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Abstract  

In the context of COVID-19, professional collaboration, and especially that in a virtual 

context, has moved to center stage. In order to ensure the quality of this virtual collab-

oration, it is all the more important that each individual feels included and that "social 

connecting" can thus take place. This creates the basic conditions for successful pro-

fessional collaboration.  

 

It is important that we distinguish "social connecting" from a purely sympathy-based 

connection. People in a team who like each other usually have no problem establishing 

and maintaining good connections with each other. However, if this leads to the for-

mation of groups within a team in the form of an inner, sympathy-based circle and an 

outer circle, major problems can arise, especially in virtual settings. The members of 

the "outer circles" are clearly more at risk of becoming lonely in a home office situation.  

 

Using the "Beyond Leadership" methodology as a possible form of collaboration, this 

preliminary study shows that "social connecting" can also take place successfully in a 

virtual context, regardless of pre-existing sympathies or antipathies. In a short time, it 

was possible to identify the same goals and values of the participants, which is a basic 

prerequisite for cooperation and successful collaboration. Success criteria for a "Social 

Connecting" in social distance were validated and presented on the basis of the elab-

orated I-P-O-I model (Input, Process, Outcome, Impact). 

  

There is a need for further research on the impact of "Social Connecting" and its effect 

on the satisfaction with work and life in general and the future and competitiveness of 

companies in the virtual work context. Based on the developed I-P-O-I model "Social 

Connecting", further methods of virtual collaboration from the areas of group coaching 

and agile methods are to be used and tested for their effectiveness. The toolbox for 

virtual and physical "Social Connecting" resulting from a network platform for "Social 

Connecting" will help companies to achieve a suitable balance between successful 

physical and virtual collaboration. A corresponding research project is planned at the 

HWZ for 2021. 
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1. Aim of the preliminary study  
The preliminary study aims at elaborating important findings from science on the topic of "So-
cial Connecting" in times of social distance and to validate and further develop them with a first 
empirical survey. Social Connecting creates the conditions for inclusive practices in a virtual 
context. In doing so, the uniqueness of each person and at the same time the desire to belong 
to the team is recognized even in times of social distance (Gibson 2020).  

These findings will contribute as a basis for the design and further development of a virtual 
version of Beyond Leadership and provide insight into what success criteria make social con-
necting effective in a virtual setting.  
 

2. Literature research  
According to recent research in social connecting, in the virtual context, shared leadership and 
empowering leadership take on a more important role for inclusive practices than the traditional 
understanding of leadership (Hertel et al., 2005; Hill & Bartol, 2016). That leadership roles are 
distributed among diverse team members is the essence of Beyond Leadership (Mölleney & 
Sachs, 2019). The Beyond Leadership concept thus fulfills an indispensable condition for the 
virtual context, which represents the starting point for all other success criteria.  

The literature review in the area of virtual collaboration, virtual leadership and virtual teams 
allowed us to develop a first framework (see Figure 1) for Social Connecting in order to identify 
success factors for virtual collaboration and thus also "Beyond Leadership".  

The Input-Process-Outcome Framework is a suitable framework to analyze and review 
virtual collaboration (Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014). We have added the impact aspect to this frame-
work. 
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Figure 1: Social Connecting IPOI Framework 

 

2.1 Input factors  

Input factors represent those factors which are available as a basis and with which groups start 
virtual collaboration. Basic requirements for virtual collaboration can be derived from this. 
These can be divided into different categories. 

2.1.1 Technology  
For virtual collaboration to work, it is imperative that the technological requirements are in 
place, but also that people are willing to trust the technology (Choi & Cho, 2019). Virtual 
systems that are easy to use and enable interactions in a simple way contribute to trusting 
relationships in a virtual team. Companies also need to guarantee that the technology works 
both in the office and from home and that the quality is high so that people can work 
efficiently without any problems (Ford et al., 2017). 

2.1.2 Culture  
According to the literature review, shared mental models play a crucial role in virtual teams. 
Shared mental models are organized knowledge structures that allow people to interact with 
the environment and to recognize, remember, and form expectations about the behavior 
around the individual (Rouse & Morris, 1986). Such mental models are critical to success in a 
virtual context because they guarantee that one knows the individual team members and 
where the necessary information and resources are to work effectively as a team. 

