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It is a basic assumption of life in today’s global 
world of work that to create the best work you have 
to have the best team, regardless of geography. 
Whether it’s because of budgetary constraints 
that prevent travel, the need to optimise the 
time of key staff, or ‘just-in-time talent’ policies, 
more and more people are working in teams 
that are enabled through technology. The army 
of virtual workers is growing and out of all the 
technological bells and whistles available to 
facilitate their connection, voice technology is 
proving the mainstay of communication between 
team members. Whilst individual members 
can send and receive information via the web, 
when it comes to fi nding a group solution, 
sharing views and thinking innovatively together, 
audioconferencing is king. At the hub of the virtual 
world is the audio environment, in which our aural 
sense is elevated beyond the other four. What are 
the implications of such a ‘sensory-skewed’ way 
of working?
Much has been written about the basic rules of 
engagement in the virtual team world. But despite 
general guidelines, many teams continue to fi nd 
it diffi cult to operate as a unit in an environment 
dependent simply on audiotechnology and the 
web. For projects to thrive and fl ourish in an 
audio virtual world, new skills and a new way of 
thinking must be introduced. To succeed, audio 
virtual meetings must be as rich and as multi-
layered as face-to-face meetings. Following a 
two-year period of inquiry and action research 
with virtual teams, it is possible to provide some 
observations and pointers that can help teams 
work at their best in an audio environment.
It would be a mistake to focus merely on how 
to simply ‘get the job done’ through an audio 
environment. If groundbreaking work is to be 
achieved that is better than the ‘sum of the parts’, 
a team must be functioning at its best. The most 

successful teams are likely to be those that enjoy 
a high level of trust, are mutually supportive and 
enjoy working together. 

Creating trust and intimacy in a virtual 
world
As the American consultant and author David 
Maister has pointed out1, trust is about knowing 
that your partner will be reliable, that s/he will 
deliver against a set of recognisable values and 
that it is a reciprocal agreement in which both 
sides participate. 
Some of the basic tenets that build trust, such 
as reliability – the knowledge that a colleague 
will complete work to a deadline; credibility, 
knowing that your partner will deliver – can easily 
be executed in a virtual world. Credentials too, 
so important in building trust in the face-to-face 
world, are powerful in the virtual arena. 
But there are additional challenges. Because 
virtual teams are often run in a mechanical 
manner, they can easily become formatted and 
formulaic. Deadlines and goal-driven meetings 
offer little room for the messy, loose, animated 
conversations that help develop human 
connection and the all-important personal touch 
that is critical in developing intimacy, a key 
ingredient of trust.
Some leaders have found a solution to this 
problem of technology-driven anonymity by 
holding introductory, face-to-face meetings to 
establish relationships and discuss best practice 
for a project. But what happens when that is not 
possible? Is it possible to develop trust in a team 
without everyone having met fi rst? 
Every team needs to create its own unique way 
of working – a code of conduct and a set of 
connected personal relationships, in other words, 
an intimate relationship – to really connect. How 
can we encourage the development of intimacy in 
the virtual environment, when a team is working 
in different parts of the world with different cultural 
backgrounds? 

For some, the audio environment can create a 
greater level of trust than face-to-face meetings. 
David, a consultant participating in a test group 
at Ashridge Consulting, described the quality of 
trust in an audio relationship as stronger than in 
a face-to-face relationship: “It’s like whispering 
into someone’s ear,” he said. When asked how 
he knew when a dialogue was invested with 
trust he explained, “It is about honesty and I feel 
it because I feel that I am being trustful myself”.

Analysis of behaviour in audio action-learning 
groups, that enable people to brainstorm 
business challenges and solutions with a group 
of peers, suggests participants who developed 
trust quickly were those used to using the audio 
action-learning model, regardless of whether or 
not they have a previous relationship with their 
co-team members. 

Following the second audio meeting in a series 
of fi ve contracted with an FMCG client, Pierre, a 
regional sales director based in Dubai, said: “I felt 
more comfortable (than the fi rst time) because I 
knew what was going on. It was smoother than 
the fi rst session. When you don’t have visual 
stimulation, you listen more, you really listen.” 

