, this could lead to a better 

team unity. The existing literature highlights the importance of shared team identity and the sense 

of “we-ness” (Plotnick, Hiltz and Privman, 2016), which facilitates resolving conflicts, enhances 

team cohesion, and increases the awareness of where relevant knowledge is located within a DPT 

(Hinds and Mortensen, 2005). For the members of DPTs to know who possesses certain 

knowledge and skills, functioning communication technologies are needed. Moreover, sufficient 

communication technologies play a significant role in achieving team unity, oneness and trust 

within DPTs (Stawnicza, 2014). An unlimited access to communication tools enables creating 

and maintaining trust among the members of DPTs (ibid.), as they are able to communicate 

flexibly and quickly. However, as mentioned earlier, DPTs may face some challenges as well, 

which are well-noticed also in the literature. The following chapter takes those challenges under 

consideration and presents the most common challenges DPTs may encounter. 

2.1.2 Some Challenges That Dispersed Project Teams Might Encounter 

DPTs may introduce various challenges and disadvantages that organizations, managers, and the 

team members should acknowledge. Asgary and Thamhain (2015) argue that projects executed 

in dispersed teams are rather fuzzy and difficult to plan, which makes it harder to forecast the 

project results. If the teams are not well designed and structured, it may have a negative effect 

on group dynamics, which can lead to poor performance, or even project failure (Berry, 2011). 

The importance of management and leadership of DPT is also emphasized since it has a big 

influence on the performance (ibid.). With appropriate project management, the fuzzy nature of 

DPTs can be controlled. Above-mentioned arguments are in line with the ones of Bredin and 

Söderlund (2011), who note the issue of structuring and planning complex tasks, roles, and vague 

assignments in project work.  
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Building a sense of belonging between remotely located team members is challenging (Barczak, 

McDonough and Athanassiou, 2006; Stawnicza, 2014). Hinds and Bailey (2003) agree and argue 

that people are more likely to build friendships in teams where there is frequent face-to-face 

interaction – distance prevents team members from establishing a more familiar relationship with 

one another. Boh et al. (2007) state the issue of social ties, which includes the relationship among 

the team members, as well as relationships between team members and managers. They note that 

team members are often in a closer relationship with the people working physically close to them 

and will more likely try to please their physically close manager rather than their foreign 

colleagues. It is possible that in virtual teams the employees not physically in sight can disappear 

into the background, which in turn can make them feel disconnected and unincluded (Leonard, 

2011). Therefore, like stated before, it is essential that the communication technologies function 

and enable flexible interactions, which might increase the sense of belonging. Technological 

capabilities of DPT members can differ – some might have highly sophisticated tools and 

experience in using them, while others might not have an around-the-clock access to such 

devices, let alone expertise of using them (Olson and Olson 2000). Another technology-related 

difficulty can be the technical issues which can sometimes lead to delays regardless the 

capabilities of the team members or the devices in use (Kayworth and Leidner, 2000). For DPTs, 

delays can have a big negative impact on the project advancement, especially if there is a 

significant time difference between the members. 

 

Geographical distance can cause challenges for DPTs due to possible time difference, varying 

local holidays, and differences in cultural backgrounds of the team members (Olson and Olson, 

2000). Cultural background differences can be problematic due to various values or diverse 

norms the team members represent (Barczak, McDonough and Athanassiou, 2006). Such 

differences can lead to multiple interpretations of what individuals think is valuable and 

important for a project (Cramton, 2002). In line with Cramton (2002), Kayworth and Leidner 

(2000) add that these differences also effect on how people act on the given information. They 

argue that due to cultural differences people tend to absorb information through their own 

specific lenses. It could be argued that the DPT members’ background differences might lead to 

disagreements regarding the project outcome. 

 

Differences in the team members’ backgrounds can lead to other challenges as well. A language 

barrier might occur in situations where English is used as a common language, if the team 



 

 10  
 

members are not native in it (Barczak, McDonough and Athanassiou, 2006). This leads to 

difficulties, especially when there is a difference in the level of language skills between the team 

members (ibid.). Linguistic difficulties could become even bigger problem when communicating 

via telephone or video conference (Olson and Olson, 2000). Communication itself via 

teleconference can be challenging since the team members might not know each other well 

enough to recognize who is speaking (ibid.). Communication difficulties can also be caused by 

the lack of understanding of the peers’ point of view (Cramton, 2002). Kayworth and Leidner 

(2000) mention that communication issues are mostly due to lack of face-to-face interaction. 

Barczak, McDonough and Athanassiou (2006) agree, adding that communication issues can 

subsequently lead to lack of trust and uncertainty about each other’s skills and capabilities.  

 

Barczak, McDonough and Athanassiou (2006) note that in global teams, there might be lack of 

trust especially in the beginning of the work relationship, as the individuals have not had an 

opportunity to meet face-to-face and might feel uncertain regarding their peers’ capabilities. An 

aid for this can be virtual face-to-face interactions, that facilitate the individuals to internalize 

who their peers are and who they are assigned to work with (Hunsaker and Hunsaker, 2008). As 

Järvenpää, Knoll and Leidner (1998) argue, a dispersed context may constrain or fully hinder 

trust development, and in order to have trust, face-to-face interactions are needed. 

 

What could be learned from this chapter? 

As stated in the beginning of this chapter, when explaining what DPTs are, Martins, Gilson and 

Maynard (2004) argued that trust is crucial for creating a functioning global team. Trust in DPTs 

can enable stronger group identity (Martins, Gilson and Maynard, 2004) and can positively 

improve the performance of the DPT members (Sarker et al., 2011). DPT literature that was used 

for this thesis gives high importance to trust but does not further elaborate or broadly cover the 

concept of trust itself. Often, trust is very briefly mentioned in connection with DPTs. Therefore, 

an interest in trust and its role in DPTs grew, and it was selected as the main theoretical concept 

for this thesis. Since trust seems to be an important aspect for DPTs’ functionality, it is 

fundamental to understand what trust means in this specific context, what issues affect trust and 

its development, and how it evolves throughout a project. Hence, the following chapter will take 

a closer look on trust. 
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2.2 Trust - Vulnerability to Others’ Actions 

In the following chapters a definition of trust is provided, after which different levels of 

interpersonal trust are clarified.  

2.2.1 What is Interpersonal Trust? 

Trust is an expectation held either by a group or a person that a promise, whether written or 

verbal, of another party can be relied upon (Rotter, 1967). Trust involves at least two parties – 

the trustor, who has some expectations toward the other party, and the trustee, who is evaluated 

by the trustor (Becerra and Gupta, 2013). These parties can be individuals, groups or 

organizations (ibid.). Individuals’ attitudes toward the expectations differ – their expectations 

and attitudes in trust relationships are influenced by, for example, their parents’, peers’ and 

teachers’ behaviors, as well as the media (ibid). 

 

Since this thesis focuses on DPTs, it was necessary to review literature about interpersonal trust. 

McAllister (1995) argues that interpersonal trust is the extent to which an individual is acting 

according to the promises or actions of another person. In teams, trust among the team members 

exists when they believe that each member behaves according to the common commitment and 

will not take an advantage of one another (Muethel, Siebdrat and Hoegl, 2012). Rousseau et al.’s 

(1998) definition of trust is that “Trust is a psychological state comprising the intention to accept 

vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another” (p. 395). 

Their definition of interpersonal trust is cited by other authors, such as Paul and McDaniel 

(2004), whose article is also referred to later in this thesis.  

 

Mayer, Davis and Schrooman (1995) define interpersonal trust as “[…] the willingness of a party 

to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation that the other will 

perform a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or 

control that other party” (p. 712). According to them vulnerability is an indication that “[…] 

there is something of importance to be lost (p. 712)”. This definition is widely used by numerous 

authors (Abrams et al., 2003; Järvenpää, Shaw and Staples, 2004; Sarker et al., 2011; Muethel, 

Siebdrat and Hoegl, 2012; Ford, Piccolo and Ford, 2017) covering the concept of trust in their 

papers. For clarity, this thesis adopts the definition of interpersonal trust provided by Mayer, 

Davis and Schrooman (1995). One reason for adopting this definition is that it has been widely 

used in previous literature, that has also been referred to in this thesis. Moreover, the definition 
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is clear and does not include complicated vocabulary, that might hinder understanding the 

definition. Interpersonal trust is a multidimensional concept, and it is often divided into several 

different levels in the trust literature. These levels of interpersonal trust are further explained and 

defined in the following. 

2.2.2 Different Levels of Interpersonal Trust 

There is a myriad of definitions and names for different levels of interpersonal trust in the 

existing literature, and these levels evolve as the interpersonal relationships develop. The 

literature also uses several terms to refer to these levels of trust, such as types, constructs or 

conditions. For clarity, the term levels will be used from hereon. This chapter aims to clarify the 

meaning of these levels. As the focus of this thesis is on trust in DPTs, it is important to 

distinguish which levels of interpersonal trust can be achieved in dispersed project settings. Table 

1 below illustrates the levels of trust that are commonly introduced in the existing literature and 

aligns the levels with similar meanings to provide a more cohesive understanding of these terms. 

 

 
Table 1: Levels of Interpersonal Trust 

 

Some authors have similar interpretations of the first level of interpersonal trust, which can be 

called deterrence-based trust (Shapiro, Sheppard and Cheraskin, 1992), calculus-based trust 

(Panteli and Sockalingam, 2005), or economy-based trust (Hsu et al., 2007). Shapiro, Sheppard 
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and Cheraskin (1992) identify deterrence-based trust as a minimal condition for trust where a 

trustor trusts that the trustee’s actions follow their words. In deterrence-based trust the trustor’s 

need for monitoring the trustee is low. Panteli and Sockalingam (2005) follow this definition just 

with a different term. Like deterrence-based trust, economy-based trust has its foundations on 

the trustee’s fear of punishment that might occur due to trust violations, which might eventually 

lead to losing the relationship with the trustor (Shapiro, Sheppard and Cheraskin, 1992; Hsu et 

al., 2007). 

 

The same authors have similar ways of describing the second level of trust. Shapiro, Sheppard 

and Cheraskin (1992) as well as Panteli and Sockalingam (2005) call it knowledge-based trust, 

while Hsu et al. (2007) use the name information-based trust. This second level of trust indicates 

the predictability of the trustee and the trustor’s sense of reduced uncertainty regarding their 

trustworthiness. The final level of trust, identification-based trust, is the most complete possible 

level of trust between the trustor and the trustee, and includes total appreciation toward one 

another. At this level of trust, the individuals form emotional bonds between one another and 

share the same values (Shapiro, Sheppard and Cheraskin, 1992; Panteli and Sockalingam, 2005; 

Hsu et al., 2007).  

  

In contrast to the three levels of interpersonal trust often presented in the existing literature, Paul 

and McDaniel (2004) identify four levels of interpersonal trust in their research about virtual 

collaborative relationships. The authors argue that the first level, calculative trust, means that a 

trustor evaluates the pros and cons of committing to the trustee. This type of a relationship could 

also be considered as a contract between the parties to engage in collaboration. After that, the 

authors introduce the second level, competence trust, which indicates whether the trustee can do 

the tasks and deliver the results they promised. It is possible that a trustor is more likely to engage 

in virtual collaborative relationship if they perceive the trustee capable of performing their tasks 

appropriately (Paul and McDaniel, 2004). This competence trust could be related to the first level 

of trust presented in the previous paragraph, known as deterrence-, calculus-, or economy-based 

trust. After that, Paul and McDaniel (2004) identify relational trust, a level at which trustor feels 

attachment to the trustee and is motivated to do good for them as well as empathize with them. 

This relational trust has the same characteristics as the identification-based trust, the final level 

of trust presented above. Finally, the fourth level of trust that Paul and McDaniel (2004) 

distinguish is integrative trust, that combines the three previous levels into a one entity, where 

trust occurs in different situations depending on the individuals and the setting. The authors point 
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out that it is difficult to evaluate whether these levels of trust can compensate each other – for 

instance, whether strong relational trust could compensate weak calculative trust, or the other 

way around.  

 

Previous paragraphs and Table 1 above show that the existing literature uses various names for 

similar levels of interpersonal trust. However, some differences could be observed. For instance, 

the authors that identify three levels do not take the into consideration the events before the first 

level of trust is reached. As opposed to this view, Paul and McDaniel (2004) introduce calculative 

trust, that represents the initial step in the trust relationship, the decision of being a part of the 

relationship. This approach could be considered very logical, as individuals need to make 

decisions whether to collaborate with someone before being able to evaluate their capabilities 

and competences. Moreover, what makes the authors presented in Table 1 differ from one 

another are the names they have given to different trust levels. As these levels can be complicated 

concepts, descriptive and simple names can be more memorable for the reader, and Paul and 

McDaniel (2004) have possibly provided the most noteworthy names that describe the nature of 

each trust level. 

 

Kanawattanachai and Yoo (2002) argue that in dispersed work settings the trust formation 

between individuals relies more on the lower levels of trust, such as calculative or competence 

trust, than the higher levels of interpersonal trust, like identification trust. Furthermore, 

Kanawattanachai and Yoo (2002) found that in dispersed settings the trust toward peers’ 

capabilities and competences was much more important, and the authors recommend that 

dispersed teams should put most focus on developing this level of trust rather than aiming to 

develop tight personal relationships. Trust evolves from one stage to another as the interpersonal 

relationship develops. However, as Hsu et al. (2007) note, the development can also be backward 

due to trust violations. 

 

What could be learned from this chapter? 

There are several definitions for interpersonal trust in the existing literature. This thesis adopts 

the definition of Mayer, Davis and Schrooman (1995) that trust is willingness to be vulnerable 

to peers’ actions. It can be concluded that the levels of interpersonal trust from different authors 

share similar characteristics, and the existing literature presents a variety of different names for 

similar levels of trust. The different levels are dependent on one another and as the interpersonal 

relationships develop over time, the level of trust also evolves. The more personal the 



 

 15  
 

relationships are and the more individuals feel attached to one another, the more likely it is for 

identification- or relational trust to flourish. However, when it comes to DPTs and their 

efficiency, trust based on the trustee’s competences is considered more essential than creating 

deep, personal bonds. The role of interpersonal trust in DPTs will be examined further in the 

following.  

2.3 Why is Trust Important in Dispersed Project Teams? 

This chapter explains why trust could be considered important in DPTs, what factors trust is built 

from in dispersed settings, and what could jeopardize trust in DPTs. A study by Preston-Ortiz 

(2011) found that trust is perceived as an important aspect when building respect and cooperation 

between parties. Their results show that trust leads to increased level of the sense of comfort and 

safety between the team members. Trust is especially crucial in dispersed teams where face-to-

face meetings are limited (Muethel, Siebdrat and Hoegl, 2012). High trust between the trustor 

and the trustee prevents the parties from developing undesirable attitudes towards one another 

(Järvenpää, Shaw and Staples, 2004). Moreover, previous studies demonstrate that trust 

positively affects the effectiveness and performance of the team (Lipnack and Stamps, 1999; 

Preston-Ortiz, 2011; Muethel, Siebdrat and Hoegl, 2012). Some authors argue that trust is the 

most crucial factor for organizations in terms of effectiveness (Martins, Gilson and Maynard, 

2004), or even survival (Rotter, 1967). 

 

Many authors (Brown, Poole and Rodgers, 2004; Martins, Gilson and Maynard, 2004; Sarker et 

al., 2011) describe trust as a glue that helps creating and fostering relationships between team 

members. Previous research suggests that trust is beneficial in dispersed teams since it can 

diminish the negative effects of such settings (Järvenpää, Knoll and Leidner, 1998; Martins, 

Gilson and Maynard, 2004). As a reminder, these negative effects of working in DPTs are, for 

example, the fuzzy nature of the projects, lack of team oneness, differences in cultural 

backgrounds, and the members’ different communication styles. Paul and McDaniel (2004) 

argue that trust is an effective way to reduce complexity, especially in DPTs.  

 

Several advantages of high levels of trust within DPTs have been presented in literature. 

According to Sarker et al.’s (2011) empirical study of global virtual teams, trust enhances 

communication, which has a positive effect in individual’s performance. In addition, trust can 

have an impact on how parties interpret each other’s communication activity and hence, the work 
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outputs (Järvenpää, Shaw and Staples, 2004). Individual who highly trusts other team members 

relies on the team even without regular communication (ibid.). Trust in dispersed teams can lead 

to an atmosphere where interaction between the team members is more open (Hsu et al., 2007) 

thus, enhanced collaboration has a positive effect on performance (Alsharo, Gregg and Ramirez, 

2017). Interpersonal trust has a positive impact on sharing knowledge (Staples and Webster, 

2008) – without trust individuals are not willing to be vulnerable to their colleagues and thus, 

they are more reluctant to share knowledge (Staples and Webster, 2008). Since trust is crucial in 

DPTs, it is necessary to understand what is needed to be able to build and develop trust. The 

following part introduces some building blocks for developing trust in DPTs. 