To make virtual collaboration successful, there must also be a culture that values commu-
nication, learning, teamwork and diversity (Brimm & . Murdock, 1998)This culture must 
prepare employees sufficiently for virtual collaboration. 
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2.1.3 Individual  
The willingness of individuals to trust each other plays an important role so that trust can 
ultimately be built in a virtual setting and successful collaboration is possible (Levine, 2019). 
In addition, inspiring personalities in a group in a virtual context can promote identification 
of the group as a whole (Howell & Shamir, 2005). Individuals with high emotional intelligence, 
especially among leaders, are another important prerequisite for virtual collaboration to work 
(Mysirlaki & Paraskeva, 2019). Emotional intelligence is understood as the ability to perceive, 
assess, express, and regulate emotions (Mayer et al., 1997).  

2.1.4 Team  
Regular feedback is considered central to achieving good performance in virtual teams 
(Geister et al., 2006). Clear norms and rules for communication and coordination must be 
in place (Larson & DeChurch, 2020; Mysirlaki & Paraskeva, 2019). The quality of communi-
cation is also important here. Individuals must communicate in such a way that their concerns 
are clearly understood by others, facilitating collaboration (Chang & Wu, 2014).  
 
 

2.2 Process factors  

In general, it has been shown that mainly four process variables are of importance. 
On the culture/values level, team cohesion is an important success factor in the virtual 

context (Mysirlaki & Paraskeva, 2019). This team cohesion is composed of the sense of be-
longing to a certain group and the "feeling of morality" related to membership with that group 
(Bollen & Hoyle, 1990). 

At the team level, trust and compassion play an important role. If the basic prerequisites 
(input) are in place, participants can develop trust in the other people. Trust is particularly 
relevant in the virtual setting because people are physically far away from each other and with 
the help of trust the psychological distance can be reduced (Liao, 2017). In terms of compas-
sion, Gibson (2020) elaborated on criteria in the context of the Corona pandemic that never-
theless evoke care in connecting in times of social distancing. Gibson (2020) sees compassion 
as an important factor for successful Care in Connecting to occur. Compassion is demon-
strated through the following aspects: (1) Inclusion: differing opinions are considered while 
shared values and spirit are present. (2) Co-Presence: psychological closeness, which can be 
better achieved through certain technological tools (e.g., personal video messaging) than with 
others (e.g., email). (3) Vitality: Interaction with others can also give one energy in a virtual 
context and generate both positivity and resilience. 

At the individual level, psychological security is increasingly discussed in the literature. 
This is understood to mean that one can be who one is without fear of negative consequences 
(Kahn, 1990). Such psychological safety becomes even more important in the online context 
(Zhang et al., 2010). In terms of individuals' behaviors, sharing information or asking for 
help was found to be particularly important in the virtual context (Breuer et al., 2020). 

 

2.3 Outcome variable: "Social Connecting  

In this project, we are interested in which factors cause "Social Connecting", which is why this 
variable is our outcome variable. In the specific context of Beyond Leadership, we understand 
Social Connecting as the extent to which one knows a person personally. This means that if a 
"Social Connecting" is present after a "Beyond Leadership" session, one was able to get to 
know the other person(s) well or to get to know additional/different aspects of the person (if 
one already knew the person beforehand).  
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2.4 Impact variable  

Successful social connecting can bring many positive benefits. These include increased team 
performance or team satisfaction (Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Mysirlaki & Paraskeva, 2019). So-
cial connecting as part of virtual leadership can additionally have positive effects on individual 
performance. This can be evident in increased motivation and improved workplace relation-
ships (including increased loyalty), among other things (Liao, 2017). 

2.5 Conclusion literature research  

All in all, this literature review has shown that, on the one hand, basic requirements for virtual 
collaboration and, on the other hand, process variables can be decisive for the success of 
"social connecting". This theoretical framework will be further developed with an initial data 
collection. 
  

3. Method  

3.1 Sample  

The first group consisted of 13 participants, some of whom already had experience with Be-
yond Leadership. The participants were not part of a fixed team, but knew each other in part 
from the Initiative Zukunftsfähige Führung (IZF). The second group consisted of 8 participants 
from the same company, i.e. the participants already knew each other and the Beyond Lead-
ership method was used to discuss a specific "center point".  
 