Another participant, Carla, a marketing manager 
based in Italy, illustrated the power of situational 
trust by explaining that because she was at ease 
with the process she had been able to relax and 
open up to the point that she felt she could share 
a sorrow. Carla went on to say that she felt closer 
to her team members because she felt that they 
had empathised with her feelings. It seems the 
more participants are involved in audio work in the 
course of their jobs, the more quickly they feel at 
ease with the situation and develop a relationship 
of trust with their fellow team members. 
Introducing a controlled element of informality 
to formal meetings can help people relax and 
connect on a deeper level. There is a real need 
in any kind of virtual team work to fi nd a way to 
introduce ‘“coffee machine” conversations to 
the group. Planning fi fteen minutes of chat time 
before work begins or organising a virtual coffee 
break half way through a meeting are two simple 
ways of letting people across the world build a 
mental picture of the person they are working 
with. What did they do over the weekend? What 
is going on in the area? In this way our sense 
of emotional connection is built in small, vivid 
snapshots.
Establishing a completion ritual at the end of 
an audio session is an effective way to build an 
emotionally connected relationship amongst team 
members. Because of the way teleconferences 
were built as constructs to exchange information 
or discuss decisions to be taken, many people 
end sessions in a mechanistic manner that 
forgets to value the nature of the work that 
has been accomplished, as well as the quality 
of the relationships that have been developing 
throughout the session. The medium has the 
power to devalue the content.
Fifteen minutes at the end of each call for 
members of the team to talk about how they feel 
about the session, what they learnt and what 
they value in each other, can be very powerful. 

1 David H. Maister, The Trusted Advisor, 2001.
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Freedoms of the virtual environment
Interestingly, the anonymity of virtual work often 
encourages more openness amongst team 
members. The lack of cultural and visual codes 
that might stop someone from letting their true 
opinions be known in a face-to-face meeting are 
not evident in an audio only conversation. This 
allows all team members to react authentically, 
focusing on the ideas and concepts under 
discussion rather than cultural issues. 

Minna, a Finnish team leader with a telecoms 
company, found the freedom of virtual teamwork 
engaged her in a completely different manner 
from face-to-face meetings. Rather than sitting 
formally at a desk she found herself pacing, 
jumping up when inspired by the  conversation. “I 
was really involved physically in the conversation,” 
she said. “If somebody had been watching 
me, they would have thought that I was mad! 
The Finnish culture really restricts face-to-face 
behaviour,’ she added. “Your body movements, 
to be honest, even your facial expressions, are 
somehow really restricted. Maybe [audio work] 
gives you the permission, the freedom to express 
your thoughts and feelings in a different way.”

The anonymity and distance of virtual teamwork 
can also create a deeper connection, simply by 
dint of the fact that team members don’t have to 
worry about local politics or hierarchical issues. 
A virtual colleague, for instance, is unlikely to 
report a politically inappropriate opinion to your 
boss. This freedom from the normal constraints 
of offi ce life means that many people feel able to 
open up in a way they don’t often do. 
Equally, hierarchical relationships can be amplifi ed 
in an unhelpful way by audio work.

Barbara, an HR manager in an FMCG business, 
works for Claire. In a face-to-face environment, 
Barbara felt that she had an open relationship 
with Claire. However, in the virtual environment 
this seemed to change. The combination of the 
teleconference setting and Barbara’s hierarchical 
relationship with Claire made it diffi cult for her to 
feel safe. She said: “In a sense it would be better 
not to know the people at all and to be completely 
unconnected with them. It doesn’t matter if they 
judge you… you have nothing to lose.” 

A new kind of team leadership
Whilst a leader can assess the attention and / or 
boredom levels of each participant in a face-to-
face meeting, it is not possible in the virtual world. 
For this reason, virtual leadership requires more 
versatility than face-to-face leadership. During 
the course of one meeting virtual leaders must 
often fl ex a wide and sometimes contradictory



set of skills. For instance they may have to act as 
both coach and prescriber, they may be required 
to show authority and empathy, and they maybe 
have to focus on the task at hand and on the 
social connections between team members.
Leaders must also be wary that the traditional rules 
of teleconference etiquette encourage a culture of 
advocacy rather than free fl owing conversation. If 
a team leader becomes a debate monitor, asking 
questions by rote, the conversation can quickly 
disintegrate, with each team member taking up a 
defensible position on a topic. Not only is it very 
hard work for the team leader, but it does little to 
foster an environment of collaboration, curiosity 
and discovery, amongst the team. 

Whilst working with Sally, David and Sarah on 
the Ashridge test group, it became obvious that 
conversation was stilted and not free fl owing. 
When asked to comment on this observation, 
Sally named the patterns of advocacy that she 
was noticing, explaining that David would tend 
to give an opposite view to hers on a specifi c 
aspect, instead of both of them inquiring together 
into the topic in question. She added that David 
would generally use an inquiry approach, but that 
the conversational pattern of the teleconference 
seemed to be encouraging advocacy patterns 
(as with most of the other teleconferences 
she had experienced). David commented that 
because the team leader was directing questions 
at people he felt that he could not allow himself 
to “listen in” and felt that he had to answer and 
take a view on the subject under discussion. In 
addition, when he was not asked to answer, he 
felt released and could ease off the inquiry and 
not take responsibility for what was happening.