2.3.1 Building Blocks of Trust in Dispersed Project Teams 

Several guides and suggestions for developing trust are presented in the literature. Some authors 

provide these suggestions aimed directly to different parties, such as the project team, the 

managers, or the organization, whereas some authors provide more general guidelines for trust 

development. Since this paper focuses on interpersonal trust and relations between peers, the 

suggestions aimed for the team members are the most relevant – the aspects more crucial for 

managers and organizations were excluded from this part. Several factors affect trust building 

and development, such as individuals’ personalities, commitment, cultural backgrounds, and 

learned habits. However, exploring and measuring these factors was not feasible in the timeframe 

and resources available for this thesis. Thus, the aspects that are not only crucial and interesting, 

but also feasible to further exploration, were selected. The selected aspects are communication 

and face-to-face interaction both of which will be further described in the following.  

Communication 

Frequent communication and meetings could decrease the possible negative effects of dispersion 

and positively impact the team building and understanding of one another, which subsequently 

increases the level of trust in DPTs (Abrams et al., 2003). The communication should be clear 

and honest between the team members in order to decrease the possibility of misunderstandings 

and to enhance trust development (ibid.). Shared vision and language (ibid.) as well as clear 

structure, tasks, and responsibility allocation are vital when team members are building the sense 

of trustworthiness (Zakaria, Amelinckx and Wilemon, 2004; De Vries, van Bommel and Peters, 

2018). In addition, the team’s rules need to be clearly communicated to each member and made 

sure that they are applied equally by everyone (Abrams et al., 2003). That way the collaboration 
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becomes smoother and the individuals can assess each other’s abilities (De Vries, van Bommel 

and Peters, 2018). The decision-making process must be as transparent as possible, so the team 

members understand the reasoning behind each decision, and the effect it might have on them 

(Abrams et al., 2003). 

 

Järvenpää, Shaw and Staples (2004) studied the role of trust in global virtual teams and note that 

high levels of communication give the team members assurance of their peers’ availability. 

Appropriate communication proves that the team members are present and available for 

collaboration (Järvenpää, Knoll and Leidner, 1998). Some members in DPTs might have lower 

levels of early trust toward their peers, and these members tend to appreciate high levels of 

communication especially in the beginning of the collaboration. Thus, communication increases 

the perception of early trust by providing reassurance that peers are willing to keep their word 

(Järvenpää, Shaw and Staples, 2004). Members with higher early trust toward their peers pay 

less attention to the level or nature of communication (ibid.).  

 

Järvenpää and Leidner (1999) also found out that uncertainties related to technicalities or tasks 

early in the dispersed teams’ life cycle did not pose challenges to those teams that had high level 

of trust from the early stages of the collaboration. These teams were more able to solve conflicts 

in a virtual environment where face-to-face communication was limited, than teams with lower 

levels of early trust (Järvenpää and Leidner, 1999). Stawnicza (2014) argues that communication 

has a crucial role in trust building in DPTs, and communication, trust and oneness are 

fundamental influencers on team performance in dispersed settings. These three performance-

influencing factors heavily rely on information and communication technologies, since in DPTs 

the number of face-to-face interactions is limited (Stawnicza, 2014). Therefore, the 

communication technologies need to be suitable for the DPTs’ needs and must enable frequent, 

high quality communication, so that trust and oneness can reach the highest possible level 

(Kasper-Fuehrer and Ashkanasy, 2001; Stawnicza, 2014). 

 

The literature suggests that trust enhances communication, since the team members are more 

willing to share their knowledge to people they trust. Hence, communication between peers that 

trust each other is more frequent and transparent than between peers that do not trust each other. 

On the other hand, the importance of communication in building trust is emphasized in the 

literature, meaning that frequent communication is crucial to be able to build and maintain trust 

within DPTs. Taking these two points of views under consideration, it could be presumed that 
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frequent communication and trust form a cycle where one enhances the other. Thus, in the 

beginning of a project when trust is not yet in place, communication is needed as a foundation 

for a new relationship. Once trust is achieved, the communication is more open, which 

subsequently helps to maintain and develop the trust even further.  

Face-to-Face Interactions 

Previous literature shows that, in addition to communication, frequent face-to-face interactions 

are crucial, or even irreplaceable for building trust in DPTs (Järvenpää and Leidner, 1999; 

Abrams et al. 2003; Paul and McDaniel, 2004; Zakaria, Amelinckx and Wilemon, 2004), and 

thus, such meetings should be arranged regularly (Ford, Piccolo and Ford, 2017). Compared to 

virtual communication, the advantage of face-to-face interactions is that the participants can 

more easily observe each other’s physical behaviors and cues, and body language, which are 

effective tools in communicating both trust and trustworthiness (Kasper-Fuehrer and Ashkanasy, 

2001; Alsharo, Gregg and Ramirez, 2017). Hsu et al. (2007) argue that knowledge sharing 

between team members is more efficient face-to-face than via virtual communication. Adequate 

number of face-to-face interactions enables higher levels of trust, and therefore creates an open 

atmosphere where the probability of opportunistic behavior is minimized (Hsu et al., 2007). 

People are more likely to get to know each other when regular face-to-face meetings are in place, 

which subsequently accelerates the trust building process (Muethel, Siebdrat and Hoegl, 2012; 

De Vries, van Bommel and Peters, 2018). In case of possible misunderstandings or conflicts, 

face-to-face meetings are crucial in order to overcome them (ibid.). Solving problems can be 

considered easier in a face-to-face setting, since individuals are able to observe the peers’ 

behavior and body language, as well as to show integrity and commitment by listening and 

empathizing.  

 

Martins, Gilson and Maynard (2004) emphasize the importance of establishing trust in early 

stages of the virtual collaboration, because virtual teams might only have a short period of time 

to work together. Furthermore, when it comes to the early stages of establishing a virtual 

collaboration, face-to-face meetings have a significant importance in establishing trust between 

the team members (ibid.). Kasper-Fuehrer and Ashkanasy (2001) argue that providing dispersed 

teams with an opportunity to utilize a facial display in the beginning of the business relationship 

is crucial. This could be, for instance, a tool for organizing video calls. Virtual face-to-face 

interactions could enable more social communication, as the peers’ facial expressions can be 

observed. 
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Kasper-Fuehrer and Ashkanasy (2001) argue that both communication and interactions that take 

place in a face-to-face environment are crucial for building trust among individuals in dispersed 

settings. Face-to-face interactions enable faster decision-making and providing feedback more 

efficiently (Kasper-Fuehrer and Ashkanasy, 2001), as there are no hindrances caused by 

technology and remote communication. Panteli and Sockalingam (2005) note that if no face-to-

face interactions occur, it is unlikely for identification-based trust to be developed between peers. 

However, it is worth remembering that without shared understanding, expectations and values 

as well as peers’ interest for investing in the trust relationship, face-to-face interactions do not 

ensure trust development to higher levels (Zakaria, Amelinckx, and Wilemon, 2004). Neglecting 

the relationship building with peers might result in lower levels of trust in DPTs. Other aspects 

that might jeopardize trust in DPTs are presented and explained in the following. 

 

It was emphasized in the literature that face-to-face interactions are crucial for building trust in 

DPTs, since that way the team members can better understand each other and get to know each 

other. The face-to-face interactions are especially crucial in the beginning of the project, or in 

case of conflicts or misunderstandings, since meeting the peers in person can help building trust 

in an uncertain situation. However, as noted earlier, the number of face-to-face meetings is often 

limited in DPTs, and meeting in the beginning of the project might not be possible. Even in 

situations where face-to-face interaction is not possible, or is not frequent, there is still a need 

for trust building. Hence, it is important to acknowledge that face-to-face interactions alone do 

not guarantee trust building in DPTs, and other ways of interacting are needed as well. 

2.3.2 What Could Jeopardize Trust in Dispersed Project Teams? 

Hinds and Bailey (2003) list multiple challenges that DPTs face due to distance and not sharing 

the same physical space. For instance, due to the geographic distance between peers, it might 

become a challenge to establish mutual norms, values and familiarity (Hinds and Bailey, 2003). 

The distance might eventually lead to conflicts regarding tasks and how to approach them as well 

as what attributes are important for the outcome of the task (ibid.). When the differences in the 

members’ cultural backgrounds are not communicated openly within the team, the members can 

develop distrust toward their peers and their unfamiliar habits (Hunsaker and Hunsaker, 2008). 

Additionally, Zakaria, Amelinckx, and Wilemon (2004) point out that DPTs may encounter 
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conflicts if the team does not clearly communicate the deadline adherences and styles of working 

that could be outcomes of cultural background differences.  

  

From these arguments it could be drawn that as DPTs often involve individuals with different 

styles of working and communicating, these differences should be brought to the knowledge of 

each team member. However, it could be pondered whether communicating these differences 

enhance trust within a DPT or could the level of trust even decrease once the members know 

how their peers prefer to work. Once the working methods and preferences of each member are 

communicated to everyone, there could be disagreements whether certain ways of working 

would be considered suitable for the project at hand or for the overall team cohesion. 

Unfamiliarity with the peers’ way of reasoning could lead to further challenges. As Järvenpää, 

Knoll and Leidner (1998) note, the larger the differences in personalities and backgrounds 

between the peers are, the more trust toward the peers may suffer. 

  

In connection to communication in DPTs, Ford, Piccolo and Ford (2017) mention that in DPTs 

trust can be jeopardized due to inefficient information flow. The authors state that especially in 

the early stages of the project the members are more sensitive toward the peers’ responsiveness 

to emails and other messages. If the peers are slow in replying or otherwise neglect the virtual 

communication, they are easily perceived less trustworthy and reliable (Ford, Piccolo and Ford, 

2017). Another aspect that might compromise trust in DPTs is when the team members are not 

given enough information about their peers and therefore do not have enough knowledge about 

their way of working toward the common goal (ibid.). This can lead to distrust toward both the 

peers and higher levels of the organization, such as project leaders (ibid.). 

 

Lander et al. (2004) argue that developing and maintaining trust in dispersed project settings can 

be challenging as the members have little to no experience in working together. The unfamiliarity 

between the peers can be challenging for trust, as the members need to rely on their peers’ 

judgement and expertise without having deeper understanding of their ways of working or 

without established team norms (Lander et al., 2004). The lack of shared history and the 

interactions that primarily take place through virtual communication can pose challenges for trust 

development in DPTs (Sarker et al., 2011). As Brown, Poole and Rodgers (2004) note, 

individuals that are accustomed to face-to-face interactions with their peers might experience the 

dispersed environment ambiguous and uncertain and hence have low trust toward their peers. 
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To avoid these types of conflicts and challenges, De Vries, van Bommel and Peters (2018) argue 

for the effectivity of face-to-face interactions, that facilitate the peers in finding the right style 

and form of communication as well as create a more solid base for mutual trust at a distance. 

Face-to-face interactions play an especially important role when dispersed teams look for 

establishing a shared identity (De Vries, van Bommel and Peters, 2018). Hence, it could be 

concluded that when it comes to issues especially related to communication, face-to-face 

meetings have an important impact on trust, and can be highly valuable for members with only 

little experience of dispersed project work.  

 

What could be learned from this chapter? 

Trust in DPTs can lead to sense of unity and comfort, and high levels of trust amongst the team 

members enhances communication, team effectiveness, and hence team performance. However, 

the literature does not often specify or name the level of trust that is considered high. There are 

several aspects that affect building trust in DPTs, such as individuals’ commitment, personalities 

and cultural backgrounds. However, as DPTs are highly dependent on virtual communication, 

that could be considered one of the most crucial building blocks of trust in DPTs. Furthermore, 

the existing literature emphasizes the importance of face-to-face meetings, which will enable 

DPTs to build interpersonal trust. What might jeopardize interpersonal trust in DPTs are, for 

example, geographic distance between the team members and conflicts due to 

miscommunication and inefficient information flow.  

 

After presenting the literature review based on trust in DPTs, the thesis will move on to 

introducing the research question. The argumentation on how this question was arrived at based 

on the literature review is explained in the following.   
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3 Introducing the Research Question 

Modern technology provides multiple communication tools and platforms that enable DPTs to 

share knowledge and function more cohesively. Since there are various tools and platforms 

available, it is important that an organization chooses the most suitable ones for their needs and 

provides the team members with unrestricted access to use these platforms (Kasper-Fuehrer and 

Ashkanasy, 2001; Stawnicza, 2014). The more the team members communicate, the more 

acknowledged they become about each other’s existence, and no one will be left out or forgotten 

(Järvenpää, Shaw and Staples, 2004). Stawnicza (2014) argues that communication has an 

important role in trust building and development in DPTs since face-to-face meetings are limited. 

However, the communication needs to be open and honest (Abrams et al., 2003). Järvenpää, 

Shaw and Staples (2004) note that especially in the early phases of a project when the trust level 

is low, communication is even more crucial. Frequent and open communication is considered 

important when building team oneness and trust. An interesting aspect to further examine is 

whether virtual communication actually has an impact on building and maintaining trust in 

DPTs.  

 

Many authors argue that face-to-face interactions are crucial, or even irreplaceable for building 

trust in DPTs (Järvenpää and Leidner, 1999; Abrams et al. 2003; Paul and McDaniel, 2004; 

Zakaria, Amelinckx and Wilemon, 2004). However, the reasoning of the importance of face-to-

face meetings is often rather vague, or even absent in the existing literature. Some argue that the 

possibility to read body language and other social cues is necessary when building trust within 

DPTs, which requires face-to-face interactions (Kasper-Fuehrer and Ashkanasy, 2001; Alsharo, 

Gregg and Ramirez, 2017). Other authors point out that face-to-face meetings are necessary in 

resolving conflicts and avoiding misunderstandings, which subsequently increases trust 

(Muethel, Siebdrat and Hoegl, 2012; De Vries, van Bommel and Peters, 2018). Since the existing 

literature enhances the importance of face-to-face interactions in DPTs, it would be interesting 

to understand whether face-to-face interactions really enable building trust, especially because 

the number of them is often very low in DPTs. Moreover, because virtual communication is 

made easy, fast and flexible, an interesting aspect is whether face-to-face meetings are given 

high importance in DPTs and if the meetings facilitate trust development.  

 

Trust literature often divides interpersonal trust into different levels, and the authors in the field 

use similar definitions for these levels. Some differences in the levels exist, and for instance Paul 
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and McDaniel (2004) provide four levels of interpersonal trust, as many other authors focus on 

only three. Despite the number of the levels, they follow a quite similar path from trust based on 

the trustee’s competencies to a more empathizing relationship that involves trust on the peers’ 

willingness to do good and to have an emotional attachment to peers. Kanawattanachai and Yoo 

(2002) state that for DPTs it would be more important to focus on the lower levels of trust. 

However, other literature that was reviewed for this thesis does not seem to make a clear 

statement on what the minimum level of trust is for project work to function and remain effective 

in DPTs, and whether some levels are even unnecessary to be achieved. Another interesting 

aspect is whether face-to-face interactions have an impact on how the trust levels in DPTs 

develop throughout a project. 

 

In addition to communication, face-to-face interactions and trust, challenges are often discussed 

in connection with DPTs in the existing literature. DPTs face several challenges, such as 

vagueness of assignments and roles (Bredin and Söderlund, 2011) building the feeling of 

belonging (Boh et al., 2007) and background differences of the team members (Järvenpää, Knoll 

and Leidner, 1998). Moreover, due to the prominent role of communication technologies and 

remote work, miscommunications can be encountered. As De Vries, van Bommel and Peters 

(2018) found, face-to-face meetings were considered necessary to resolve such challenges. The 

existing literature often highlights the importance of face-to-face meetings in terms of solving 

communication-related challenges, but it was not always clear whether face-to-face meetings 

would facilitate resolving other challenges, and whether the meetings would help maintain a 

certain level of trust in a DPT even after a challenge was encountered. 

 

The above-mentioned four themes, communication, face-to-face interactions, trust and 

challenges, that were derived from the literature, will be taken into consideration regarding the 

research question. Because virtual communication is made easy and it is up to the DPTs to decide 

how much to utilize it during a project, communication is one of the important themes for this 

thesis. However, as it is argued in the literature, face-to-face interactions are crucial for trust 

building in dispersed settings, yet their number is often low and DPTs do not always have the 

possibility to meet whenever desired. Thus, it would be interesting to understand what the face-

to-face interactions’ impact on trust building is, and hence this concept was selected as the main 

theme for this thesis. Therefore, the research question that this thesis aims to answer to is as 

follows: 
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What impact do face-to-face interactions have on interpersonal trust in partially dispersed 

project teams?  

 

To arrive at an answer to this research question, the following sub-questions, that follow the 

main themes of this thesis, will be answered first to have a more solid base for answering the 

initial question: 

 

- How do virtual communication and remote work periods affect trust? 

- Does the level of interpersonal trust increase due to face-to-face interactions? 

- Is there a minimum level of trust that is required for the partially dispersed project teams 

to function? 

- If partially dispersed project teams face challenges, do face-to-face interactions help 

managing them? Do the challenges impact trust in PDPTs? 

 

Even though the literature review focused on dispersed project teams (DPTs), the rest of the 

thesis, including the research question, guide the attention towards partially dispersed project 

teams (PDPTs). Finding literature covering only PDPTs turned out to be rather challenging. 

Thus, since the literature about DPTs covered different types of dispersed settings and proved to 

be relevant for this thesis as well, the literature chosen and read for this thesis was about DPTs 

in general. However, since the sample chosen for this thesis represents a partially dispersed 

setting, where not every member of the project team is located in different sites, it seemed 

necessary to choose a term that emphasizes the fact that the sample is only partially dispersed. 