3.2 Data collection procedure  

In order to extend the theoretical findings, the "Beyond Leadership" methodology was carried 
out virtually via Zoom with both groups. Before and after each, 30-minute interviews were done, 
also via Zoom. The interviews prior to the Beyond Leadership session served to learn more 
about the (1) general perceived change in collaboration and leadership in virtual and physical 
contexts, (2) individual experiences, and (3) perceived basic requirements for virtual collabo-
ration. 

The interviews following the "Beyond Leadership" session aimed to (1) assess the extent 
of "social connection" thanks to the method, (2) elicit the reasons for it, and (3) identify initial 
possible impact variables. In addition, general advantages and disadvantages of virtual collab-
oration were identified based on both rounds of interviews. An interview question guide was 
created for each of these interviews. The questions were based on the main categories an-
chored in theory. 

In the "Beyond Leadership" session, each of the following phases up to and including 
"Commit" were conducted (see Figure 2):  
 

Figure 2: Phases of Beyond Leadership 
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Beyond Leadership Activation

Was fand ich gut?
Was hätten wir besser 
machen können?
Was haben wir gelernt?
Was kann ich damit anfangen?

Wie geht es mir und 
was erwarte ich von dem Workshop

Wer bin ich und 
warum bin ich hier?

Umsetzen, tun

Was hat der Flow gebracht und was 
haben wir als Team erreicht?

Wer sind wir und welche 
Gemeinsamkeiten haben wir?

Was werde ich beitragen, um die 
gemeinsame Vision (Imagine) zu erreichen?

Was möchten wir im Sinne des 
zentralen Themas gemeinsam erreichen?

Zentrales 
Thema
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4. Research results  
The research findings presented below highlight the commonalities of the participant interviews 
analyzed. 
 

4.1 Changing professional collaboration: virtual vs. physical context  

According to the participants, about 80% of the professional collaboration takes place vir-
tually at the moment, whereby the virtuality has decreased again a little compared to the 
spring. Before the lockdown, this ratio was practically reversed and about 80% of professional 
collaboration took place physically.  

With an increasingly virtual collaboration, changes in professional collaboration were per-
ceived. The interviews indicate that virtual collaboration requires more planning and organi-
zation. People no longer come to meetings spontaneously without an occasion, which is why 
appointments have to be actively arranged. Practically everything has to be planned.  

Virtual collaboration is seen as faster, more efficient and more productive, and people 
can take advantage of idle time, which is more difficult in the physical setting. This is closely 
linked to the fact that people are more likely to focus on the essentials. Meetings have be-
come more focused on the work content and one digresses less. On the other hand, there are 
influences in the virtual context that more easily tempt people to become distracted. The par-
ticipants' experiences with virtual work mentioned in the interviews varied greatly in this respect 
depending on their area of responsibility and function in the team. 

However, the increased productivity and focus on the essentials is also contradicted by the 
possible extra work that can arise because things cannot be clarified immediately in person 
and so e-mails have to be sent back and forth several times. 

Another change in collaboration was perceived regarding the fact that virtually you have 
less overview of the people present, which can make collaboration more difficult. Physically, 
you have more opportunities to single someone out. People can "hide" more in the virtual 
context and also do things on the side. This also makes it harder to assess people's reactions.  

In addition, virtual collaboration is characterized by less social exchange and thus the 
suffering of the interpersonal. Communication "between door and door" is lost and emotional 
topics are more difficult to address because emotions are no longer clearly perceptible and 
interpreting body language becomes more difficult and exhausting. This makes it more difficult 
to lead discussions, for example. To compensate for the loss of the interpersonal, "extra meet-
ings" can be arranged to explicitly find time to discuss non-work topics. 

Virtual work was described by some participants as more monotonous than in the phys-
ical context and technology in general as a stress factor. In contrast, some people appreci-
ated the new possibilities of virtual work, such as the simplified sharing of documents or the 
offer of digital workshops (e.g. short meditation, live cooking). 

The use of a particular technology for virtual work depends strongly on the work modality 
as well as the objective of a work process. However, on the basis of the interviews, it was 
possible to establish that the use of telephone calls and e-mails in the virtual context is 
decreasing and being replaced by video conferencing software and "instant messaging". 

Regarding the individuals, the participants noted that some have a harder time with the 
virtual context than others, which manifests itself in the use of different means of communi-
cation. One participant mentioned a difference between generations. However, what factors 
lead to the difference in individuals' adaptation to the virtual context requires further investiga-
tion. 
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4.2 Change in leadership: virtual vs. physical  

According to the interview partners' assessments, communication gains in importance in the 
virtual leadership context. On the one hand, people communicate more often in order to 
maintain contact as much as possible. In addition, communication is perceived as shorter and 
clearer.  