What was the solution to the problem? 
Interestingly, it seemed that ‘naming’ the issue 
and the discussion around it was enough to 
alter behaviour. Within fi ve minutes, the patterns 
of conversation started to change. David asked 
Sally a question, Sarah intervened without being 
asked, Sally interrupted Sarah and the cycle 
repeated. At some point the three participants 
began talking across each other. By the end of 
the session the patterns had changed completely 
and the discussion had become a real enquiry. 
Participants in the FMCG group also commented 
that they missed the visual clues they usually 
used to help them understand when to interject 
in a conversation. They were encouraged to put 
aside teleconferencing ‘etiquette’ in order to 
free up conversation. For example, they were 
encouraged to interrupt each other, resulting in 
a multi-textured conversation that yielded more 
openness. 

“We didn’t wait for each of us to end a sentence. 
We even kept on talking on top of each other,” 
said Minna, from the telecoms group. “It was 
more comfortable and it made an impact”. Petri, 
another participant, explained that he didn’t 
expect such closeness in the session: “It felt so 
close and the discussion was so open. Even if 
the [physical] distance is there, the distance 
didn’t mean anything in terms of the relationship 
between us”.

The power of the virtual nod
Without the visual clues used in face-to-face 
meetings, powerful questions that drive the 
discussion forward in some real world meetings 
can become negative when used in an audio only 
world. Barbara, a member of the FMCG team 
refl ected after a particularly intense audio action 
learning session that she had felt “grilled and 
quite alone”. Barbara’s colleagues, Claire and 
Debbie, meanwhile expressed their frustration at 
feeling unable to reassure Barbara.
Analysis of the nature and the quality of the 
discourse after the call suggested that questions 
had been enabling questions rather than diffi cult 
or blocking questions. Nothing was wrong with 
the nature of the questions, the problem was the 
audio-only environment. 
Just as visual stimulus is used in face-to-face 
meetings to couch the terms of a powerful 
question, the same is needed in an audio 
environment. More feedback is required with 
reassuring and supporting interventions running 
alongside questioning. In that way the questions 
become less sharp when combined with 
reassuring statements such as “I understand”, 
“it makes sense”, “OK, I see”. Virtual nodding, 
in the verbal form of “I see” and “ahhhhh” or 
“mmmmm” become critical in creating a dynamic 
conversation, where all members feel heard and 
understood. 

Does silence speak louder than words?
In developing intimacy, the physical constraints 
of audio communication can be played to 
advantage. The senses, stripped of visual 
stimulus, have to slow down and focus solely 
on the voice. The natural focus on words and 
voice amplifi es listening skills and allows the 
listener to go deeper and think seriously about 
the issue at hand, resulting in thoughtful silence. 
Programmed, as most of us are in the Western 
world, to cover up what might be considered 
embarrassing moments with idle chit-chat in an 
audio environment, where everything is amplifi ed 
by ten, imagine the impact on new teams, unused 
to such yawning silences!
Different team members are likely to interpret 
silence in different ways. In the FMCG group, 

Debbie described the silences in the conversation 
as something painful, “a hole”, adding that on 
refl ection she found the session so diffi cult that 
“I escaped from it by opening my computer 
screen.” 
From Barbara’s point of view, “I felt that I had 
been exposing myself a lot, I didn’t get any 
feedback and I got very concerned about the 
complete silence. Am I interesting anybody? Am 
I making myself ridiculous?” Barbara explained 
that because she didn’t have anybody in front of 
her to refl ect what she had said through body 
language, eye contact or even a simple nod, she 
“refl ected it back” on herself. 
Learning to work with the silence is a powerful 
skill for leaders seeking to develop intimacy and 
refl ection in virtual team work. Rather than leaping 
into the content of a discussion and asking what 
a team member is thinking now, leaders need to 
be trained to ask what the silence is about and 
how the silence feels. Much can be learnt about 
the relationship of the team by being curious 
about the nature of the silence rather than the 
content of the conversation. 
By letting silence exist, team members are given 
the space to refl ect rather than just saying what 
pops into their head fi rst. The brain tends to 
listen harder and hear more because of the lack 
of visual clues, the connecting environment is 
more minimalist, making sense happen slower 
but deeper. Better solutions are the result.

A new model of working
By building trust and intimacy into audio 
meetings, teams can do exactly the same kind of 
work or even more than their colleagues working 
in a face-to-face environment. More openness 
can be achieved quickly and to a deeper level 
and the fact that there are no physical constraints 
can make this a very powerful environment for 
work. Furthermore, people who learn to work 
differently in an audio environment develop new 
leadership skills – such as working more with 
their intuition, or drastically improve current skills 
– such as listening, which they can in turn use 
in a face-to-face environment. They become 
more versatile and effective leaders. In creating 
groundbreaking teams, with the help of effective 
audio team working, geographic distance need 
not be a distractor but an enabler.