Thus, the term PDPTs will be used from hereon. The reason why this type of a sample was 

chosen is explained in more detail in Sample-chapter.   
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4 Methodology 

This chapter describes how, in practice, this thesis aims to arrive at an answer to the research 

question presented above. First, it is explained what types of research strategy and design would 

best match the research question and why. After that, the chapter goes through the sample 

selection process; what kind of a sample was selected and how this sample would enable 

answering the question. Then the data gathering methods are described in detail and it is argued 

how these data will generate useful information. Then, the data reduction process is explained 

thoroughly with the help of pictures of the different steps. Finally, the method quality aspects are 

presented. All in all, this chapter’s aim is to provide the reader with a plan according to which 

this thesis relates the research problem to relevant practical actions.  

4.1 Research Strategy - Quantitative or Qualitative? 

As Ghauri and Grønhaug (2005) state, there must be a valid reason why a research is conducted 

in a particular manner. It is often the research question itself that dictates the ultimate research 

strategy that is most fitting for answering that question (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005). Bell, 

Bryman, and Harley (2019) refer to research strategy as an overall approach that the researcher 

takes in the research project. These two approaches are quantitative and qualitative research 

strategies, also known as research methods. Qualitative strategy emphasizes understanding 

meanings behind certain phenomenon, as well as focuses especially on the respondents’ 

experiences (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005). Qualitative strategy often takes a subjective 

approach, since the research is conducted very close to the data, for example by observing or 

interviewing the respondents (ibid.). Hence, the data represent respondents’ personal 

perspectives. In qualitative research the number of respondents is often remarkably smaller than 

in the quantitative one. The reason for this is that since qualitative research aims to gain an 

understanding of the respondents' reasoning, the method generates a vast amount of data, and 

processing and analyzing these data is time-consuming. Therefore, the researcher might not be 

able to conduct, for example, interviews for the same number of people that they could have by 

conducting a survey. 

 

The research question presented above signals that an understanding of the face-to-face 

interactions’ impact on trust must be gained. To gain such understanding, it was important to 

examine individuals in PDPTs and their perceptions of the topic. Also, as this thesis focuses on 
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interpersonal trust, the research had to be conducted as close to people as possible. Therefore, 

out of the two research strategies the qualitative one was considered more suitable for answering 

the research question and the sub-questions. In addition, the qualitative research strategy would 

provide the best tools for this type of a research. These tools are, for instance, interviews, that 

enable the researcher to understand the respondents’ experiences and perspectives. However, it 

is to be mentioned that this thesis has some characteristics of quantitative research as well, since 

surveys are used as a supportive method for the semi-structured interviews. The surveys, 

however, had a low number of respondents and did not generate vast amount of numerical data, 

and hence do not represent traditional quantitative data gathering. The data gathering and 

analysis methods are presented later in more detail.  

4.2 Research Design - A Comparative Case Research 

The research question not only indicates which research strategy is the most suitable one to arrive 

at an answer, but also guides the researcher toward an appropriate research design. There is a 

variety of research designs, and the most suitable one considered for this thesis was a case study 

with comparative elements (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). Bell, Bryman and Harley (2019) 

argue that a case study is often conducted in an environment where a group of individuals is part 

of one organization or is located geographically in the same place. Case studies are intensive and 

detailed examinations of these groups, but a case study could also mean examining just one 

individual (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019).  

 

When it comes to this research, the chosen sample and the individuals took part in a same 

university course, which indicates that they were part of the same organization. An important 

aspect with a case study is that the chosen sample represents a larger population as well as 

possible (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005; Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). It will be explained in 

the following chapter why this sample could be considered as a good representative of PDPTs. 

This research aims to examine these individuals with both interviews and surveys to generate as 

much useful and interesting knowledge as possible. As Bell, Bryman and Harley (2019) state, 

typical for case studies is that they commonly utilize several qualitative data gathering methods, 

so no single method is fully relied on, and therefore a more detailed study results can be reached. 

Also, these two primary data gathering methods are described in more detail later. 
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Since the sample consists of three separate project teams, each of which can be considered an 

individual case, this thesis has characteristics of a multiple-case study. The aim of a multiple-

case study is usually to compare the chosen cases and findings to one another – thus, this research 

design is also known as comparative study (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). Bell, Bryman and 

Harley (2019) argue that social phenomena are easier to understand when compared in relation 

to one or more similar situations. They also note that by comparing more than one case with each 

other, it could be more easily established in which circumstances the theory holds, which can be 

done by examining the similarities and differences between cases.  

  

Although all three project teams participating in this thesis were part of the same university 

course, they differed from one another in some ways. Firstly, the sizes of the teams varied from 

six to ten people. In some teams all the team members came from similar backgrounds, whereas 

in others there were larger differences in both cultural and educational backgrounds. In addition, 

the physical distance between the teams and their counterparts differed significantly – some 

teams and their counterparts were located in the same continent, while others were in different 

ends of the world. These differences had an impact on the teams’ working methods, 

communication, and their abilities to arrange face-to-face meetings with each other.  

4.3 Sample  

It is the research question that often indicates which type of sample the researcher needs (Bell, 

Bryman and Harley, 2019). In all its simplicity, sample means a segment of a wider group, a 

population, that the researcher decides to investigate (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005). The 

following two chapters explain the sample details more thoroughly. 

4.3.1 Purposive Sampling 

Purposive sampling means that the researcher strategically decides which sample would generate 

most useful information to answer the research question (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). Bell, 

Bryman and Harley (2019) note that in purposive sampling the researchers “[…] typically want 

to ensure that they gain access to as wide range of individuals relevant to their research questions 

as possible […]” (p. 389). In qualitative research, purposive sampling is a common approach and 

it is likely to take place in research that incorporates interviews (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). 

Moreover, purposive sampling often enables the researcher to ensure a certain degree of variation 

between the units of analysis — in this case, individuals (ibid.). 
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To understand the impact of face-to-face interactions on trust in PDPTs, the sample had to 

include individuals that, ideally, were working in such dispersed project setting at the time of 

conducting this thesis. The sample was purposefully selected amongst some of the thesis authors’ 

fellow students, who were participating in a project course called DaMD (Design thinking and 

Multidisciplinary Development projects). Hence, conducting this research was feasible as well 

as flexible in terms of contacting interviewees and setting up interview schedules with the 

DaMD-participants. The individuals participating in DaMD-course were divided in total of three 

different project teams, and each team had their own challenges, that were assigned by different 

business organizations. Each team consisted of students both from Linköping’s University and 

other universities abroad, which implies that the teams worked in partially dispersed project 

settings. Therefore, the term partially was included in the research question, since not every 

member of each team was individually scattered around the world.  

 

This sample was also considered suitable because each team worked in close collaboration with 

their assigned business organizations and were therefore accountable for delivering satisfactory 

results for these organizations. Hence, the sample would, to some extent, resemble a dispersed 

project team from a business organization setting, and therefore the results would not be relatable 

to university environment exclusively. For these reasons, this case was considered particularly 

interesting, as it was a real-life project done in collaboration with organizations, as opposed to 

some of the existing studies in the field, that conducted projects in university settings solely for 

research purposes and without the accountability factor. To achieve appropriate variation within 

the sample (Bryman and Bell, 2015; Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019), individuals from each team 

were selected, and the various cultural and national backgrounds of the individuals enhanced this 

variation. The DaMD-project had started in autumn 2018 and ended in summer 2019. Therefore, 

by the time the individuals were contacted in spring 2019 in terms of participating in this 

research, they had been able to gain experiences of working in a partially dispersed project setting 

and would be able to provide valuable information for this thesis. 

4.3.2 Size and Composition of the Sample  

It is almost impossible for the researcher to know when a sample is large enough that saturation 

and no new information is achieved (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). A rule of thumb could be 

that the more comparisons the research aims to make between the groups or individuals in the 
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sample, the more interviews the researcher must carry out (Bryman and Bell, 2015). However, 

the most crucial aspect in any research is to justify why and how a specific sample, regardless 

the size, was chosen (ibid.). It also depends on the research and the data gathering methods when 

the saturation will be reached, so there is no minimum to how many individuals the sample must 

include (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019).  

 

The goal of this thesis was to include individuals from each of the three DaMD teams, so more 

convincing comparisons could be made between the teams. However, the authors only had the 

contact information of their fellow students participating in the DaMD-project. Therefore, the 

authors asked for a permission to contact the rest of the members of each team through these 

fellow students. Some of the members did not want to be part of the research, and therefore could 

not be included in the sample. Furthermore, due to time restrictions faced during the thesis 

process, not every person taking part in the DaMD-project was contacted. All in all, eleven 

people were contacted and each one was willing to participate in the research. Out of these eleven 

people, each one was interviewed, and eight responded to the survey. This sample size would 

generate suitable amount of data for thorough analysis, that could be managed within the given 

time frame. The sample eventually consisted of more students from Linköping’s University than 

from other universities outside Sweden, so not every DaMD-members’ point of view was taken 

into consideration. Furthermore, the sample included one team in total, and from other two teams 

only few people were included due to above mentioned time restrictions.  

4.4 Data Gathering 

For this thesis, two different primary data resources were used. In the following chapters both 

data gathering methods are presented, and it is explained why each method was chosen, as well 

as how the methods helped to gain relevant knowledge. 

4.4.1 Primary Data Resources  

To generate knowledge to this thesis, semi-structured interviews as well as a survey were used. 

Both data gathering methods, interviews and surveys, are considered as primary data resources. 

By interviewing and sending surveys to the participants the data was customized to serve the 

purpose of this thesis.  
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Semi-Structured Interviews  

As mentioned before, in qualitative research the interest is in the interviewee’s point of view 

rather than the researcher’s one. According to Bryman and Bell (2015), in qualitative research it 

is even encouraged to let the interviewee talk about what they see as important. They note that 

interviews can therefore be either unstructured, or semi-structured. The most suitable interview 

method for this thesis was semi-structured interviews, meaning that the interviewers have an 

interview guide containing specific questions about topics that need to be covered during the 

interviews (ibid.). The interviewees, questions, as well as the sample size are decided and chosen 

beforehand (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005). In a semi-structured interview, the discussion is quite 

flexible, and hence, the order of questions may vary depending on how the discussion evolves 

(Bryman and Bell, 2015). The interviewers can ask additional questions followed by the 

interviewees’ replies if needed (ibid.). Semi-structured interviews were chosen due to their 

relatively free nature of discussion, which enabled the interviewees to freely talk about their 

feelings and experiences. In addition, semi-structured interviews were a feasible method, 

considering that most of the participants were studying in the same university as the interviewers, 

hence most of the interviews could be conducted in person. Semi-structured interviews could 

also be conducted via telephone with the participants located abroad. 

 

The interview questions were formulated based on the four main themes of this thesis, 

communication and remote work, face-to-face interactions, trust and challenges. As mentioned 

earlier, these themes were arrived at based on the literature review. The interviews were 

conducted anonymously since the identity of each participant was not relevant for this thesis. 

The first part of the interviews consisted of general questions about the interviewee and his or 

her team. Usually, the first part did not arise any discussion, and it took less time than the 

following parts. The second part handled the first face-to-face meeting the interviewee had with 

the team members abroad. In this part of the discussion the participants were more active to tell 

about their personal experiences, and the interviewers could step in with follow-up questions. 

Thirdly, the questions covered the theme of communication and remote work, and the 

interviewees got to tell about the nature of the communication both, before and after the first 

face-to-face meeting. Lastly, the questions were about trust and trustworthiness, as well as 

possible challenges during the project. Each interviewee was asked to define what trust meant to 

them in the work environment, so that the interviewers could analyze the answers accordingly. 

The interview guide with all the questions can be found from the Appendices (see Appendix 1). 
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The interviewees were provided with a shorter guide consisting of few questions based on the 

themes, so that they could prepare for the interview beforehand and become familiar with the 

topics that were covered in the interviews (see Appendix 2). However, not all the questions from 

the interview guide were sent to the interviewees beforehand. The questions sent out to the 

interviewees were more general to be able to avoid the participants from over-preparing and 

learning answers to each question beforehand. That way it was assured that the discussion was 

rather flexible, and the interviewees felt comfortable talking about what they found important. 

The interviewers had a more comprehensive interview guide, consisting of more detailed 

questions about the topics, so that the discussion could be directed and structured. Since the 

discussion was quite free, and the interviewees shared their thoughts beyond the initial questions, 

the interviewers could spot some interesting points or statements to further discuss and ask about. 

This interviewing technique allowed the interviewees to share their experiences, and thus, 

interviewers to learn about things they were not aware of before the interviews. During the 

interviews, the order and form of the questions varied according to the discussion, but the central 

themes remained the same due to the interview guide. By giving the interviewees the opportunity 

to talk freely, the interviewers gained very detailed and descriptive answers.  

 

The interviews lasted between twenty minutes and one hour, depending on how the discussion 

evolved and how talkative the interviewees were. Each of the interviews were recorded with the 

consent of the interviewee, and later transcribed into written form. Majority of the interviewees 

could participate in face-to-face interviews, however, few of the interviewees were located in a 

different country, and telephonic or video interviews were required. 

Surveys  

In addition to the semi-structured interviews, surveys were conducted to visualize the evolution 

of the level of trust during and after the face-to-face meetings. The initial idea for visualizing the 

levels of trust was to ask the participants to draw a line that represents the evolution of trust on 

a timeline. However, since meeting each participant face-to-face was not feasible, a survey was 

designed to replace the drawing, so that the distant participants could also take part in this phase. 

Surveys are a way to collect data by using questionnaires and are an effective way to gather data 

about people’s opinions and attitudes (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005). Likert scale is widely used 

method in surveys, in which participants are provided with statements, and asked to rank each 

of them. In this research the participants were provided with a scale of 1-4. The numbers 

represented the level of trust during each given period as follows: 1 = Very low trust, whereas 4 
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= Very high trust. It has been argued whether the neutral option is necessary in such surveys, or 

if it would be better to have the participants “forced” to choose from an even number of choices. 

In this survey an even number of options was provided to prevent the participants from choosing 

the neutral option in each statement, so that the participants decided whether they lean more on 

the “low trust” side or the “high trust” side. This brings more interesting results for analysis, 

rather than having an option of neutral trust which is not as informative and helpful when finding 

an answer to the research question. 

  

Since there were small teams within the DaMD project, and each team had their own schedules, 

three different surveys were conducted – one for each project team according to their meetings 

and events. This distinction was necessary because each statement was based on real-life events 

the teams encountered during the project. That means that each team had different events and 

hence, different statements in the surveys, so that each participant could answer each question 

(see Appendices 3-5 for each team’s survey). To ensure that the respondents’ answers were 

comparable to one another, a definition of trust was provided in the beginning of the survey (see 

Figure 1 below). That way there was no room for misunderstandings or misinterpretations when 

analyzing the survey results. The reasoning for this exact definition came from the interviewees’ 

own definitions of trust in work environments, that they gave during the interviews. Each 

interviewee’s definition was, without an exception, relatable to the existing literature’s 

description of competence trust. Hence, the survey measured the respondents’ level of 

competence trust toward their peers during the DaMD-project. 

 

 
Figure 1: Definition of Trust Provided in the Surveys 
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There were eight to twelve statements in the surveys, each representing an event during a project, 

the time before such event, or the time after. In addition, the respondents were provided with an 

open comment field to clarify any aspects of their responses. By gaining an access to DaMD 

project’s general calendar with the help of the teaching team in Linköping, and asking further 

information from the team members, all the events and meetings of each team could be taken 

under consideration when planning the surveys. The chosen events were face-to-face meetings, 

meaning that the team members met in person. However, in Case 3’s survey the first video 

meeting was counted as face-to-face interaction, since they only had two in-person meetings, 

and some members considered videos as face-to-face interactions.  

 

Analyzing three different surveys was feasible even though they varied from one another – taking 

the research question under consideration, the most relevant aspect for this study was the possible 

impact face-to-face interactions have on trust, and this could be analyzed even though the surveys 

were not identical. Having multiple surveys to analyze enabled comparing each team’s survey 

responses to one another, and these customized surveys for each team provided support for the 

interview results and brought a more visual element for each case. 

 

The aim was to ask the participants to rate their level of competence trust toward their peers 

during each point of time by using the scale. With a digital survey, also the participants located 

abroad could easily take part in the survey. The reasoning behind choosing a Likert scale was 

that it was a simple way of presenting feelings or attitudes in each point of time, without having 

to further explain or having to participate in person. Surveys are also time and cost efficient, 

since the surveys can be digitally sent to the participants. Likert scale technique was also simple 

and rather fast to use for the participants. In addition, analyzing Likert scale results was not too 

complicated either, since each participant had to answer closed questions and choose from given 

alternatives. Hence, the amount of data was reasonable. 

4.5 Data Reduction 

In qualitative research, the amount of data can be vast, hence, an analysis of the data brings 

structure to the findings. Often, the first step of data analysis is coding, which means that the 

data are broken down in parts, after which each part is named (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

Discovering the themes and patterns will help understanding the data (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 
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2005). Before starting the coding process, separate Excel sheets were created for each of the 

three teams – each sheet was named after the team, i.e. “Team 1”. Each question from the 

interview guideline was written down on their own rows, next to which each interviewees’ 

transcribed answers were listed. The follow-up questions and answers were inserted in the same 

section with the initial question from the interview guide. That way the answers could be coded 

question-by-question taking each answer under consideration at once.  