Leadership in a virtual context also means leading on a more individual basis and re-
sponding personally to individual employees. This also means actively approaching employ-
ees, focusing on interpersonal relationships, and asking more often how things are going. Such 
aspects happen more spontaneously in the physical setting. In the virtual context, interpersonal 
issues have to be planned for more actively.  

Building a basis of trust is considered very important in the virtual context. This goes hand 
in hand with handing over personal responsibility and relinquishing control. You have to give 
people the opportunity to organize themselves. 

In this context, regular feedback also plays an important role. Employees should receive 
more regular feedback on their work, especially if they do not see each other physically on a 
regular basis.  
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4.3 Basic requirements for virtual collaboration  

The basic requirements for virtual collaboration can be divided into the following categories, 
which are discussed below: Team, Individual, Culture & Values, and Technology. These cate-
gories were adopted based on the literature review. Figure 3 graphically summarizes the find-
ings of this chapter. 
 
Figure 3: Basic prerequisite for virtual collaboration 

 

4.3.1 Team  
Communication and coordination in a team in a virtual context require good preparation 

on the part of the team members, especially for meetings. This includes discipline and self-
leadership, so that work steps and processes as well as associated documents are coordi-
nated and clear. Consciously creating commitment remains relevant in the virtual context as 
well. 

Structure in teamwork can be conveyed through targeted communication (e.g., active 
moderation, see Chapter 4.5.5), which also increases the binding nature of decisions. Asking 
about the understanding of the communicated message contributes to common understand-
ing. 

Time management must be adapted to the virtual context, especially regarding virtual 
meetings. Clearly defined time windows allow an optimal allocation of energy during a working 
day. The participants mentioned that meetings should tend to be shorter than in the physical 
context. In addition, punctuality is a key prerequisite for collaboration in a virtual context, as 
online meetings usually start and end on time.  

The life of the social aspect, which many participants perceived as lost to a certain extent 
in the virtual context, plays a central role in virtual teamwork. Building humanity on the emo-
tional level, explicitly asking about people's well-being and interests, and actively addressing 
fears are essential here. 

Although team coordination in a virtual context is often equated with coordination in a 
physical context, the former is perceived as more flexible and shorter-term. A hybrid form of 
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communication and coordination in the team was perceived as optimal by some participants 
and clearly preferred to pure virtual communication and coordination. 

4.3.2 Individual  
Openness to the virtual context determines, among other things. how easily an individual 
adapts to the new context, whereby the participants found strong differences between individ-
uals in this regard. According to the participants, the behavior of extroverted and introverted 
individuals does not differ significantly from the physical context. For shy individuals, however, 
it can lead to more difficulties depending on the situation ("compulsion to be in visual focus"). 
With regard to confidential matters, a general reservation was noted when these had to be 
communicated via video call, but this can be overcome by exemplifying openness. 

Routine in the virtual work context gives employees security and can minimize "rigid" be-
havior. Routine should also be accompanied by self-protection for employees in order to 
optimally reconcile working hours, which tend to be longer in the virtual context than in the 
physical context, with their private lives. 

Environmental influences have a direct impact on an individual's focus on their work. In 
the virtual context, an adequate home office can lead to higher productivity and active partici-
pation due to higher attention and concentration. Consequently, it is important to understand 
the physical contexts in which individuals find themselves in the virtual context. Depending on 
the residential and family situation, a hybrid work arrangement may be an ideal solution. 

4.3.3 Culture & values  
Strong shared values anchored in the organizational/work culture are also essential in the 

virtual context and should be adapted to it. These values should be set out in clear rules (incl. 
team principles). For example, the confidentiality of virtual conversations must be clearly reg-
ulated: who is listening to everything? 

Open communication was named as a priority by the participants, whereby basically the 
same shared values were felt to be relevant in the virtual context as in the physical context. 

Trust, honesty and transparency take on a new role insofar as control takes on a differ-
ent form in the virtual context and individuals can "hide" more easily. The free expression of 
opinions and joint involvement of all participants also play a central role here, since the virtual 
work context is generally perceived as more distant. An active and honest feedback culture 
can overcome this distance. 

