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Preface

At one time, the office was a physical place, and employees congregated in the same location to work
together on projects. Within this context, one’s coworkers were defined by physical proximity and col-
laborative work generally involved visiting a colleague’s office or cubicle to ask questions or discuss
ideas. Under this paradigm, the idea of distributing project teams across vast, geographic distances would
have seemed the acme of inefficiency—if not downright insanity. The advent of the Internet and the
World Wide Web, however, not only made the unthinkable possible, it forever changed the way persons
view both the office and work.

Today, online media has transformed the idea of the workplace from a physical location to, essentially,
a state of mind. Communication technologies such as e-mail and instant messaging let coworkers in dif-
ferent regions exchange ideas in a fraction of the time it would take to walk from one office to another.
Similarly, blogs, wikis, and online chat groups allow entire teams of geographically distributed work-
ers to discuss, debate, and update project plans on a virtually unlimited scale. These same technologies
also allow companies to move distribute directly to a global consumer base via a variety of file sharing
technologies and software downloads. The result is a workplace—if not an overall work paradigm—in
which the office is but a mouse click away.

ADVANTAGES OF THE VIRTUAL WORKPLACE

The ability to transcend physical space means virtual workplaces offer a variety of advantages to organi-
zations that adopt such approaches. To begin, there is the rather obvious advantage that project teams can
now be configured based on the expertise of employees vs. the proximity of individuals to a particular
office. Similarly, the ease with which information can move from one location to another means virtual
work groups can move more efficiently and effectively than could the employees of the pre-Internet
era. Moreover, the ability to make quick, easy, and direct contact with prospective clients as well as
colleagues means the consumer can actively become a participant in the overall product development
process—a factor that was almost unthinkable only a decade ago.

Virtual work environments also offer a range of advantages related to employee attitudes. Certain
studies, for example, reveal that individuals involved in some degree of virtual workplace activity seem
to display improved employee loyalty to the organization, increased productivity, and decreased absentee-
ism (Pinsonneault & Boisvert, 2001). Such work environments also seem to enhance an organization’s
knowledge managementactivities, and allow for a greater degree of flexibility combined with the ability to
respond more rapidly to a variety of situations (Burn & Barnett, 1999; Ruppel & Harrington, 2001).

For these reasons, it is perhaps of little surprise that the use of virtual workplace models is on the
rise. Some researchers, for example, have pointed out that almost half of all companies in North America
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allow their employees to participate in some kind of virtual workplace arrangement (McClosky, 2001;
Pinsonneault & Boisvert, 2001). Other researchers have noted that the advantages—particularly in
terms of speed and flexibility—of virtual workplaces means that tens of millions of workers currently
participate in some sort of virtual work environment (Scott & Timmerman, 1999). In fact, the advantages
of such approaches have led some experts to predict that almost one third of the adult workforce will
partake in some form of virtual workplace activity by 2020 (Scott & Timmerman, 1999). This expansion,
moreover, is taking place on a global scale and is making virtual workplaces increasingly international
environments.

PROSPECTS FOR GLOBAL EXPANSION

Participation in virtual workplaces comes down to one key factor: online access. Thus, as more na-
tions gain such access, a broader international range of employees can participate in virtual workplace
activities. And while les than one fifth of the world’s population currently has online access (roughly
1.1 billion persons), that number is growing at an almost exponential rate (Internet Usage Statistics,
2007). The number of Internet users in Australia, for example, increased by almost 400,000 between
June and August of 2004 alone (Active Internet Users, 2004). At the same time, almost half of the adults
in Japan have online access while some three fourths of the citizens of South Korea have access to
broadband connections (AsiaBiz Tech, 2003; Forsberg, 2005). This increase in access, paired with the
rise of multinational organizations and globalization, creates ideal conditions for virtual workplaces to
become international entities. Moreover, the growth of international outsourcing—particularly skilled,
knowledge-based work—as a core business practice could also mean virtual workplaces will involve
individuals from developing as well as industrialized nations (Beyond the Digital Divide, 2004; Relo-
cating the Back Office, 2003).

VIRTUAL WORKPLACES: DECISIONS AND DIRECTIONS

This context brings with it an almost mind-boggling array of choices for organizations interested in us-
ing virtual workplaces. It creates a similarly complex situation for employees considering participating
in such environments. For example:

*  Which technologies should an organization or an individual use for virtual office work and why?
. What are the best uses of these technologies?
e Who should participate in such environments?

Moreover, the pressure to answer such questions quickly and effectively means both organizations
and individuals need some sort of resource or reference to help make informed decisions in relation to
virtual workplaces. The purpose of this edited collection is to serve as such a reference or resource.

To achieve this objective, this handbook has been divided into three major sections. Each section, in
turn, presents information, ideas, and opinions on a particular aspect of virtual workplaces. Through such
a three-part approach, the handbook provides individuals with a foundation both for understanding the
factors that affect virtual work environments and for making effective decisions related to the effective
adoption an the efficient operation of such environments.
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OVERVIEW OF THE SECTIONS OF THE BOOK

The book consists of four sections. The first section, entitled “Foundations of the Virtual Workplace,”
addresses fundamental issues essential for successfully organizing, managing, or participating in a
virtual workplace. These issues range from such broad concerns as establishing the right atmosphere
for employee collaboration to more specific topics, such as managing stress in the age of “ubiquitous
connectivity” or accommodating the needs of virtual employees with disabilities.

The concept of the virtual workplace is still relatively new. Anyone hoping to function in a virtual
workplace will have to rethink and adjust some of the basic ideas and assumptions about work. To help
with such a transition, competent and timely training of new virtual workers is absolutely essential. In
the second section, “Education and Training for the Virtual Workplace,” the authors discuss research on
the theory and practice of successfully training present and future employees for the virtual workplace.
The chapters included in this section will be useful both for practicing virtual workers, such as managers
and business owners, as well for college and university faculty and administrators interested in preparing
students for success in the virtual workplace.

Despite the relatively young age of the virtual workplace, virtual workers have developed an impres-
sive array of techniques and tools that allow them to accomplish a variety of tasks. The third section of
this volume, “Tools and Environments for Virtual Work,” covers the tools available to members of virtual
workplaces. These tools range from such traditional ones as e-mail and instant messaging to such more
recent arrivals on the virtual workplace scene as collaborative writing environments and virtual worlds.
We hope that the chapters included in this section will prove useful both for practicing virtual workers
and managers and to students of the virtual workplace.

The final section of the book is called “Implementation of Virtual Workplaces Across Professions
and Academic Disciplines.” It covers the different ways in which professions and academic disciplines
use, adapt, and appropriate the theory and practice of the virtual workplace. The fields and professions
discussed in this section include business, medicine, politics, education, and others. We believe that
this broad scope of disciplines and professions emphasizes the interdisciplinary nature of the study of
the virtual workplace. In addition, it stresses the need for any employee, manager, or scholar to keep
up-to-date on the topic of the virtual workplace. As editors, we hope that this book will help our readers
accomplish that goal. We are sure that the experts who contributed to this collection want to achieve
the same goal.
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