 

Since the questions in the interview guide were initially categorized by themes, the coding 

process adopted the same pattern starting with communication and remote work, followed by 

face-to-face interactions, trust and challenges. 

4.5.1 Initial Coding 

The first stage of coding is referred to in the literature as a first cycle coding (Bell, Bryman and 

Harley, 2019) or an initial coding (Bazeley, 2013; Flick 2014). For clarity's sake the term initial 

coding is used from hereon when talking about the first stage of the coding process. The aim of 

initial coding is to give a descriptive label to a chunk of data (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). 

While coding the data, the researcher compares information, reviews the data carefully and 

creates codes to define what the data are about based on the researcher’s understanding (Bazeley, 

2013; Flick, 2014). There are numerous approaches to initial coding which can be mixed and 

matched together (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). Each approach has its own purpose, and the 

approaches need to be selected according to which ones are the most relevant for the research 

(ibid.). Bell, Bryman and Harley (2019) mention descriptive coding, which is used to summarize 

a chunk of data in one word or a short phrase according to the topic. Another coding type they 

define is process coding, which is used to code actions in the data. Next, they bring up emotion 

coding, which is used to code the emotions experienced by the interviewees. Values coding 

entails three different types of codes; values, attitudes, and beliefs (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 

2019). These codes are used to label the perceptions or the worldview of the participants (ibid.). 

According to Bell, Bryman and Harley (2019), simultaneous coding is used when two or more 

codes are used to label the same chunk of data. All the above-mentioned coding approaches were 

used in this thesis.  
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Figure 2: Initial Coding 

 

The initial codes were listed on a separate Excel sheet called “coding memo” (see Figure 2 

above), listing all the codes on the same list regardless of which teams’ analyses they were used 

in. The amount of times each code was used was also counted and marked in the coding memo 

sheet to get an overview whether some codes were used more often than others. The coding 

process started from the first question of the interview guide, covering each teams’ answers 

before proceeding to the next question. That way it was possible to concentrate on one topic at a 

time, and use the same codes for each team. New codes were created every time it seemed 

necessary, and the codes were then applied to all the chunks of data consisting of similar content. 

The codes were not only listed on their own “coding memo” sheet, but also applied in the text 

gathered on each team’s own sheets, i.e. “Team 1” (see Figure 3 below). In addition, a list of all 

the codes used in each question was gathered to the next column labeled “initial code”. That way 

it was possible to go back to the transcriptions and see which parts of the data were labeled with 

which codes. Each code was numbered to keep track of the codes. The total number of initial 

codes was 106. Before moving on to the next stage of coding, the list of initial codes was gone 

through to spot possible similarities and double-codes that could be combined into one. The 

initial codes were numbered as follows: C1.X (see Figure 2 above). 
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Figure 3: In-Text Coding 

4.5.2 Focused Coding 

The second step of the coding process is called second cycle coding (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 

2019), or focused coding (Bazeley, 2013; Flick, 2014). For more cohesive reading the term 

focused coding is used from hereon. The purpose of focused coding is to categorize the initial 

codes into more general themes (Bazeley, 2013; Flick, 2014; Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). 

According to Flick (2014), if necessary for the analysis, more than one focus code can be created. 

Bell, Bryman and Harley (2019) note that the aim of focused coding is to pull together material 

from initial coding and define a common theme or explanation for a set of initial codes. Flick 

(2014) explains that by identifying the most frequent and most crucial initial codes the researcher 

selects focus codes, which then will be connected to as many initial codes as possible. He also 

mentions that the chosen focus codes will guide the further coding and data analysis.  

 

For focused coding yet another set of Excel sheets were created, each named after the teams i.e. 

“Categorizations Team 1” (see Figure 4 and Figure 5 below). Firstly, the initial codes were 

viewed thoroughly again by going back to the transcripts, starting with the ones used most 

frequently. Based on the context in which each initial code was used, a focus code was created. 

After going through the most frequently used codes, and creating focus codes based on them, the 
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less frequently used codes were taken under further examination. They were inserted under the 

focus codes best suitable for them. Initial codes could appear under more than one focus code 

depending on the context they were used in. To make the focus coding even more structured and 

clear, the initial themes used in the interview guides were used as a guideline. The four themes 

were remote work and communication, face-to-face interaction, and trust. The focus codes were 

numbered as follows: C2.X (see Figure 4 below). 

 

 
Figure 4: Focused Codes Listed According to the Themes, Initial Codes Hidden 

 
Figure 5: Initial Codes Put Under Focused Codes, Codes Under C2.1 Shown 
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4.5.3 Analytic Memoing 

According to Bell, Bryman and Harley (2019), an analytic memo is a written description of the 

researchers’ thinking and reflection about the data. Bazeley (2013), explains that by memoing 

the researcher can summarize the key learning points from the gathered data, and write down 

ideas and questions that might occur during the coding process. These notes could be helpful in 

the further analysis. Bazeley (2013) also notes that reasoning why certain codes are considered 

important should be done along the coding process to make the analysis of such codes more 

feasible. Memos are a good way of explaining and capturing connections between codes and 

ideas (Bazeley, 2013; Flick; 2014 Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). According to Corbin and 

Strauss (2008), memoing thoughts and reflections bring logic to the coding and forces the 

researcher to view the gathered data analytically. They also note that with the help of memos the 

researchers can compare concepts to find possible similarities or differences.  

 

To write clear and structured memos, new documents were created for each team. The memos 

were structured by writing down the four main themes, so that each comment, note or question 

could be written under the most suitable theme during the coding process. This way, it was 

possible to go back to the thought processes and reasoning behind the coding when starting the 

next step in the analysis process. The themes used in memoing were the same ones as used in 

the focused coding; remote work and communication, face-to-face interaction, trust, and 

challenges. After both initial coding and focused coding, a more extensive description was 

written about the key points, keeping the research question and sub-questions in mind. The aim 

of that was to conclude the most important and most frequently mentioned aspects and issues, 

and to build a base for further analysis. Going through the main themes team-by-team three 

storylines were written that could be useful when writing the empirics and analysis from the 

semi-structured interviews. Not only did it bring structure and clarity to the process, but also 

helped connecting the gathered data and created codes to the research question.  

4.5.4 Survey Data 

Like the interviews, also the survey results were analyzed case-by-case. To have more visual 

representation of the results, a diagram of each team’s responses was made. Three separate bar 

charts were created in Excel, representing each respondent’s answers with an individual bar. One 

bar chart consisted of each statement from the survey, so only one diagram per team was created. 

According to Bell, Bryman and Harley (2019), diagrams are one of the most frequently used 
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methods of displaying data. They note that since diagrams are simple visualizations of data, they 

are easy to understand and interpret. Flick (2014) describes diagrams as maps of the data. The 

statements of the survey represented some point of time in the project, each of which were 

displayed on the horizontal axis, whereas the vertical axis presented the level of competence 

trust. 

 

Since the analysis was not made based on each individual’s responses, but the team as a whole, 

a line illustrating the team average was added to the diagram. It was aimed to give the reader a 

better picture of what was being analyzed, but also helped handling the data and draw 

conclusions team-wise. Even though the data were analyzed based on the team average, 

everyone’s responses were kept in the diagram to illustrate whether the team members were 

unanimous, or differences could be found in the responses. Since both the interviews and the 

surveys were anonymous, the survey results could not be connected to any interview answers. 

Hence, some possible differences in survey responses could not be explained entirely by looking 

into the interviews, but the possible reasons could only be speculated. Just for the visual causes, 

each team’s diagram had their own colors so that separating them from one another would be 

easier and reader could clearly see when the discussion moves on from one case to another. The 

surveys were conducted to support the interviews and help to get clearer answers to the research 

question.  

4.6 Method Quality Aspects 

To ensure as transparent information about the methods as possible, the following aspects were 

considered worth mentioning in addition to the more practical method elements presented above. 

First, this chapter will introduce the philosophical standpoint of this thesis in terms of ontology 

and epistemology. These two research philosophy dimensions will provide the reader with better 

understanding of the thesis’ outlook on the reality and how sound knowledge could be generated. 

After that, the validity and reliability of this thesis’ methods will be pondered. Finally, the chapter 

introduces some ethical matters regarding the thesis’ methodology.  

4.6.1 Research Philosophy - Ontology and Epistemology 

Corbin and Strauss (2008) note that the method that a research follows does not only evolve from 

the researcher’s practical actions but is also affected by the philosophical worldview and the 

beliefs of the researcher. According to Bazeley (2013), this worldview and the method decisions 
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can be made more understandable and coherent by explaining them through two dimensions; 

ontology and epistemology. Ontology describes how the researcher understands the nature of 

reality and the world they live in, whereas epistemology describes how this reality can be known 

and understood (Bazeley, 2013). These two dimensions guide the researcher to the directions 

that they consider reasonable and important and how they conduct the research in the first place 

(ibid.). By understanding the researcher’s standpoint in terms of ontology and epistemology, the 

reader will be provided with a more philosophical perspective to the research, rather than only 

being provided with an understanding of the practical aspects of the research method (Bell, 

Bryman and Harley, 2019). Thus, these two dimensions were included in this chapter.  

 

According to Johnson and Duberley (2000), both ontology and epistemology can be considered 

either objective or subjective. An objective ontology means that social phenomena are beyond 

the influence of the researcher, and the phenomena will take place regardless the existence of the 

researcher and their cognitive processes (Johnson and Duberley, 2000). As opposed to this, 

subjective ontology means that the researcher considers reality as an output of their personal 

cognitive processes (ibid.). This thesis’ approach to ontology is objective, which means that the 

phenomenon that was studied is not affected by the actions of the thesis’ researchers. The aim 

was to explore the possible impact that face-to-face interactions have on interpersonal trust in 

partially dispersed project teams. The objective standpoint comes from the understanding of the 

reality that PDPTs do exist and function whether they are researched or not. 

 

As a reminder, epistemology describes the understanding of how knowledge is gained from this 

particular ontological reality (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). In practice, epistemology allows 

answering how a research should be conducted and ensuring that the produced knowledge is 

sound (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). As mentioned, epistemology can take either an objective 

or subjective form, and the objective ontological approach of this thesis enables adopting either 

of these two forms of epistemology, as presented by Johnson and Duberley (2000). Objective 

epistemology means that the external world can be accessed objectively (Johnson and Duberley, 

2000), and therefore sound knowledge can be generated through more objective measures, such 

as surveys (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). Even though surveys were conducted for this thesis 

in addition to the interviews, the main reason behind all the data gathering was to understand the 

impact the face-to-face meetings have on trust in PDPTs and on the development of interpersonal 

trust. Hence, the epistemological position could be considered more subjective, as the aim was 

to understand individuals’ underlying reasons for trust development in dispersed project settings 
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and to reveal the interviewees’ and respondents’ reasoning about trust in these settings (Johnson 

and Duberley, 2000).  

 

As stated above, epistemology helps evaluate whether the chosen research method allows 

answering the initial research question, and whether the method will enable gaining sound 

knowledge. These aspects will be pondered more in the following, where the validity of this 

thesis will be presented.  

4.6.2 Validity 

Validity is an important criterion when evaluating the quality of a research and whether the 

methods measure what they should (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). It concerns the findings 

and conclusions of a study, and the integrity of them (ibid.). The research question guided this 

thesis into a qualitative research strategy approach, since getting deep insights and experiences 

from the participants was needed when answering the question. The data gathering methods 

proved to be useful in terms of gathering information in the given time limit. Credibility is a way 

of measuring internal validity in qualitative research, which measures how believable the 

findings of the study are (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005; Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). Bell, 

Bryman and Harley (2019) note that by, for example, providing the findings to the research 

participants, credibility can be achieved. Each team member that took part in this thesis were 

able to read the results of the study, hence, credibility was enhanced. 

 

Another aspect to measure validity is external validity that can be measured by transferability 

(Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005; Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). Transferability refers to what 

extent the findings are generalizable to other settings (ibid.). Typically, qualitative findings are 

rather contextual and hence, not generalizable to other studies. However, the findings of this 

thesis can be applied to other studies concerning dispersed project settings in a university 

environment, or other projects conducted as a volunteer work or in other non-monetary settings. 

Since the participants of the DaMD project were not paid, the results might not be applicable to 

projects conducted by employees due to the possible differences in the motivation and 

commitment of the team members. 

 

Ghauri and Grønhaug (2005) mention interpretative validity, which refers to the extent to 

which the interpretations are correct. To arrive to a correct interpretation in the interviews, some 
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follow-up questions were asked in the interview situation. In addition, in the analysis process the 

records and transcripts were thoroughly examined by both interviewers, taking pauses, voice 

intonations, and stuttering under consideration. By taking the aforementioned actions, the 

interpretative validity was enhanced. Ghauri and Grønhaug (2005) also mention validity claims, 

meaning that when claiming something in a study, the terms must be thoroughly explained. To 

increase the validity, the terms and theories brought up in this thesis were explained to ensure 

that the reader can fully understand what is claimed or argued.  

4.6.3 Reliability 

According to Bell, Bryman and Harley (2019) there are two ways to evaluate the reliability of a 

qualitative research. The first one, external reliability, indicates the degree to which the research 

can be replicated (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). However, the authors point out that due to 

its qualitative nature and the social setting the research usually takes place in, the initial study 

might be impossible to completely replicate, even if the researchers and the environment remain 

the same. To ensure external reliability, the researchers need to be precise in describing the whole 

research process and to guide the reader through the decisions that were made during the research 

(Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014; Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). This way, the highest 

possible replicability can be ensured regardless the social nature of the research.  

 

There were several measures that were taken to ensure the external reliability of this thesis. First, 

the whole method chapter was made as transparent as possible, and every step from research 

strategy to sampling and data reduction was described in detail. These method processes create 

the foundation for the following empirical part of the thesis, where each of the three cases are 

explained individually before moving to the comparative case analysis. This way it was possible 

to remain transparent in terms of how the results were arrived at, without leaving any valuable 

information of the cases uncovered. Furthermore, the case outlines presented in the empirics 

were complimented with quotes to support reliability. These quotes were not taken out of context 

and were only modified if readability needed to be increased. Moreover, the people that took part 

in the interviews and surveys were considered a reliable source of information regarding trust in 

PDPTs, as each one of them had gained the same amount of experience in working in this specific 

dispersed project setting. To replicate the results of this research, it would be considerable to 

study a similar group of people in, for example, a university environment.  
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The second way, internal reliability, means that reliability of a qualitative research can be 

increased if there are multiple researchers participating in the research work (Bell, Bryman and 

Harley, 2019). There were two researchers participating in each stage of this research, and this 

was considered useful especially during the interviews, as both researchers took part in them. 

Hence, one researcher was able to observe, keep track of the interview questions, make notes 

and ask additional questions, while the other was the main interviewer. However, couple of 

interviews were conducted by only one researcher, which could slightly decrease the internal 

reliability. To avoid the decrease of reliability, transcriptions and recordings were carefully read 

and listened by the researcher who could not participate the interviews at those exact times. 

Having two researchers conducting this thesis enabled sharing opinions and ideas throughout the 

whole research process. This was highly valuable also during the extensive data reduction phase, 

where clarity, precision and logic was required to arrive at reasonable categories and to find 

patterns from the interview transcripts.  

 

There were some factors that could be considered decreasing the reliability of this thesis. First, 

the low number of interviewees and survey respondents could affect the reliability of the research 

outcome, as the sample size did not represent a larger population as widely as it could have. 

Therefore, replicating this type of a research with a similar sized sample might not provide same 

results, since the sample might include people with different, strong opinions and values than 

what this thesis’ sample included. The larger the sample is, the milder impact strong or even 

extreme opinions have on the overall results. Moreover, all the cases were not equally 

represented by members from both sides of the team – some cases included individuals from 

only one side of the team, and these individuals participated in the interviews and surveys. 

Therefore, the information the sample generated could not be considered generalizable for the 

whole team. The reasons for the small sample size and uneven team representation were mostly 

the time restrictions the researchers faced. Other details of case representations are discussed in 

the beginning of each case outline in the empirics. Furthermore, what could also decrease the 

reliability of this thesis is that two of the eleven interviewees were interviewed at the same time. 

This was due to the tight schedules these two participants had with the DaMD-project, and this 

was considered the most suitable way of conducting their interviews. It is possible that these 

interviewees influenced each other’s answers, even though they represented different teams. This 

could have led to similarities in the interviewees’ answers and decreased the differences between 

these two cases.  
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4.6.4 Ethics  

According to Ghauri and Grønhaug (2005), a researcher has a responsibility to be honest and 

accurate when looking for an answer to their research question and when explaining their 

findings. Furthermore, the researcher needs to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the used 

methods and the reliability of their results (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005). These responsibilities 

could be considered the ethical aspects of the research, and the previous evaluations of validity 

and reliability are part of these ethical considerations (ibid.). In addition to validity and 

reliability, an important element of research ethics is the researcher-participant relationship 

that requires the researcher’s full attention from the early stages of the research to the end (Ghauri 

and Grønhaug, 2005; Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). Some of the most important ethical 

aspects in these relationships are, for example, ensuring participant anonymity, involving 

participants in the research with their full consent, avoiding participant deception by providing 

complete and accurate information about the research, and not exposing the participants for 

pressure of taking part in the research (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005; Bell, Bryman and Harley, 

2019). Ethical elements regarding the researcher-participant relationship of this thesis are 

evaluated in the following. 