Respect and appreciation are also considered indispensable values in the virtual context, 
and participants associated these in particular with letting people finish during meetings. 

4.3.4 Technology  
The existence of an adequate technical infrastructure, which among other things allows 
interactive and productive work, is indispensable in the virtual context. Particular attention must 
be paid to a fast and smooth Internet connection. 

Software for video telephony and holding meetings that guarantee smooth synchroniza-
tion of image and sound is of great importance in the virtual context. Turning on the camera 
can lead to more personal conversations than by phone, as it additionally incorporates non-
verbal communication, which usually leads to faster establishment of a relationship with the 
counterpart.  

Several participants mentioned the relevance of ensuring good sound quality in the vir-
tual context, especially for longer calls. 

Where desired and possible, care should be taken to ensure that the technical infrastruc-
ture allows for hybrid forms of work in order to meet the needs of all individuals as best as 
possible.  
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4.4 Social Connecting nach der "Beyond Leadership"-Session  

In a first step, it was of interest to what extent a "social connecting" had taken place thanks to 
the virtual "Beyond Leadership" session. The feeling of inclusion of the individual in the "social 
connecting" (Gibson, 2020) was surveyed according to the criterion of the extent to which the 
individuals were able to get to know each other (better) in the context of the session. This 
question was asked using a scale from 1 = "not at all better/good" to 10 = "very good/much 
better." 

If the persons already knew each other, the aim was to find out to what extent the persons 
were able to get to know new aspects of the person. Some of the respondents stated that they 
were able to get to know the persons even better (scale values between 5 and 9). New 
aspects were discovered. For example, one interviewer stated that people got to know each 
other in a different way than usual. One learned things that one did not know about the person 
before (e.g., private things). The session also contributed to getting to know each other better 
in terms of a trusting relationship. Another part of the respondents of the 2nd group, could 
get to know their team members more intensively, but this session confirmed their "physical" 
appearance. In this sense, not so many new aspects were discovered in this group.  

A connection could also be established with people who did not yet know each other. How-
ever, the scale values varied greatly, from 3 to 10.  

Some participants suggested capturing "social connecting" using a scale from 1= "un-
known person" to 10= "good friends." 

 

4.5 Reasons for "Social Connecting  

Different reasons were given as to why participants were able to get to know each other better 
through the Beyond Leadership Session. As expected, some of these reasons had strong 
overlaps with the basic prerequisites and process variables for virtual collaboration, which is 
why the same main categories are used. The main category "individual" was divided into "char-
acteristics and behaviors of other team members" and "own characteristics and behaviors". In 
addition, three new main categories were formed, specifically related to methodology (4.6.1, 
4.6.5) and virtual setting (4.6.6). These reasons can be considered success criteria for a Virtual 
Beyond Leadership. Figure 4 summarizes these success criteria graphically.  
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Figure 4: "Virtual Beyond Leadership" success criteria 

 

4.5.1 General format "Beyond Leadership  
The general format of "Beyond Leadership" contains essential components that have enabled 
"Social Connecting."  

Thus, through the questions of the method (e.g. "Who am I and why am I here?"), the 
personal is on the agenda without having to talk about professional topics. Avoiding "small 
talk" makes it possible to get to know new perspectives of the person.  

In addition, the appreciative feedback - a central component of the method - was crucial 
for the further course of the session. Through the positive feedback, a "social connecting" was 
promoted.  

The third point mentioned was the time factor. The method requires participants to focus 
on themselves personally within a very short time and to get to the point. A "social connecting" 
was therefore possible very quickly. According to the participants, this connection would prob-
ably not have been established so quickly in other formats.  

In the 1st group the breakout sessions were conducted in groups of 2, in the 2nd group in 
groups of 3. While the group of 2 had advantages compared to the group of 3, such as more 
intimacy and that the participants felt less exposed, on the whole the constellation of 3 was 
perceived as more positive. According to the participants, this constellation simulated a nat-
ural conversation. In addition, a stronger dynamic was perceived. The fact that one receives 
appreciative feedback twice was perceived as very positive. The content of this feedback was 
also very individual. The participants also did not have the feeling that the feedbacks were 
repetitive, quite the opposite: the increased input was perceived as very enriching and one 
received more opinions on a certain topic. Overall, you get more impressions in threes, 
whereas a constellation of 2 would possibly be more one-sided.  