Ghislaine Caulat is a Business Director of 
Ashridge Consulting and specialises in the fi eld 
of Virtual Leadership and Virtual Work. She has 
run numerous Audio Action Learning sessions 
with several global companies for over one year 
and has designed, together with other colleagues 
at Ashridge Consulting, a development concept 
about Virtual Leadership.
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team. I refl ect on how ‘less’ can so often equal 
‘more’ in the world of consulting. Maybe words 
carry more weight when used sparingly?
The afternoon goes well, with several important 
decisions made and a clear plan of action 
agreed. 
Back in Sarah’s offi ce, we review the day. I fi nd 
her very easy to talk to and share some of my 
observations about her leadership style. Most of 
what I have to say was very positive, but I am 
able to challenge her a little about the potential for 
her growing frustration and impatience to actually 
inhibit progress. We talk about this for a while and 
I leave feeling that a useful day has been spent, I 
have learned a lot about the organisation and the 
executive team and I feel that I have got off to a 
good start with Sarah. 
Returning to the car, I check into my voicemail  
and here a message from our offi ce manager 
Duncan, who tells me that he’s had a great idea: 
why don’t I write the next ‘A Day in the Life’ article 
for Converse? Flattery still works a treat with me 
and in no time I agree to take it on. But which 
day to choose? “Why not today?” I suggest to 
Duncan – so this article begins to take shape in 
my mind. 
I break my journey home for a brief catch-up 
over a glass of wine with a former colleague and 
I refl ect with him on how our role as consultants 
is less about ‘facilitating change’ and more about 
‘developing sustainability’ in organisations. Today 
may have been a gentle start, but I feel it was 
worthwhile and important in preparing Sarah and 
her team to establish ways of communicating 
that will ensure their business will have long term 
sustainability.

entirely! I make some general observations about 
the group process rather than singling people 
out for special attention. I say that as a group 
they seem to be ready to engage with the issues 
and show a high level of commitment to tackling 
them. I also mention I’ve seen a lot of ‘advocacy’ 
in the group; not surprising in a group of senior 
managers like this! As well as their propensity 
to offer ideas and direction, they are also good 
at supporting what others say – but quite often 
with a twist: they will support and then add 
their opinion, which often turns out to be quite 
different to the point they were agreeing with a 
moment before! 
However, I carefully comment that I’ve not seen 
them express much in the way of straightforward 
disagreement. Perhaps this is an area for them 
to refl ect on? This provokes laughter and an 
exchange of glances around the room, which 
suggests to me that I’ve touched on a sensitive 
topic. I hope that my comments will stimulate 
some more honest exchanges in the group 
during the afternoon. 
I don’t have long to wait! Sarah’s case for the 
establishment of a special working group to 
investigate some of the more radical strategic 
options on behalf of the executive, provokes 
an animated debate. People voice their support 
or concerns about the proposal in a much 
more straightforward way than they had been 
in the morning. There’s a noticeable change in 
atmosphere – livelier, more engaged, less polite 
and guarded. Might this have something to do 
with my feedback? Although I’m always cautious 
about attributing cause and effect in the realm 
of human relationships, it certainly feels as if my 
comments might have had an impact on the 

A Day in the Life 
of an Ashridge Consultant
David Birch
It’s a new client for me today. No matter how 
many times I do this, I always feel a mixture of 
excitement and anxiety before a fi rst meeting. I 
relax a little and soak up the atmosphere as I wait 
for Sarah’s assistant to collect me. It feels like a 
friendly sort of place – someone’s just had a baby 
and there’s a buzz of excitement over names and 
photographs. 
I’ve already been briefed about the client by my 
colleague Lindsey, who’s been leading our work 
there since the Spring. It’s a major international 
charity, beset by a host of chronic problems that 
their new CEO, Sarah, is determined to tackle. 
Sarah has asked us to work with her top team 
of seven, to help her create a sense of urgency 
and collective ambition that would enable them 
to build a sustainable long term future for the 
business. Lindsey has suggested that I help 
facilitate an executive team workshop planned 
for the end of next month, so today is about 
getting to know the organisation and some of the 
people I’ll be working with. 
After a round of introductions and an explanation 
of my role, Sarah sets out the day’s agenda. She 
wants the morning to be ‘discursive’, exploring 
the challenges facing the organisation, then 
the afternoon should be about making some 
decisions in terms of the way forward. As the 
meeting gets underway, I go into ‘fl y on the wall’ 
mode, which amounts to intensive listening, 
observation and note taking. This is actually quite 
hard work: I fi nd that it takes stamina to stay on 
top of the content while paying attention to the 
process for long periods of time. 
After lunch, Sarah invites me to comment on 
the morning. This is my opportunity to establish 
myself with the team or to blow my credibility 
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Like the circus performer, a consultant has to keep 
many plates spinning: current work, imminent work, 
potential work; it all needs to be thought about, 
planned for, done and reviewed.