  

Once the decision of a suitable sample was made, the participants were contacted by email or 

other written format to ensure that they understood why they were considered a valuable resource 

for this research. Already in these messages the anonymity throughout the whole research 

process was promised. After the participants agreed to take part in the interviews, they were 

provided with guiding questions for the interviews. With these guiding questions the participants 

could prepare for the interviews. This way the possibility of deception was minimized as the 

interviewees had an understanding what the interviews were about and were able to ask for 

clarification if there were uncertainties about the questions. However, the researchers did ask 

additional and more detailed questions during the interviews to continue the discussion and to 

ensure that they fully understood the interviewees. The researchers introduced the research 

question in the beginning of the interviews so that the participants knew what type of a research 

they were part of. All the interview questions were formulated as neutral as possible to avoid 

leading the participants to provide answers that would not have reflected the reality. To ensure 

anonymity after conducting the interviews, the interview recordings and transcripts were handled 

with highest possible care and confidentiality. Furthermore, anonymity was maintained 

throughout the case outlines, as the age, gender, national background, country of residence or 
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other personal details were not disclosed, since these details were not considered relevant for the 

thesis outcome. 

  

After the interviews, the participants were asked if they would like to respond to the survey that 

would be sent to them later. The purpose of the survey was explained already at the end of the 

interview, so that the participants were given as transparent picture of the research process as 

possible. By asking for a permission to send the survey it was ensured that the participants did 

not feel included in the surveys without their consent. The participants were reminded a few 

times to respond to the survey and it was done with a mindful approach to avoid evoking feelings 

of being obliged to respond. The surveys were anonymous and therefore every participant had 

to be reminded about responding, as it was not known who had submitted their response. The 

results that the interviews and surveys together provided were presented as transparently as 

possible, and no information was altered to present any of the cases in an untruthful manner. One 

aspect that could decrease the anonymity was, as mentioned before, the fact that two of the 

participants were interviewed at the same time due to time restrictions. This means that the two 

participants heard each other’s interview answers and might have influenced each other’s 

answers. However, both participants’ interview data was handled confidentially after the 

interview was completed.  
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5 Empirics, Data Analysis and Discussion 

This chapter introduces the empirical findings that the data reduction process led to. The 

empirical part is structured so that the most important findings from each three cases are 

presented in a form of case outlines. The outlines will provide the reader with an understanding 

of the most important characteristics of each case. Moreover, the survey results for each case 

are presented in connection with the outlines. After that, the second part of this chapter analyses 

and compares these three cases with each other and reflects these comparisons to previous 

knowledge, aiming to find some similarities, but mostly contradictions. The chapter ends with a 

discussion that aims to make sense of the findings and what they bring, how the findings could 

be used in other contexts and to whom the findings could be interesting. 

5.1 Case Outlines and Survey Results 

In this part of the chapter the three case outlines are presented separately to provide the reader 

with a base for the upcoming comparative case analysis. As a reminder, the themes for this thesis, 

and for the sub-questions of the initial research question, are communication and remote work, 

face-to-face interactions, trust, and challenges. Therefore, each of the case outlines will follow 

these four themes. For clarity, the themes are bolded in the outlines. To increase both reliability 

and to make the reading more engaging, quotes from the interviews were inserted to the outlines. 

Some of the quotes were edited slightly to ensure correct grammar and easier readability. 

However, the context of the quotes was kept original. The outlines will also provide a foundation 

for answering the four sub-questions of the research question. These answers will be presented 

in the comparative case analysis, where each case’s answers will be compared with each other. 

 

After each case outline every team’s survey results are analyzed and a graph of the results is 

included. The surveys are analyzed based on the response average, since the aim of this thesis is 

to compare the cases, and therefore the team average is needed. Also, as the interest is on the 

teams, individual responses are not the main focus of this thesis. It should be mentioned that the 

response rate for some teams was quite low. Thus, it could be pondered whether making an 

average out of only few responses is necessary. However, to ensure equal analysis of each case’s 

survey responses, it was decided to analyze the surveys using the case average. 



 

 47  
 

5.1.1 Case 1  

Team 1 consisted of six members in total, and each member took part in the interviews. Four out 

of these six members responded to the survey. The response rate to the interviews was good, 

however, not all the team members participated to the survey. There were three members on both 

sides of the team, which were located in the same continent, so the physical distance between 

the two sides was not significant. Team 1 had met five times by the time the interviews were 

conducted. Most likely, by the end of the nine-month project, the team had up to six face-to-face 

meetings in total. 

 

During the remote work periods the team was dependent on virtual communication. Ineffective 

communication from the teaching team’s side in the beginning of the project resulted in 

frustration, since the two sides of the team were not equally informed about the project and the 

tasks. The team members felt that the project was not well-structured since the starting points for 

the two sides of the team were not the same. Having an information imbalance between the two 

sides challenged the trust in the beginning, since the other side of the team was not fully aware 

why their counterpart was not equally invested in the project.  

 

“[...]we were missing some information, and the others had already a month of work 

put down ahead of us [...]” 

Interviewee 4 

 

Communicating the previous work and aligning it with the plans was needed so that everyone 

was aware of what had been done already, and what needed to be done to be able to reach the 

project goal. Being open and transparent in communication and acting upon what was commonly 

discussed increased the trust between the two sides, which positively affected remote work. 

 

“To me it’s very important that we are honest with each other, that everybody can speak 

their mind, and everybody has this kind of trust toward everybody else that nobody will 

be attacked, and everybody can speak openly, so issues can be addressed.” 

Interviewee 5 

 

Each team member emphasized the importance of competence trust in remote work and 

mentioned the need of mutual commitment from both sides of the team. When both parties 
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trusted that the commitment existed, dividing the tasks felt equal. Having mutual competence 

trust in place also meant that micromanaging was not needed, which subsequently increased the 

mutual trust and improved the remote work periods. Once competence trust was achieved 

through positive experiences, the need for face-to-face meetings got lower.  

 

Team 1 met face-to-face early-on in the project, approximately two weeks after the project 

started. The first meeting was a global kick-off event in a country that was unfamiliar for both 

sides of the team, which might have affected the initial team building positively. The team could 

work on the project in a shared space and familiarize with each other, which was one of the main 

reasons for the first meeting. When working face-to-face, the expectations and goals of the 

project could be discussed more easily and clearly. In addition, some informal roles within the 

team were established through face-to-face interaction. The meetings had to be well structured 

to make the most out of the restricted time. Team 1 also seemed to think that working together 

face-to-face increased their efficiency. 

 

“I think because we are able to meet so much, at least more than the other teams, that’s 

the reason why we’ve been able to produce so many good prototypes.” 

Interviewee 4 

 

It was brought up in the interviews that the team members matched both work-wise, but also on 

a personal level. Team 1 was highly committed to build team spirit, and they were spending a 

lot of time together outside the project. That resulted in familiarization among peers, thus there 

was no need for small talk and formal chatting anymore when having weekly calls, and the 

restricted time, both face-to-face and on the phone, could be effectively used to working on the 

project. Some of the members described the relationship between peers as friendship. That way 

the level of trust had deepened to a personal, or relational level of trust for some individuals.  

 

“I would kind of call it good friendship, because you spend a lot of time together although 

you’re not always in the same place.” 

Interviewee 5 

 

The interviewees defined trust in a work environment as competence trust, meaning that one 

could trust that peers keep their word and deliver what is promised. According to the interviews, 

Team 1 built trust upon positive experiences, thus, once someone kept their word, they were 
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considered trustworthy. Due to the nature of the project, and members’ varying ability to 

participate, it was extremely important to plan and schedule the project clearly so that 

competence trust could be maintained. 

 

“I know how the others work, how they function, and then I know when they say ´ok I do 

this and this, I will write this´, so I know how they write it and I don’t have to 

communicate so much anymore, because we know what to expect.” 

Interviewee 5 

 

Once everyone’s abilities and skills were known, it was easier to trust people to do their tasks 

even remotely. All the team members said they trusted the peers to deliver what was promised, 

meaning that the competence trust was in place, although some issues needed to be more 

thoroughly discussed with some members. Once the competence trust was achieved, the 

importance of face-to-face meetings got lower. Team 1 seemed to identify competence trust as 

the minimum level for the dispersed project to function. 

 

“And the minimum thing is that they do what is necessary, what you agreed on, so they 

kind of fulfill that job. And that requires a very basic level of trust, so that you can rely 

on ´ok, they are doing their job, and then I can build on it or do my part on it´, but that’s 

the very minimum.” 

Interviewee 10 

 

Some of the members identified different levels of trust mentioning that trust to them is more 

than just trusting others’ capabilities – it is also sharing the same goals and values. Some of the 

team members said they had reached the relational trust level with the peers. Meeting face-to-

face is crucial for achieving relational trust since emotional bond is needed for that level of trust 

to be achieved, and that can only happen by getting more familiar with the other party personally. 

Team 1 was the only team of the sample that achieved the relational trust. 

 

Like mentioned earlier, lack of knowledge was a challenge for one side of the team in the 

beginning of the project. The other side had more information and had already started working 

on the project couple of weeks before, and these members came across as being pushy and 

extremely driven. The side with less knowledge felt inferior due to the imbalance of information, 

and thus had low self-esteem in the beginning of the project. The other side was not initially 
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aware why their counterpart was not equally invested in the project. Over time it became clear 

to everyone that the unfair starting points for the two sides were due to the teaching teams’ 

coordination which arose some feelings of frustration. However, the first face-to-face meeting 

broke all the negative impressions between the peers, and that way helped to overcome the 

challenge of feeling unequal. 

 

“I was more annoyed with our teaching team because they didn’t manage to do this 

properly.” 

Interviewee 11 

 

Background differences also caused some challenges to the project. Firstly, the working methods 

of the two sides of Team 1 differed from one another in a sense that one side was more used to 

doing what the teaching team told them to, whereas the other side was taught to be critical and 

think themselves. Also, the way of producing results differed between the two sides – one side 

tried to produce as fast and as much as possible, whereas the other side valued quality over 

quantity. Over time, by working together and learning to understand the other side’s point of 

view they overcame the challenge by mixing and matching the strengths of each side. 

 

At some point during the project the team faced a language barrier issue. Since one side of the 

team was located in the same country as the partner organization, and spoke the same language, 

the other side felt a bit left out when majority of the communication was in language only one 

of them could understand. The remaining two team members, not knowing the language the 

company preferred to use, were entirely dependent on translations of their peers, and had a 

feeling of being the underdogs in the project. The language barrier resulted in a big 

misunderstanding that took couple of weeks to resolve, also including the teaching teams in the 

communication. This challenge was entirely handled virtually and by telephone, since there was 

no scheduled face-to-face meeting at the time of the miscommunication. In addition, right before 

the Christmas break some parallel deadlines caused a lot of stress to some of the team members, 

which also impacted their ability to contribute to the project. Some team members had part-time 

jobs alongside their studies, which restricted their abilities to participate in the project. The 

demanding schedules were challenging for the team. 

 

Figure 6 below shows the survey results for Case 1, where the dark line indicates the team 

average. Like the interviews showed, in the beginning of the project there was an information 
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imbalance and uncertainty between the two sides of the team. This could be the reason why the 

level of competence trust was below 3 before the first meeting. The first meeting raised the 

competence trust to almost 4. The remote work period after the first meeting was short, lasting 

only two weeks, and during this time the trust decreased slightly. However, the second face-to-

face meeting increased the level of trust, as each respondent gave trust the highest score of 4.  

 

Between the second and the third face-to-face meeting there was a remote work period of over 

two months, that included the Christmas break. As mentioned in some of the interviews, some 

team members had other deadlines before Christmas break, and tight schedules caused a lot of 

stress. This was reflected to the project and could have caused the level of trust to decrease below 

3. During Christmas break the team did not communicate at all, but as the team got back from 

the break and started communicating again, the trust started to increase. The third face-to-face 

meeting, which was in February 2019, brought the trust back to the highest level. After the third 

meeting the team was able to meet often and did not have very long remote work periods. As 

stated in the interview outline for Team 1, there were some challenges, such as language barriers, 

which led to a misunderstanding in Spring 2019. These challenges did not seem to affect the 

competence trust much. Overall, the level of competence trust was seemingly high throughout 

the whole project, as the average stayed around 3 even when the trust was at its lowest.  

 

 
Figure 6: Case 1: Evolution of Competence Trust Throughout the DaMD-Project 
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5.1.2 Case 2  

Team 2 consisted of seven members, and out of these members, two took part in the interviews. 

Both interviewees responded to the survey. Since only two team members took part in the 

research, the results might not be as generalizable as wished. On one side of the team there were 

three members, and four on the other. Both sides of the team were located in the same continent, 

so the physical distance between the two sides was not significant. The two members taking part 

in the interviews and surveys were from the same side of the team, which might have affected 

the results, as the results might not be applicable to the whole team.  

 

What made Team 2’s communication flexible was that they managed to divide the tasks based 

on specializations, and members with the same specialization could communicate in smaller 

teams. The smaller teams then reported their issues to the rest of the team. Task division gave 

more clarity and structure for the project work and enabled faster processes. Moreover, what 

made the remote work function was that equal division of responsibilities worked. This division 

was possible because each member trusted in their peers’ abilities to deliver what was agreed 

upon. For one member, what made the remote work function was the team’s goal-orientation, 

that enabled full focus on the project. This member mentioned that their personal goal was to 

maximize learning, and their motivation to stay professional and deliver quality was strong 

throughout the whole project. As the team had weekly calls, they often aimed to call over a video 

to see the peers’ facial expressions and reactions. For one interviewee the videos had a positive 

impact on the virtual communication, because over a video everyone had to be polite and control 

their body language more. However, the videos did not affect how this member perceived their 

peers’ trustworthiness competence-wise, but rather enabled more personal interaction. 

 

Similarly to Team 1, also Team 2 met face-to-face with their peers two weeks after the project 

start at the official project kick-off, arranged in a country that was unfamiliar for both sides of 

the team. The event offered an opportunity to get to know to the peers’ way of working, and to 

build the team spirit. This first face-to-face meeting was a good way to establish a common 

vision for the project. Also, one interviewee described the first meeting as an eye-opening 

experience, since they had had some negative prejudice about their peers and their educational 

backgrounds’ effect on the team cohesion. The first meeting changed these feelings positively, 

as the peers seemed to be more like-minded than expected. For one member, this meeting made 
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the personal connections stronger, but the meeting did not have an impact how they perceived 

their peers’ trustworthiness from a competence perspective.  

 

“Work-wise the first face-to-face meeting didn’t affect the feeling about the peers 

anyhow, I still had my concerns. Personal interaction -wise, I didn’t have expectations, 

but they were good when we met as human beings.” 

          Interviewee 6 

 

One member would have preferred more face-to-face meetings, as they felt that the meetings 

made the teamwork more efficient. The meetings enabled reading the peers’ facial expressions 

and body language, and thus helped avoiding misinterpretations and -communications.  

 

“[...] meeting in person is definitely better in terms of trust building, because I clearly 

see there is no room for misinterpretation. At least for me there is no room because if I 

have an issue, I can just ask right away. If I have bad thoughts or bad perceptions, I can 

ask right away.” 

          Interviewee 3 

 

The face-to-face meetings facilitated the interaction with the peers even on a personal level and 

enabled resolving issues related to communication, but they did not seem to have any impact on 

the peers’ trustworthiness competence-wise. For one interviewee, the trust that they were able to 

build during the meetings was what kept the project going and what made them trust their peers 

professionally. However, to maintain this professional trust there was no need for face-to-face 

meetings – what mattered most was that the peers delivered what they promised and actively 

participated in the work and communication. 

 

For Team 2, orientation toward competence trust was very prominent. One interviewee 

mentioned that trust was mostly built based on positive experiences of the peers’ commitment 

and capabilities, and the face-to-face meetings would only contribute to building the personal 

relationships with the peers. One interviewee strongly emphasized the importance of separating 

the personal aspects from the project, which facilitated building competence trust rather quickly 

toward the peers and to familiarize how they worked with the assigned tasks.  
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“[...] I like to distinguish between personal life and professional life. I don’t like to mix 

them, because then you cannot distinguish, or you create barriers on giving feedback and 

receiving feedback and so forth.” 

          Interviewee 3 

 

The interviewees’ own definition of trust in a work environment was very much competence-

oriented. They trusted that their peers delivered usable results, and for them that was enough to 

trust that the project would be completed. For some, face-to-face meetings were considered 

unnecessary to maintain the competence trust – if the peers acted professional, delivered and 

participated the scheduled calls most of the time, there was no reason to not trust the peers 

professionally.  

 

“When people deliver what they say they will deliver in the best possible way. Then I 

trust a person.” 

          Interviewee 6 

 

The interviewees indicated that there were some differences in the peers’ trustworthiness. Both 

interviewees had competence trust toward all their peers, but a negative experience of a peer 

failing to deliver results affected one interviewee’s perception of this peer’s capabilities on 

similar tasks. In Team 2 competence trust was considered the minimum level of trust that was 

needed in dispersed project setting.  

 

“[...] in general, I have minimum level of trust towards them, which means that I can 

trust, if I ask something, they will deliver. Or if they propose something, they will deliver 

that.” 