4.5.2 Team  
Aspects of interaction in the individual group constellations also contributed to "social connect-
ing". The open way of dealing with each other was frequently mentioned. The participants 
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got involved in the situation and came to the setting in a positive mood. Regardless of the 
group constellation, the interaction was characterized by openness and informality.  

Communication was characterized by eye-to-eye interaction. The participants felt equal, 
even when different people from different positions met. You could always say what you 
wanted. The psychological security - to give oneself as one is, without fear of negative con-
sequences - was therefore very high.  

The interaction was also described as trusting. This aspect is closely related to dealing at 
eye level: Coming to a common point together with very different individuals was perceived as 
an expression of trust.  

Because the participants took part in the setting in their usual environment, the body lan-
guage was also different (e.g. different clothing). This aspect also contributed to the fact that 
communication was more at eye level and status symbols were omitted.  

4.5.3 Individual: characteristics and behaviors of the other participants  
Characteristics. The interviewees perceived certain characteristics of the other participants 
that contributed to "social connecting". Participants were perceived as having similar values 
and interests to their own, engaging in self-development, and also having very good re-
flective skills. These aspects facilitate the formulation of personal perceptions. Consistent 
with the open interaction with each other (see above), the other participants were assessed as 
open. Curiosity and positivity characterized the participants. The participants came without 
prejudice and there were no reservations about the setting, but also about the other partici-
pants.  

Behaviors. Different perceived behaviors of the other participants could contribute to "so-
cial connecting". In the individual rounds, it was observed that people were very good at ex-
pressing themselves and talking about personal things. The participants had the feeling that 
the respective feedback was well thought out, that the person had dealt with the question 
and that the person was taken seriously. Last but not least, the regular smiles of the partici-
pants had helped them to connect and feel comfortable.  

4.5.4 Individual: Own characteristics and behaviors  
Characteristics. By and large, the characteristics and behaviors that the interviewees had 
perceived in the other participants (see above) were also perceived by themselves. For exam-
ple, the interviewees perceived themselves as open, empathetic, and unbiased. They had 
also perceived themselves as very focused in the sense of concentrated, but also thematically 
(focus on the positive).  

Behavioral patterns. Because the interviewees felt comfortable, they also revealed a lot 
about themselves. They were able to "speak freely," even if it was sometimes an unfamiliar 
feeling for them. They had actively considered what the individual questions meant to them 
and how they could contribute to the group. 

They had also perceived themselves as attentive listeners and as people who allow feed-
back. 

4.5.5 Moderation  
The facilitator also contributed to the fact that the basic building blocks for "social connecting" 
were in place; on the one hand thanks to the nature/personality of the facilitator, on the other 
hand thanks to the approach. 

Personal manner. The presenter's concise, open, easy-going, friendly and humorous 
manner made the participants feel comfortable and trust the presenter right from the start. He 
had a lot of smiles, which carried over to the mood of the others, even in the breakout ses-
sions. 



 

  Page 17from 25 

Procedure. The moderator's approach was very structured and understandable. He had 
also repeated things several times, which was perceived as positive. In addition, there were 
never any open questions when one was assigned to a breakout session. It was also perceived 
as positive that he accompanied the process (technical role), but remained uninvolved in the 
conversations in the breakout sessions and did not witness them in terms of content. This 
allowed the participants to remain undisturbed among themselves. 

The moderator had kept to the time limit. This was very much appreciated and is consid-
ered even more important in online settings, because often participants are less flexible due 
to the many virtual meetings. 

The breaks given by the moderator were also seen as positive and necessary. The inter-
action with the Google Jamboard offered enough variety. 

4.5.6 "virtual setting  
Participants also mentioned specific aspects related to the virtual setting as reasons for "social 
connecting." In particular, the virtual setting allowed them to focus and concentrate. One has 
fewer distractions and one is fully focused on the other person. In addition, the discipline 
described above was attributed to the virtual setting. Overall, many advantages were associ-
ated with the virtual setting, which are explained in more detail in section 4.7. 
 

4.6 Benefits of Virtual Beyond Leadership  

Overall, the virtual variant can have the advantage of (1) better understanding, (2) better ab-
sorption (3) and further processing of information. These aspects were often compared with 
the physical setting, which is why advantages and disadvantages of the physical variant are 
also described in isolated cases. 

4.6.1 Content advantages  
Participants also recognized content-related advantages of the virtual setting. Thanks to the 
virtual setting, one is more focused or less distracted by the breakout sessions than in phys-
ical settings. There is no opportunity to look around and observe the other groups. One is also 
less distracted by the physical appearance, and less likely to think in "pigeonholes." There is 
also less distraction from smells or background noise, and for the most part people understand 
each other better acoustically, which is a practical advantage (see below). Distractions by non-
verbal signs also play a smaller role in the virtual setting. This focus had led in the setting to 
really taking time for the person. 

The virtual setting also allowed for more intimacy and privacy, according to the partici-
pants. The participants were in their personal environment, which made the whole situation 
more confidential. In addition, the camera gave an impression of how the person lives in private 
(e.g., furnishings), which meant that some aspects of the person could be taken away. Through 
the background, the participants could make a statement about what they wanted to reveal 
about themselves and what they did not want to reveal. Also the time details in the form of chat 
messages were perceived as more private and personal.  

Another advantage mentioned was the strong discipline due to the clearly defined struc-
ture. This discipline is made all the stronger by the minimization of distracting factors in the 
virtual setting. The virtual setting is therefore particularly suitable for working intensively on a 
topic in a concentrated, speedy and targeted manner.  

According to the participants, the open interaction with each other (see above) was 
strengthened thanks to the virtual setting. The fact that the participants took part from a place 
where they felt comfortable also made it easier for them to open up. This openness was not 
only present in the breakout sessions, but also when everyone was in the same virtual room. 
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In contrast, according to participants, the physical setting often exhibits a reserved mood and 
has a much stronger workshop character, which creates distance between participants. 

4.6.2 Practical advantages  
The virtual setting has the advantage that it is faster to implement and therefore more effi-
cient. On the one hand, this aspect refers to the fact that it is less time-consuming to organize. 
All logistical issues are eliminated. Online appointment setting is also less complicated. On the 
other hand, there are also time gains in the implementation of the method itself: A protected 
space (the breakout session) is created more quickly, where participants can exchange ideas 
without being disturbed. The breaks in between can also be better observed and the "time 
losses" between the individual breakout sessions are minimized. Participants from different 
locations can also take part, which would not have been an option for a physical setting. The 
timing in the chat function also did not interrupt the flow of the session, as is often the case in 
physical settings.  

These statements are closely related to the structuring possibilities of the two settings. 
Overall, the virtual setting was perceived as more structured than the physical setting, in 
which the tendency to digress is much greater.   

The random division into groups was also mentioned as an advantage of the virtual set-
ting. Thanks to the random division, there was (1) a surprise effect, which lightened the mood 
even more, (2) the participants did not have to make a decision themselves, and (3) one ex-
changed ideas with people with whom one would otherwise not necessarily exchange ideas 
(e.g., due to prejudices). 

 

4.7 Disadvantages of Virtual Beyond Leadership  

Although the virtual variant has many advantages according to the participants, disadvantages 
were also noted.  

Even though the short sequences in the respective groups can be attributed to the method 
itself, the extreme "time boxing" was perceived as an aspect that is even more visible in the 
virtual setting. Practically without interruptions, the participants were transferred from one con-
stellation to the other, which also caused stress. As a result, they simply felt they had too little 
time to get to know the person properly. This stands as an antithesis to the "efficiency" and 
"focus" gained (see above).   

In addition, some disadvantages directly related to the technology were addressed. For 
example, the Google Jamboard (the platform for interaction) did not work for everyone. This 
resulted in distractions. In addition, the random division into groups was welcomed (see ad-
vantages), but it did not always work. Repeatedly, people were told that they were always in 
the same group with the same people.  

The way of the breaks was also mentioned as a disadvantage. So one was alone in the 
breaks and could not exchange with the others, even if one had the need. The social ex-
change was thus rather lost, which would have been present in a physical setting. 

In addition, some found the session tiring due to the fact that they had to sit at the laptop 
for 2 hours at a stretch. Loosening up options would help at this point, but these are more likely 
to be used in physical settings. 

It was also mentioned that the filter from the screen can be a barrier to the person and 
hinders intimacy. This barrier also leads to the fact that one could intervene less well in certain 
situations (e.g., if someone cries).  

Overall, however, the advantages clearly outweighed the disadvantages. 
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4.8 Suggestions for improvement Implementation of Virtual Beyond 

Leadership  

The participants suggested valuable improvements for a successful and smooth implementa-
tion of "Virtual Beyond Leadership", on the one hand regarding the moderation, on the other 
hand regarding technical aspects. 