          Interviewee 3 

 

The ways the team members gave feedback and communicated when they did not agree on some 

suggestions were very different, which was challenging for Team 2. One interviewee mentioned 

that occasionally it felt like some members were overriding others’ ideas. Thus, the team agreed 

to follow a rule – if someone’s idea is not satisfying, the team members must be proactive in 

providing alternative solutions. The team also tried to have an informal leader for a while, but 

the leader was not able to carry out their responsibilities as desired. This negatively affected the 

competence trust for one of the interviewees, and they were not able to trust this peer with similar 
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responsibilities again. However, this interviewee said that specific roles would have facilitated 

the remote work, although more face-to-face meetings would have been required to understand 

who would fit to which role.  

 

According to one interviewee, when the team worked remotely the efficiency seemed to 

decrease, and the focus of the project became unclear. This sometimes led to situations where 

the two sides worked on things that were not agreed upon, due to either a miscommunication or 

low focus, or just because the teams did not constantly communicate and stay updated on each 

other’s work. Occasionally the workload was not evenly distributed. Having assigned roles in 

the team could have made it easier to know who should make the last decision even when the 

workload was uneven. 

 

“On distance, because of time limits, it goes a bit south. You might think ´yeah we’re on 

the same page, we just agreed on that…´ They get it wrong in a week and we are 

frustrated, because we discussed the matter earlier.”  

          Interviewee 6 

 

There was a larger conflict in January 2019 on one side of the team, which involved only certain 

members and was not related to the project itself. The peers abroad were not part of the conflict 

but were affected by it since they were able to sense the tension in the atmosphere when they 

visited the site where the conflict took place. One interviewee, who was working on the side 

where the conflict occurred, mentioned that for them the professionalism suffered, and they 

lacked trust toward their peers. However, as it stood out from the interviews, the team was able 

to maintain a sufficient level of professionalism and competence trust even at the time of the 

conflict. Since the conflict occurred on only one side of the team, meeting face-to-face with the 

peers did not have a remarkable impact on the conflict resolution.  

 

Figure 7 below shows the survey results for Team 2, where the dark line indicates the team 

average. The interviews showed, that there was negative prejudice toward the peers, and some 

uncertainty about the project due to lack of knowledge, which can be seen clearly from the survey 

results, as the trust level was 1 before the first face-to-face meeting. This was the lowest score 

the respondents could give. The first face-to-face meeting increased the level of trust to almost 

3, as the team was able to get to know each other’s ways of reasoning and functioning. 

 



 

 56  
 

As it can be seen from the survey results, the trust level increased even during the remote work 

periods, which could indicate that the peers were considered capable of delivering satisfactory 

results. Both interviewees emphasized that to trust their peers professionally, there was no need 

for meeting face-to-face. What mattered the most, was that the peers delivered satisfactory 

results. It seems that up until Christmas break the respondents were happy with the peers’ 

contribution, hence the competence trust was increasing. As explained earlier, Team 2 

encountered a conflict in January 2019. This conflict slightly decreased the trust, but as the 

interviews showed, the competence trust toward the peers was maintained. The third face-to-face 

meeting increased the trust to its highest and was maintained during the remote work period 

afterwards. After that, there was a minor decrease in the overall level of trust, but the level was 

still very high.  

 

 
Figure 7: Case 2: Evolution of Competence Trust Throughout the DaMD-Project 

5.1.3 Case 3  

Team 3 consisted of nine members, and three members took part in the interviews. Since only 

three team members took part in the research, the results might not be as generalizable as wished. 

Two members out of the interviewees responded to the survey. On one side of the team there 

were five members, and four on the other. The two sides of the team were located in different 

continents, one in Europe and one in North America, hence the physical distance between the 

sides was remarkable with a nine-hour time difference. The members who took part in the 

interviews and surveys were all from the same side of the team, which might have affected the 

results, as the results might not be applicable to the whole team.  
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Team 3’s official project kick-off was organized virtually about a month after the project started. 

Therefore, from the beginning of the project, the team was dependent on virtual communication. 

As the first face-to-face meeting with the peers abroad was two months after the project start, the 

team had relatively long remote work period before meeting. As the distance and time difference 

between the teams’ two sides was larger than what the other teams had, there was a greater need 

for planning and scheduling the communication, including pre-set dates and times.  

 

Each interviewee agreed that regular, virtual communication sufficed and there was not a great 

need to meet the peers face-to-face. One interviewee even mentioned that the late face-to-face 

meeting was an advantage, because once they met, everyone already had an understanding of the 

project and the following steps. During the remote work period the team had established an 

understanding of the peers’ ways of working but had not been able to create a strong team spirit. 

However, for one interviewee, the face-to-face meetings and personal team dynamics did not 

seem to have an immediate impact on trust, and therefore the meetings were not given massive 

value.  

 

“I would say it doesn’t matter if you work with someone digitally or personally to trust 

them professionally.” 

          Interviewee 2 

 

Team 3’s communication was very task-oriented as they mainly discussed the project. Like the 

interviewees noted, task-orientation enabled efficient team work and a professional focus on the 

project. In addition to professionalism, the interviewees considered open and transparent 

communication crucial for efficient remote work. As long as the peers abroad showed good work 

ethic and an ability to deliver, working remotely functioned. Team 3’s remote work relied greatly 

on the team’s ability to equally split up the workload according to specializations, which would 

not have been possible if there was no competence trust toward the peers. 

 

Even though the remote work functioned, and the team was able to utilize multiple virtual 

communication tools, one interviewee said that initial team-building activities in the beginning 

of the project would have been useful. An earlier face-to-face meeting could have facilitated 

understanding who the peers abroad were, and to familiarize with the peers’ way of reasoning 
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and functioning. However, there was not a great need for more face-to-face meetings to proceed 

with the project and to trust that the peers delivered satisfactory results.  

 

Unlike the other teams that had their first meeting on an unfamiliar territory for both sides of the 

teams, Team 3 had their first face-to-face meeting in North America, where the other side of the 

team was from. This did not provide a similar opportunity to build a strong team spirit. Some of 

the peers had their personal errands to run, since they were in their home country, thus taking 

the initiative to build the team was not as explicit for all. However, the face-to-face meeting 

allowed the team to engage in more informal team building activities and get to know the peers’ 

way of working.  

 

“I think it was nice to know them and personally talk with them, and also know how they 

are as people, because when we did a Skype call, it was mostly about work, so not much 

about the personal bonding. So, it was better when went there.”  

         Interviewee 8 

 

Due to the distance, Team 3 had a fairly low number of face-to-face meetings during the project. 

For this team, face-to-face meetings were a boost for the team efficiency, and the team was able 

to work faster. The meetings also enabled more transparent communication, as more ideas and 

comments were openly shared. The first face-to-face meeting facilitated the virtual 

communication afterwards, as the atmosphere became more relaxed. The meetings did create 

tighter bonds between certain individuals, but each interviewee still considered all their peers 

equally trustworthy on a more competence-based level, and the meetings did not affect the 

members’ competence trust toward the peers.  

 

For Team 3, competence trust was notable throughout the whole project. When asked to describe 

what trust meant for them in a work environment, each interviewee said that trust was being able 

to rely on their peers abroad to deliver what they promised in a given time. Furthermore, to 

maintain this level of trust toward the peers abroad, the face-to-face meetings were not 

considered essential, and there was no need for higher level of trust toward the peers. 

 

“[...] if you say you do your work, and you do it, I don’t necessarily need to meet you.” 

          Interviewee 9 
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To build and maintain professional trust, one interviewee said it was important to share a similar 

mindset and ambitions with the peers. This member felt that the peers shared a similar ambition 

for the project and had delivered good quality results. Once the peers delivered satisfactory 

results, the trust level remained the same throughout the project: 

 

“Once you deliver and you keep delivering, then trust stays at the certain level [...]” 

         Interviewee 2 

 

For the same interviewee, trust was something that did not fluctuate. There either was or was not 

trust toward the peers, and trust could only be maintained by delivering good results. This 

interviewee said that some mistakes would not make the trust disappear, but if the mistakes were 

repeated, there would not be trust anymore. For them, there was no different levels of trust, just 

trust or no trust at all toward the deliveries of the peers: 

 

“[...] there’s no high or low, you’re either on or off. At the moment, what for us has been 

a very smooth ride in this project with those people, is that they never failed to deliver.”  

          Interviewee 2 

 

Team 3 faced some challenges, most of which were a result of the distance and the nine-hour 

time difference between the two sides of the team. Finding a suitable time for the weekly calls 

was challenging – often the calls took place when one side of the team was finishing their day, 

and the other side was starting theirs. When presenting the work over video calls it was difficult 

to give thorough feedback and make comments, which resulted in a feeling that there was not a 

full focus on the peers’ work.  

 

In the beginning of the project there were some negative prejudices toward the peers. One 

member had a negative impression about their peers due to their slightly arrogant attitude, and 

these peers seemed to not value their counterparts’ work and opinions. For instance, when some 

of the interviewees had suggested simplifying the remote communication so that less people 

would participate in the weekly calls, the peers did not consider this a necessary improvement, 

and were not willing to try another way of communicating. Thus, the virtual communication 

remained “chaotic” due to too many people taking part each time a call was organized. 
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One member noted that as the team got back from Christmas break, there was a tense atmosphere, 

and both sides of team seemed defensive for their own work. This caused frustration and 

uncertainty about the peers’ attitudes. However, this member believed that the following face-

to-face meeting would restore the team efficiency and mutual commitment and could help fixing 

this type of tense environment. Hence, face-to-face meetings were considered valuable for the 

project, especially when there were unclarities or challenges that could not be resolved remotely. 

 

Figure 8 below shows the survey results for Team 3, where the dark line indicates the team 

average. Some interviewees mentioned that they had negative prejudices toward their peers 

abroad, which could have caused the moderate level of competence trust in the beginning. The 

first virtual meeting was the official kick-off for the project, arranged as a video conference, and 

the purpose was to not only get to know the project, but the peers also on a more personal level. 

This kick-off meeting could be counted as Team 3’s first face-to-face meeting to see if it would 

affect the competence trust in some way. The virtual kick-off meeting increased the level of 

competence trust, and this level was maintained until the team met in person in December 2018.  

 

The level of trust decreased slightly during the time of second meeting and the remote work 

period after it, but the interviewees did not give any specific reason that could explain this 

decrease. To clarify, the second meeting was the first time the peers met each other in person. 

Due to the break in communication during Christmas and the defensive atmosphere within the 

team, competence trust decreased even further. As noted, there was hope that the upcoming face-

to-face meeting would resolve the tense atmosphere, and Figure 8 shows that the trust climbed 

back up due to this meeting. After the third meeting, the trust decreased slightly, yet the 

interviews did not give any indication of why this happened. Overall, the level of competence 

trust for Team 3 was relatively high throughout the project.  
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Figure 8: Case 3: Evolution of Competence Trust Throughout the DaMD-Project 

5.2 Comparative Case Analysis  

This second part of Chapter 5 will bring the three case outlines together, highlight the 

comparisons between them and compare the findings with some of the previous knowledge that 

was presented in the literature review. The aim is to find out whether this case study could 

generate knowledge that would somehow contradict with the previous knowledge, and whether 

new, interesting insights could be gained. The outlines are analyzed thematically based on the 

four themes of this thesis; communication and remote work, face-to-face interactions, trust, and 

challenges. Since the aim of this thesis was to first arrive at an answer to the four sub-questions 

before providing an answer to the initial research question, this chapter will do so. As a reminder, 

the four sub-questions are the following: 

 

- How do virtual communication and remote work periods affect trust? 

- Does the level of interpersonal trust increase due to face-to-face interactions? 

- Is there a minimum level of trust that is required for the partially dispersed project teams 

to function? 

- If partially dispersed project teams face challenges, do face-to-face interactions help 

managing them? Do the challenges impact trust in PDPTs? 

 

Each case’s answers for these four sub-questions will be presented the beginning of every theme-

based chapter and finally in Table 2 to clarify the answers and the comparisons between the 

cases. These answers were arrived at through the findings from the outlines. The initial research 
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question is: What impact do face-to-face interactions have on interpersonal trust in partially 

dispersed project teams? The answer to this question will be presented in the Conclusion chapter. 

5.2.1 Communication and Remote Work 

Based on the case outlines, the following answers for the first sub-question could be arrived at 

for each case. The members of Case 1 were able to achieve competence trust early in the project 

after delivering good results at their first face-to-face meeting. This enabled the members to trust 

that the peers would deliver good results during the remote periods as well. Due to regular 

meetings and great team spirit, the remote work did not have a significant impact on trust for 

Case 1. Compared to Case 1, Case 2 highlighted the importance of professionalism throughout 

the project. For this case, as long as the communication tools functioned, and the peers delivered 

satisfactory results, the remote work periods did not affect competence trust. Video 

communication was valued as it enabled seeing the peers and their reactions, which made the 

virtual communication more personal. Out of the three cases, Case 3 was the most dependent on 

functioning virtual communication tools and remote work periods. Responsibilities were divided 

virtually, and active communication was crucial due to the physical distance. Provided that the 

peers delivered results, participated in the work and the communication tools worked, the remote 

periods did not have an impact on trust.  

 

In terms of communication and remote work, the cases did not have major differences. Each case 

highlighted the importance of open and transparent communication when working in a dispersed 

setting, and communication tools for multiple purposes were needed. This is in line with Kasper-

Fuehrer and Ashkanasy’s (2001) notion that the virtual communication platforms of a DPT need 

to be chosen according to the team’s needs. Each team had several platforms for different 

communication purposes. For the remote work periods to function, it was necessary to maintain 

competence trust toward the peers and their abilities to deliver results. However, Case 1 had built 

a strong team spirit through regular meetings, which could be considered holding up the trust 

throughout the remote periods. Cases 2 and 3 were more professionally oriented, and the level 

of trust throughout the project was mostly dependent on the peers’ deliverables. One similarity 

between the cases was that occasionally during the remote periods some undetailed focus toward 

the peers and their work was experienced. This indicated that there were more unconcerned 

attitudes toward the peers when the teams were working in a remote setting. 
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Järvenpää, Shaw and Staples (2004) note that when individuals highly trust one another, they 

rely on each other even without frequent communication. However, the three cases imply that 

even though trust was established, regular communication was crucial for maintaining the trust. 

Hsu et al. (2007) state that trust encourages individuals to more open and transparent 

communication. Although each case seemed to have rather high competence trust during the 

project, some difficulties in communication were faced. That would imply that high trust does 

not always ensure seamless communication between the parties. However, it is to be noted that 

not all the challenges were the result of insufficient trust but were sometimes caused by other 

factors, such as distance, that could not be prevented with more frequent communication. 

According to Järvenpää and Leidner (1999), teams that have high level of trust can more easily 

solve possible conflicts remotely, and do not require face-to-face meetings to be able to 

overcome misunderstandings. The three cases showed an ability to remotely resolve challenges, 

since the challenges were often not significant, and therefore face-to-face meetings were not 

needed. However, each case noted that in case of a misunderstanding or conflict, meeting face-

to-face would have facilitated communication and resolving the issue.  

 

According to Abrams et al. (2003), frequent communication could help avoiding possible 

negative effects of dispersion and enhance the team building and familiarity with the peers. They 

also argue that the possibility of misunderstandings can be minimized by communicating 

actively. Even though each case communicated frequently, some members wanted to maintain 

as professional approach as possible, and therefore team building was unlikely especially during 

the remote periods. Thus, if the team members are not willing to build the team, frequent 

communication does not guarantee development of tighter bonds with the peers. However, each 

case showed that to avoid and resolve misunderstandings it was crucial to communicate actively. 

Not only should the communication be frequent, but also open and honest (Abrams et al., 2003). 

Open communication helps with the division of tasks and responsibilities within the dispersed 

team (Zakaria, Amelinckx and Wilemon, 2004; De Vries, van Bommel and Peters, 2018). Each 

case showed that to equally divide responsibilities, it was important that each member was honest 

about their capabilities and skills to participate in the work. 

5.2.2 Face-to-Face Interactions 

For the second sub-question, the following answers could be provided based on the case outlines. 

Case 1 was able to organize multiple and frequent face-to-face meetings during the project, and 
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the trust among most of the members developed into more relational trust compared to the other 

cases. From the first meeting, the team spirit was strong, and the team was committed to building 

this spirit. Thus, for Case 1, the level of interpersonal trust grew because of face-to-face 

meetings. In comparison, both Case 2 and 3 did consider the face-to-face meetings useful for 

building the team efficiency and facilitating communication, but for building trust these meetings 

were not given high importance. Both cases showed the importance of professionalism, and if 

the peers delivered good results, there was no need for face-to-face meetings. For both cases, 

competence trust remained quite high even though the number of meetings was lower than what 

Case 1 had. Cases 2 and 3 still appreciated knowing and meeting their peers personally, but the 

trust was mostly kept on competence level and therefore meetings did not bring additional value 

to trust. 

 

Each case showed that there were some negative prejudices toward the peers before the first 

face-to-face meeting. These prejudices were either because of different backgrounds or unequal 

knowledge about the project. Meeting in person often erased these prejudices and the undetailed 

focus toward peers. Martins, Gilson and Maynard (2004) mention the importance of face-to-face 

meetings in the early stages of the virtual project. They argue that these meetings enable building 

trust toward the peers. Case 1 and 2 had the first face-to-face meeting soon after the project 

started, and during the meeting they were able to familiarize with the peers’ way of functioning. 

However, for Case 2, there were still concerns regarding the peers’ competences after this 

meeting. Furthermore, Case 3 had the first meeting virtually, and that did not seem to affect the 

trust building toward the peers, at least from a competence perspective. Case 3 already had 

relatively high trust in the beginning of the project even though the team met face-to-face two 

months after the project started. It could be argued that dispersed project teams can establish 

trust in the early stages of the project without meeting face-to-face in a shared physical space. 

 

Hsu et al. (2007) as well as Panteli and Sockalingam (2005) argue that when a dispersed team 

can organize multiple face-to-face meetings, the team members can achieve higher levels of trust 

toward the peers. Only Case 1 showed that higher levels of trust was achieved, and the frequent 

face-to-face meetings facilitated building and maintaining the relational trust. Case 2 was also 

able to meet several times, but the trust remained mostly on the competence level. Therefore, 

even multiple face-to-face meetings do not necessarily increase the trust level – the team 

members need to actively engage in trust building. Some members from both Case 2 and 3 

showed very strict professional approach to the project, and even high numbers of face-to-face 
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meetings would not have increased the level of trust for them. This goes in line with Zakaria, 

Amelinckx, and Wilemon’s (2004) notion that dispersed teams cannot develop higher levels of 

trust through face-to-face meetings if the members do not share common values or if they have 

uneven ambitions for building personal relationships.  

 

Frequent face-to-face interactions are considered crucial, or even irreplaceable for building trust 

in dispersed project settings and they should be arranged on a regular basis (Järvenpää and 

Leidner, 1999; Abrams et al. 2003; Paul and McDaniel, 2004; Zakaria, Amelinckx and Wilemon, 

2004). However, the case findings somewhat argue against this statement. The face-to-face 

meetings did enable efficient team work and made communication more flexible, but none of the 

cases showed that the face-to-face meetings were necessary to build competence trust. As it can 

be seen from Case 2 survey results, trust even grew during remote work periods, as the members 

learned about their peers’ capabilities of delivering good results.  

5.2.3 Trust 

For the third sub-question, the following answers could be drawn based on the case outlines. As 

it can be seen, each team emphasized the importance of competence trust for the project’s 

advancement. Some of the interviewees from Case 1 also pointed out that they had been able to 

build relational trust toward the peers, but that level of trust was not considered crucial for the 

project. Case 2 and 3, on the other hand, showed that some members made a strict separation 

between the personal and professional aspects. For these members including personal aspects to 

the project distracted them from the professional, efficient approach. Overall, each case 

considered competence trust as the minimum level that would enable the project’s advancements, 

and for some, that was the only form of trust that would be needed in a dispersed project setting.  

  

Like mentioned in the literature review, Paul and McDaniel (2004) define competence trust as 

individual’s ability to trust that their peers can deliver the promised tasks. If individuals perceive 

their peers capable of delivering results, they are more likely to engage in virtual project (Paul 

and McDaniel, 2004). This definition is very similar to how the interviewees perceived the 

minimum level of trust toward their peers in a work environment. Relational trust, on the other 

hand, means that individual is attached to the peers on a more personal level, and builds empathy 

toward them (Paul and McDaniel, 2004). As it could be observed from the case outlines, Case 1 

did reach higher levels of trust, that could be identified as relational trust. Paul and McDaniel’s 
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(2004) levels of interpersonal trust are considered as the core concepts for this thesis, as 

highlighted in Table 2 below.  

 

 
Table 2: Different Forms of Interpersonal Trust, Important Concepts Highlighted  

 

According to Kanawattanachai and Yoo (2002), trust in dispersed settings is more focused on 

cognitive rather than affective elements of interpersonal trust. Cognitive and affect trust share 

similar characteristics as competence and relational trust by Paul and McDaniel (2004). 

Kanawattanachai and Yoo (2002) also argue that cognition-based trust is more important in 

dispersed teams. Each three cases have similar characteristics to the authors’ statements, showing 

that trust based on peers’ abilities and skills is the necessary level for the project work to function. 

Even though Case 1 had some elements of affect-based trust, it was not considered crucial in 

terms of the project’s advancement. Dirks (1999) points out that trust between the parties 

decreases the need for control, which proved to be true in Case 1 where some of the members 

noted that after achieving competence trust, the need for micromanaging the peers diminished. 

5.2.4 Challenges 

The following answers were found to the fourth sub-question based on the case outlines. Each 

case faced some challenges during the project, but they were often resolved remotely through 

open communication. However, the face-to-face meetings were considered helpful in terms of 

overcoming any misunderstandings, as the communication was more fluent when the members 

shared a physical space. Especially Case 3, having the biggest time difference between the two 

sides of the team, would have appreciated more frequent face-to-face meetings to improve the 
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communication. In general, the challenges did not have a great impact on trust in any of the 

cases, according to the interviews. Case 2 encountered a personal conflict, which could have 

jeopardized the relationship between the parties involved in the conflict. Regardless these 

challenges, each team aimed to maintain professionalism, and competence trust toward the peers 

was not remarkably affected, as the surveys indicated as well.  

  

Hinds and Bailey (2003) argue that geographical distance may challenge establishing common 

norms and values in DPTs. However, Case 3’s results were not in line with this statement – 

according to some of the team members they were able to establish common understanding and 

values due to similar ambitions on both sides of the team, although they met quite late after the 

project start. The distance may also result in conflicts in terms of task division and how to 

proceed with the project (Hinds and Bailey, 2003). Case 1 and 3 did not encounter such 

challenges according to the interviews, although Case 3’s physical distance was more significant 

than the other two teams’. Case 2 experienced those types of challenges related to task division, 

for instance when the two sides of the team ended up taking different approaches to the project, 

which resulted in frustration and confusion. 

  

According to Hunsaker and Hunsaker (2008), differences in cultural backgrounds and not 

communicating about such differences can cause challenges in dispersed teams. Case 1 and 2 

identified some cultural differences in terms of the members’ ways of giving and receiving 

feedback, as well as in ways of delivering tasks. Once these differences were acknowledged and 

discussed, the teams found a way to benefit from them by mixing and matching their strengths. 

Case 1 also suffered from inefficient information flow at one point during the project, which, 

according to Ford, Piccolo and Ford (2017), can jeopardize the trust within the team. The authors 

also note that when information is unevenly provided within the team, the trust may be 

challenged, since the parties are not equally aware of the project, ways of working or the common 

goal. Cases 1 and 2 suffered from such imbalance of information in the very beginning of the 

project, where some members of the teams were ahead of others in terms of the project. That 

resulted in negative first impressions, which subsequently hindered the trust building in the 

beginning. However, according to the surveys, Case 1 had relatively high level of trust from the 

very beginning of the project, regardless the insufficient communication and negative prejudice. 

 

Table 3 below concludes each of the three cases’ answers to the four sub-questions. These 

answers were presented in the beginning of each chapter above.  
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Table 3: Case Comparisons 

5.3 Discussion 

It is often argued in the existing literature, that face-to-face meetings are important for 

developing and maintaining trust among the project team members in dispersed settings. 

However, the level of trust is not specified in the DPT literature – often the literature refers to 

trust as a more general concept. Thus, it is not always clear what level of interpersonal trust 

requires face-to-face meetings, and whether it is possible to achieve some level of trust without 

the meetings. This research has shown that in PDPTs, face-to-face meetings are not considered 

essential for establishing and maintaining trust, and that different levels of trust certainly exist. 

Also, to achieve a higher level of trust, face-to-face meetings are required, but not necessary for 

the project itself.  
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What was brought up in the interviews, was that a project team member can have different levels 

of interpersonal trust for one person in dispersed settings. This means that a team member might 

have simultaneously both competence and relational trust toward one peer, and these two levels 

of trust are independent of each other. If, for example, the peers face a conflict on a more personal 

level, the competence trust is not affected. Moreover, some members of PDPTs can experience 

that there is no high or low levels of trust, there either is trust or then the trust is lost. For these 

members, the reason that could make the trust disappear is that the peers are not considered 

trustworthy in terms of deliverables. These aspects were not emphasized in the previous 

literature.  

 

Even though these findings slightly differ from the previous knowledge, the significance of the 

findings should be evaluated. Since the sample was small and consisted of people from very 

similar educational backgrounds and age groups, sharing similar ambitions and values, it cannot 

be assumed that these findings are applicable to any circumstance. The findings of this thesis can 

be applicable to any organization and industry where people work in dispersed settings – the 

findings are not relevant solely for project organizations. The findings are interesting also from 

the environmental perspective, since contemporary organizations aim to reduce their impact on 

the environment by decreasing the number of business traveling. Knowing that face-to-face 

meetings are not crucial for projects to function, the organization can avoid unnecessary trips, 

costs, and the effort of organizing meetings that might not have a great impact on the project 

outcome.  

 

People from different organizations and different roles can benefit from the findings. For 

example, project managers can learn that it is crucial to provide the DPT with a sufficient number 

of useful and appropriate virtual communication platforms, that enable the team members to 

share information without boundaries. Once these platforms are provided and properly utilized, 

the project managers might not have to be concerned about organizing regular face-to-face 

meetings, since the meetings might not boost the project.  

 

What project workers could learn from these findings is that they need to be able to communicate 

openly and transparently, and to show their capabilities in terms of delivering results on time. In 

addition, they need to be honest about their own abilities to take responsibility, so that they will 

not let the team down if the workload increases. This way, the project workers can ensure their 

trustworthiness in terms of competence trust. Students participating in an international university 
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project that involves the accountability factor from an organizational party, could find the 

findings useful as well. However, it is important to acknowledge that students might have parallel 

courses, work, or a thesis, and thus might not be able to participate in the project full time. Not 

having everyone present at all times can decrease the team efficiency and challenge the 

competence trust toward the peers. Hence, it is highly important to plan and structure the stages 

of the project, so that the remote work periods can be utilized efficiently.  

 

University professors that take part in organizing similar international project courses like the 

DaMD-course could learn the following from the findings. As the cases showed, there was some 

frustration due to unclear structures as well as information imbalance within the project teams in 

the beginning of the project. Therefore, it is important that the professors provide the students 

with all the necessary information regarding the project. Each party of the project must be 

provided with similar starting points. The cases showed that if one party has an earlier start for 

the project, it has a negative impact on the first impressions and can put the inferior party under 

pressure. Another important learning point is that a face-to-face kick-off as soon as the project 

starts is often beneficial in terms of team building and establishing common values and goals.  

 

With the help of the answers to the four sub-questions presented in this chapter, the answer to 

the initial research question was drawn. The final results of this thesis will be presented in the 

following Conclusion-chapter. 
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6 Conclusion 

This final chapter draws together the outcome of the case outlines and analysis, and finally 

provides an answer to the initial research question based on the four sub-questions. In addition, 

the thesis’ theoretical contribution is evaluated based on the four main themes and connections 

to existing literature will be made. Furthermore, research limitations and suggestions for future 

research are provided. 

 

To draw together each case’s answers (see Table 3 in Comparative Case Analysis) to the four 

sub-questions, the following conclusion could be made. It could be argued that functioning 

communication platforms play a crucial role for PDPTs and the project’s progress. Without 

these platforms and open virtual communication, establishing competence trust toward peers will 

be considerably more challenging. For PDPTs, face-to-face meetings are not irreplaceable for 

the project’s advancement, unless the team members wish to achieve relational trust toward their 

peers. However, since achieving this level of trust requires commitment, it cannot be achieved 

by only meeting face-to-face and without motivation to deepen the relationship with the peers. 

Since PDPTs usually have only few face-to-face meetings during a project, and the team 

members’ approach can be very task-oriented, the face-to-face meetings might not change this 

attitude or increase the level of trust toward peers.  

 

Without an exception, PDPT members define trust in a work environment as competence trust, 

and that is often both the minimal and the sufficient form of trust. The level of competence trust 

can grow during the remote work period, if the peers show their capabilities and keep promises 

regarding deliverables. Personal bonds are appreciated in PDPTs, but not necessary, and there 

could be two simultaneous levels of trust for one peer, competence and relational. In PDPTs, 

challenges often occur due to miscommunications, unclear project structure and low interest 

toward the peers’ work. To avoid these types of challenges, face-to-face meetings can be helpful, 

as communication is much more flexible and effective. However, when these challenges occur, 

the PDPT is often capable of managing them remotely, and therefore competence trust might not 

be affected.  

 

The research question that this thesis was looking to answer to, based on the four sub-questions, 

was the following: 
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What impact do face-to-face interactions have on interpersonal trust in partially dispersed 

project teams?  

 

According to the cases, face-to-face interactions that partially dispersed project teams have, do 

not have an impact on competence trust. Face-to-face meetings are needed, if the team wishes to 

build higher levels of trust, such as relational trust, but that level is not considered necessary for 

PDPTs to function. Furthermore, as it could be seen from the survey results, competence trust 

can grow during remote work periods, if the team members show their capabilities to deliver 

tasks that were promised. Hence, face-to-face interactions are not necessarily needed to increase 

the level of competence trust, but this requires fully functioning communication tools and a clear 

structure for the project. Also, as some of the cases showed, the level of competence trust was 

moderately high from the beginning of the project before the first face-to-face interaction took 

place. This could indicate that to develop a competence trust toward peers, meetings are not a 

necessity.  

6.1 Theoretical Contribution 

To evaluate this thesis’ contribution to the existing knowledge, the results will be connected to 

the previous literature based on the four main themes. The aim of this thesis was to gain 

understanding about face-to-face interactions and their impact on trust building in dispersed 

project teams, as well as to contribute to the theoretic discussion by bringing new perspectives 

to the existing knowledge. Communication was one of the big themes in this thesis and was 

considered crucial for DPTs to build trust. The existing literature emphasized that virtual 

communication platforms are a necessity for building trust in DPTs (Abrams et al. 2003). In 

addition, the importance of open and transparent communication between the team members was 

brought up (Zakaria, Amelinckx and Wilemon, 2004; De Vries, van Bommel and Peters, 2018). 

The findings of this thesis are in line with the existing literature – especially in terms of building 

and maintaining trust, frequent and honest communication was highly appreciated in the sample 

teams. This study shows that with adequate virtual communication a DPT can, not only function 

and produce satisfying results, but also build trust within the team. 

  

Face-to-face interactions were another main theme in this thesis. The existing literature 

emphasized the importance of face-to-face meetings in DPTs, and some authors even argued that 

the meetings are irreplaceable when it comes to building trust (Järvenpää and Leidner, 1999; 
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Abrams et al. 2003; Paul and McDaniel, 2004; Zakaria, Amelinckx and Wilemon, 2004). In 

addition, face-to-face meetings are considered important in solving disagreements and avoiding 

misunderstandings (Muethel, Siebdrat and Hoegl, 2012; De Vries, van Bommel and Peters, 

2018). However, this thesis’ results suggest, that even though face-to-face meetings are 

important in case of conflicts or communication difficulties, they are not considered crucial for 

DPTs to function. It was found that the level of trust can be moderately high already in the 

beginning of the project, before the team members met each other face-to-face. Moreover, the 

results indicate that face-to-face meetings are not necessary in maintaining trust in DPTs.  

 

Paul and McDaniel’s (2004) definitions for different levels of interpersonal trust provided a good 

base for this thesis in terms of distinguishing whether these levels of trust could be found in 

PDPTs. According to the existing literature, for DPTs it is more important to achieve trust based 

on the peers’ capabilities than building more emotional bonds and relational trust amongst the 

members (Kanawattanachai and Yoo, 2002). However, other authors in the field did not clearly 

state whether a specific level of trust would be essential for these teams to function. This thesis 

proved that for PDPTs, especially in a university environment, the minimum level of trust needed 

is competence trust, which was not specifically highlighted in the literature reviewed for this 

research. Hence, it could be considered that this thesis did provide specified knowledge in this 

matter.  

  

When it comes to the fourth theme, challenges, and its theoretical contribution, this thesis’ 

findings were very much in line with the existing literature. Järvenpää, Knoll and Leidner, (1998) 

and Bredin and Söderlund (2011) introduced some challenges that DPTs might face, and the 

cases showed similar challenges that took place during the DaMD-project. These challenges 

were, for instance, vagueness of the assignments and the roles as well as challenges due to the 

team members’ different backgrounds. Like De Vries, van Bommel and Peters (2018) pointed 

out, DPTs might encounter some miscommunications more easily than teams sharing the same 

physical space and suggested that face-to-face interactions could help resolving such 

communication difficulties. Like this thesis showed, face-to-face meetings were considered 

valuable for improving the communication and enabling more flexible teamwork, and hence the 

existing theoretical arguments were verified. 
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6.2 Limitations 

Although efforts were made to gain as high quality as possible for this research, some limitations 

were faced as well during the process. First, the time limitation is a factor to be noted. Due to 

limited time, only two methods for data gathering could be conducted. Interviews and surveys 

were feasible taking the time restrictions under consideration. To get more information about the 

teams and their communication as well as trust between them, observation could have been a 

helpful method. Observing for example the virtual communication throughout the project might 

have provided deeper insights on how the face-to-face meetings affected the communication. 

Another aspect to point out is that the DaMD project had already started a few months before 

this research started, hence the feelings and opinions of the team members could not be captured 

from the very beginning of the project, but the participants had to answer questions and surveys 

afterwards. That affected the interview results since one of the interviewees could not recall their 

feelings, opinions, or ways of handling things in the beginning of the project.  

  

Limitations occurred also when contacting the team members for interviews. The team members 

located in Sweden were contacted and asked to contact their distant team members whether they 

would be willing to provide their contact information to the researchers so that interviews could 

be scheduled. Unfortunately, the distant team members from just one team were willing to give 

their consent and permission to be contacted regarding this thesis. Thus, just one side of the team 

could be interviewed and surveyed from teams 2 and 3. That affects the results since the number 

of the overall respondents in those teams was very low, and the sample did not represent the 

teams equally.  

 

Since the resources were limited and there was no funding for this thesis, and the other side of 

team 1 was located abroad, it was not possible to visit them, the interviews had to be conducted 

via telephone and Skype. It may have affected the interview results that not all the interviews 

were conducted in similar settings. In addition, taking the background of the interviewees under 

consideration, it can be questioned whether the fact that all the participants were university 

students with a high education and similar ambitions regarding the project influenced the results. 

Having a more diverse group of people from different backgrounds and age groups might have 

given different results to the research. 
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Lastly, it is worth mentioning that the used literature is not restricted to any specific industry, 

size of organization nor assembly of project teams. In addition, some of the used literature has 

been conducted as quantitative studies, or in settings that are notably different from this study. 

Thus, all the literature cannot be treated the same way, and might not be equally applicable to 

this thesis. 

6.3 Future Research 

There are few suggestions for future research that came up while conducting this thesis. It would 

be interesting to understand whether a PDPT can perform better if the team members have 

relational trust toward their peers. Some members from Case 1 mentioned that their team 

performed very well because of their strong team spirit. However, the other two cases did not 

indicate that their performance was unsatisfactory even though they relied on competence trust. 

Hence, it could be worth researching whether relational trust guarantees an exceptional project 

outcome. Also, as communication proved to be a crucial factor in PDPTs, it could be further 

studied in relation to face-to-face interactions. It would be interesting to know whether face-to-

face interactions affect communication in any way. For example, by observing a PDPT’s 

communication on a certain platform, such as Slack, it could be seen whether the nature of the 

communication changes after the face-to-face meetings. These observations could reveal aspects 

that might not come up from interviews. Another interesting aspect to be studied could be the 

team members’ commitment to the project and whether the commitment level has an impact on 

trust in PDPTs.  

 

Since this thesis focused on PDPTs that had the opportunity to meet face-to-face at least few 

times during the project, an interesting contrast could be to study teams that do not have any 

meetings. It could be studied whether competence trust remains strong throughout the project if 

the team never meets, and how a team like that manages possible challenges. Also, it would be 

interesting to see whether any form of relational trust can be achieved without meeting face-to-

face. It could be hypothesized that individuals with extensive experience on certain tasks might, 

competence-wise, trust their peers without meeting, if the peers would possess similar 

experience. It could be that individuals participating in a project that takes place in a university 

environment, might not have plenty of experience and therefore might value face-to-face 

meetings more in terms of trust building. 
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The perceptions of trust in different cultures could provide an interesting aspect by showing how 

each individual perceives trust at certain points during the project, and what events affect their 

level of competence-based trust. Since there was a variety of different nationalities represented 

within the DaMD-course participants, it would have been possible to take the cultural 

backgrounds into consideration. However, this theoretical element would have required 

researching literature on cultural aspects, which is an extensive field and the resources to do so 

did not suffice for this thesis. Also, a larger sample would enhance the reliability of the study if 

cultural aspects are considered. Furthermore, it is to be taken into consideration whether the 

cultural backgrounds of the sample will provide desired differences between the individual’s 

perceptions of trust if the individuals have very similar backgrounds in, for instance, education. 

Nevertheless, this topic could be interesting and in the best-case scenario would help to better 

understand the behavior of individuals in dispersed project settings.   



 

 77  
 

References 

Abrams, A.C., Cross, R., Lesser, E. and Levin, D.L. (2003). Nurturing Interpersonal Trust in 

Knowledge-Sharing Networks. Academy of Management Executive, 17(4), pp. 64-77. 

 

Alsharo, M., Gregg, D. and Ramirez, R. (2017). Virtual Team Effectiveness: The Role of 

Knowledge Sharing and Trust. Information & Management, 54, pp. 479-490. 

 

Asgary, N. and Thamhain, H. (2015). Leadership Lessons from Managing Multinational Project 

Teams. International Journal of Innovation and Technology Management, 13(2), pp. 1-17. 

 

Barczak, G., McDonough, E. and Athanassiou, N. (2006). So You Want to Be a Global Project 

Leader? Research-Technology Management, pp. 28-35. 

 

Bazeley, P. (2013). Qualitative Data Analysis: Practical Strategies. London: SAGE Publications 

Ltd. 

 

Becerra, M. and Gupta, A.K. (2013). Perceived Trustworthiness Within the Organization: The 

Moderating Impact of Communication Frequency on Trustor and Trustee Effects. Organization 

Science, 14(1), pp. 32–44. 

 

Bell, E., Bryman, A. and Harley, B. (2019). Business Research Methods. 5thed. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.  

 

Bell, B. and Kozlowski, S. (2002). A Typology of Virtual Teams. Group & Organization 

Management, 27(1), pp. 14-49. 

  

Bergiel, B.J., Bergiel, E.B. and Balsmeier P.W. (2008). Nature of Virtual Teams: A Summary of 

Their Advantages and Disadvantages. Management Research News, 31(2), pp. 99-110. 

 

Berry, G.R. (2011). Enhancing Effectiveness on Virtual Teams: Understanding Why Traditional 

Team Skills Are Insufficient. Journal of Business Communication, 48(2), pp. 186-206. 

 



 

 78  
 

Boh, W., Ren, Y., Kiesler, S. and Bussjaeger, R. (2007). Expertise and Collaboration in the 

Geographically Dispersed Organization. Organization Science, 18(4), pp. 595-612. 

 

Bredin, K. and Söderlund, J. (2011). Human Resource Management in Project-Based 

Organizations: The HR Quadriad Framework. Houndmills, Basingstoke Hampshire: Palgrave 

MacMillan. 

 

Brown, H.G., Poole, M.S. and Rodgers, T.L. (2004). Interpersonal Traits, Complementarity, and 

Trust in Virtual Collaboration. Journal of Management Information Systems, 20(4), pp. 115-137. 

 

Bryman, A. and Bell, E. (2015). Business Research Methods. 4th ed. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press.  

 

Corbin, J. and Strauss, A. (2008). Basics of Qualitative Research. 3rd ed. Thousand Oaks: Sage 

Publications, Inc. 

 

Cramton, C. (2002). Finding Common Ground in Dispersed Collaboration. Organizational 

Dynamics, 30(4), pp. 356-367. 

 

De Vries, J.R., van Bommel, S. and Peters, K. (2018). Trust at a Distance – Trust in Online 

Communication in Environmental and Global Health Research Projects. Sustainability, 10, pp. 

1-14. 

 

Dirks, K.T. (1999). The Effect of Interpersonal Trust on Work Group Performance. Journal of 

Applied Psychology, 84(3), pp. 445-455. 

 

Dulebohn, J. and Hoch, J. (2017). Virtual Teams in Organizations. Human Resource 

Management Review, 27, pp. 569-574.  

 

Flick, U. (2014). The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Data Analysis. London: SAGE Publication 

Ltd. 

 

Ford, R.C., Piccolo, R.F. and Ford, L.R. (2017). Strategies for Building Effective Virtual Teams: 

Trust Is Key. Business Horizons, 60, pp. 25-34. 



 

 79  
 

 

Ghauri, P. and Grønhaug, K. (2005). Research Methods in Business Studies. A Practical Guide. 

3rd ed. Edinburgh: Pearson Education Limited. 

 

Hinds, P. and Bailey, D. (2003). Out of Sight, Out of Sync: Understanding Conflict in Distributed 

Teams. Organization Science, 14(6), pp. 615-632. 

 

Hinds, P. and Mortensen, M. (2005). Understanding Conflict in Geographically Distributed 

Teams: The Moderating Effects of Shared Identity, Shared Context, and Spontaneous 

Communication. Organization Science, 16(3), pp. 290-307.  

 

Hoegl, M., Ernst, H. and Proserpio, L. (2007). How Teamwork Matters More as Team Member 

Dispersion Increases. The Journal of Product Innovation Management, 24, pp. 156–165.  

 

Hsu, M.H., Jub, T.L., Yen, C.H. and Chang, C.M. (2007). Knowledge Sharing Behavior in 

Virtual Communities: The Relationship Between Trust, Self-Efficacy, and Outcome 

Expectations. Human-Computer Studies, 65, pp. 153–169. 

 

Hunsaker, P.L. and Hunsaker, J.S. (2008). Virtual Teams: A Leader’s Guide. Team Performance 

Management: An International Journal, 4(1/2), pp. 86-101. 

 

Johnson, P. and Duberley, J. (2000) Understanding Management Research. An Introduction to 

Epistemology. London: Sage Publications Ltd. [Digital] 

 

Järvenpää, S.L., Knoll, K. and Leidner, D.E. (1998). Is Anybody Out There? Antecedents of 

Trust in Global Virtual Teams. Journal of Management Information System, 14(4), pp, 29-64. 

 

Järvenpää, S.L. and Leidner, D.E. (1999). Communication and Trust in Global Virtual Teams.  

Organization Science, 10(6), pp. 791-815. 

 

Järvenpää, S.L., Shaw, T.R. and Staples, D.S. (2004). Toward Contextualized Theories of Trust: 

The Role of Trust in Global Virtual Teams. Information Systems Research, 15(3), pp. 250-267.  

 



 

 80  
 

Kanawattanachai, P. and Yoo, Y. (2002). Dynamic nature of trust in virtual teams. Journal of 

Strategic Information Systems, 11, pp. 187–213.  

 

Kasper-Fuehrer, E.C. and Ashkanasy, N.M. (2001). Communicating Trustworthiness and 

Building Trust in Interorganizational Virtual Organizations. Journal of Management, 27, pp. 

235–254. 

 

Kayworth, T.R. and Leidner, D.E. (2000). The Global Virtual Manager: A Prescription for 

Success. European Management Journal, 18(2), pp. 183–194. 

 

LaBrosse, M. (2008). Project Management: Managing Virtual Teams. Employment Relations 

Today, 35(2), pp. 81-86.  

 

Lander, M.C., Purvis, R.L., McCray, G.E. and Leigh, W. (2004). Trust-Building Mechanisms 

Utilized in Outsourced IS Development Projects: A Case Study. Information & Management, 

41, pp. 509–528. 

 

Leonard, B. (2011). Managing Virtual Teams. HR Magazine, pp. 38-42. 

 

Lipnack, J. and Stamps, J. (1999). Virtual teams: The New Way to Work. Strategy & Leadership, 

27(1), pp. 14-19. 

  

Martins, L.L., Gilson, L.L. and Maynard, M.T. (2004). Virtual Teams: What Do We Know and 

Where Do We Go From Here? Journal of Management, 30(6), pp. 805-835. 

 

Mayer, R.C., Davis, J.H. and Schrooman, F.D. (1995). An Integrative Model of Organizational 

Trust. The Academy of Management Review, 20(3), pp. 709-734. 

 

McAllister, D.J. (1995). Affect- and Cognition-Based Trust as Foundations for Interpersonal 

Cooperation in Organizations. Academy of Management Journal, 38(1), pp. 24-59. 

 

Miles, M.B., Huberman, A.M. and Saldaña, J. (2014). Qualitative Data Analysis: A Methods 

Sourcebook. 3rd edition. Los Angeles: SAGE Publishing.  

 



 

 81  
 

Muethel, M., Siebdrat, F. and Hoegl, M. (2012). When Do We Really Need Interpersonal Trust 

in Globally Dispersed New Product Development Teams? R&D Management, 42(1), pp. 31-46.  

 

Olson, G. and Olson, J. (2000). Distance Matters. Human-Computer Interaction, 15, pp. 139-

178. 

 

Panteli, N. and Sockalingam, S. (2005). Trust and Conflict Within Virtual Inter-Organizational 

Alliances: A Framework for Facilitating Knowledge Sharing. Decision Support Systems, 39, pp. 

599–617. 

 

Paul, D.L. and McDaniel, R.R. (2004). A Field Study of the Effect of Interpersonal Trust on 

Virtual Collaborative Relationship Performance. MIS Quarterly, 28(2), pp. 183-227. 

 

Plotnick, L., Hiltz, S. and Privman, R. (2016). Ingroup Dynamics and Perceived Effectiveness 

of Partially Distributed Teams. IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication, 59(3), pp. 

203-229. 

 

Preston-Ortiz, D. (2011). The Effects of Trust- and Leadership-Based Practices in Virtual 

Alliance Outcomes. Journal of Psychological Issues in Organizational Culture, 2(2), pp. 60-81. 

  

Rotter, J.B. (1967). A New Scale for the Measurement of Interpersonal Trust. Journal of 

Personality, 35, pp. 651- 665. 

  

Rousseau, D.M., Sitkin, S.B., Burt, R.S. and Camerer, C. (1998). Not So Different After All: 

Cross-Discipline View of Trust. Academy of Management Review, 23(3), pp. 393-404. 

 

Sarker, S., Ahuja, M., Sarker, S. and Kirkeby, S. (2011). The Role of Communication and Trust 

in Global Virtual Teams: A Social Network Perspective. Journal of Management Information 

Systems, 28(1), pp. 273-209. 

 

Shapiro, D.L., Sheppard, B.H. and Cheraskin, L. (1992). Business on a Handshake. Negotiation 

Journal, 8(4), pp. 365-377. 

  



 

 82  
 

Staples, D.S. and Webster, J. (2008). Exploring the Effects of Trust, Task Interdependence and 

Virtualness on Knowledge Sharing in Teams. Information Systems Journal, 18, pp. 617-640. 

 

Stawnicza, O. (2014). Information and Communication Technologies – Creating Oneness in 

Globally Distributed IT Project Teams. Procedia Technology, 16, pp. 1057 – 1064. 

 

Thamhain, H. (2013). Changing Dynamics of Team Leadership in Global Project Environments. 

American Journal of Industrial and Business Management, 3, pp. 146-156. 

 

Zakaria, N., Amelinckx, A. and Wilemon, D. (2004). Working Together Apart? Building a 

Knowledge-Sharing Culture for Global Virtual Teams. Creativity and Innovation Management, 

13(1), pp. 15-29. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 83  
 

Appendices 

Interview Guideline 

General 
1. Nationality 
2. Describe your project in one sentence. What is your role in the project? 
3. Size of the close team?  
4. How many team members do you have abroad? Where? 

 
Face-to-Face Interactions 

5. What was your initial feeling about your team members abroad? 
6. Did you meet face-to-face with the team members abroad in the very beginning of the 

project or later?  
7. What was the occasion and where? What did you do? 
8. How did the first face-to-face meeting change your feeling about the team members 

abroad? 
9. How many times have you met face-to-face with your team members abroad? 
10. How often do you meet face-to-face (time between the meetings) with the team members 

abroad? Planning to meet? 
 
Communication and Remote Work 

11. Before the first face-to-face meeting with the team abroad, how much did you 
communicate? 

12. Before the first face-to-face meeting with the team abroad, was the nature of 
communication formal or informal?  

13. How did the nature of communication between team members change after the first face-
to-face meeting? 

14. Do you communicate as teams, or do one-on-one exchange of messages occur? 
 
Trust 

15. What does trust mean to you in work environment? 
16. How important is it for you to meet the team members abroad face-to-face in order to 

build trust?  
17. How do the face-to-face meetings affect how you experience the trustworthiness of the 

team members? 
18. What characteristics/actions of the team members abroad would negatively affect your 

trust toward them? 
19. Do you think your team members trust you? How does it show? 
20. How do you ensure your own trustworthiness? 
21. Do you consider all your team members abroad equally trustworthy? Why? 
22. Have you experienced events during the project that have challenged the trust between 

the team members? What has/have these events been? 
23. How (if so) have these challenges been managed? 
24. If there has been challenges, how have they affected the face-to-face interactions 

afterwards? 
25. How would you describe the trust between you and the team members abroad?  
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Guiding Questions for the Interviewees 

 

Face-to-Face Interactions 

1. What was your initial feeling about your team members abroad? 

2. Tell us about the first time you met face-to-face with your team abroad 

3. After this first face-to-face meeting with your team abroad, how did your feeling about 

them change? 

 

Communication 

4. Tell us how you communicated with your team abroad before the first face-to-face 

meeting 

5. After the first face-to-face meeting, how did the communication change? 

 

Trust 

6. What does trust mean to you in work environment? 

7. In order to build trust with the team abroad, how important are face-to-face meetings to 

you? 

8. What characteristics/actions of the team members abroad would negatively affect your 

trust toward them? 

9. Do you think your team members trust you?  

10. Have you experienced events during the project that have challenged the trust between 

the team members? What has/have these events been? 

11. How would you describe the trust between you and the team members abroad? 
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Survey – Case 1 
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Survey – Case 2 
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Survey – Case 3  
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