4.8.1 Moderation  
At the beginning of each Beyond Leadership session, the format is briefly explained. However, 
so that the introduction does not become too detailed and take up too much time, it was sug-
gested that the "Beyond Leadership" introduction be designed visually. Then the most 
important explanatory points could be presented briefly and concisely on 1-2 slides or in the 
form of a short video, or even sent to the participants in advance.  

The instructions within the chat function could also be partially improved: 10 seconds 
before the time runs out during which the person is speaking, the signal "Now end" could ap-
pear. Following this, the instruction "Now please give feedback" would make it clear that the 
feedback round is starting.  

The moderator could also bridge more between the breakout sessions and generally 
take more time. This way, the process would be perceived as less stressful.  

The moderator could also play a coordinating role at the end of the session. For partici-
pants who did not know each other yet, there was a need to exchange contact details. Unfor-
tunately, there was no time for this at the end of the session. So the facilitator could provide a 
list (if possible) or coordinate at the end of the session that contact details are exchanged. This 
is also an important point so that the valuable ideas that arise in such a session can also be 
developed further. 

4.8.2 Technology  
For one thing, the time given by the moderator and the time displayed did not always quite 
match, which took some getting used to, especially at the beginning. It would be useful to 
achieve consistency in this respect. The time information was also communicated via a chat 
function, which was not perceived in some cases. An acoustic signal for the time infor-
mation would be helpful to clearly draw attention to it.  

As mentioned above, the group assignment was rather one-sided despite the random gen-
erator. A technique that allows the group assignment to be completely recreated for each 
round would therefore be useful.  

Lastly, it was suggested to test and launch the necessary technical tools (Zoom, Google 
Jamboard) in advance, if possible, to prevent technical problems. 

4.9 Recommendation: virtual vs. physical implementation of Beyond 

Leadership  

When asked which variant (virtual vs. physical) of Beyond Leadership one would rather rec-
ommend to a good friend, there was no clear answer, as both variants have their advantages 
and disadvantages. Moreover, this was difficult to assess for some participants, as they had 
not yet had any experience with the physical setting.  

Which variant is most suitable depends on various factors. The main determining factors 
are: Prior knowledge of Beyond Leadership, content, and group characteristics.  

4.9.1 Prior knowledge of "Beyond Leadership  
If the participants are not yet familiar with the format, it makes sense to conduct the method 
physically. The strict and efficient procedure in the virtual version has the disadvantage for 
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newcomers of feeling stressed and possibly not absorbing all the necessary aspects. In addi-
tion, fewer questions are asked online, which is very important, especially at the beginning. 
Once you know the format and have won over the people for it, the virtual variant is very suit-
able and the advantages mentioned above can be fully exploited.  

4.9.2 Content aspects  
The impressions of the interviews showed that it might be useful to conduct "Beyond Leader-
ship" physically if you have to deal with a difficult topic (e.g. intergenerational conflicts, change 
processes).  

4.9.3 Participants  
If the participants do not know each other, it is considered sensible to choose the physical 
variant in order to be able to establish a personal connection with the participants. Even if it is 
known that the participants are less technology-savvy per se, the physical variant should be 
chosen.  

If the participants already know each other and are also open to new technologies, the 
virtual variant can very happily be used.  

The geographical distribution of the participants is also a decision criterion. If the partici-
pants are in different locations, the virtual variant is more suitable for practical reasons.  

4.9.4 Group size  
For larger groups, it might make more sense to choose the physical option. It is then easier to 
talk to all participants and to network. The clarity would be lost in a virtual setting with large 
groups. 

4.10 Impact  

Finally, the participants were asked to provide information on whether something could arise 
from the "Social Connecting" in the future (e.g. better cooperation, joint projects; can refer to a 
single person). This question was easier to answer in the 1st group than in the 2nd group.  

Arguments that no joint projects can arise from the session, or rather fewer, were on the 
one hand the lack of context and the lack of structure so that something concrete can come 
out of it. In addition, the individual breakout sessions were perceived as too short to convey 
enough content at all.  

Arguments for the emergence of something greater from the formed social connecting were 
that, despite the short time, one noticed whether the counterpart represented the same goals 
and values, which is necessary as a basis for cooperation and decisive for success. This 
"sense" of whether the other person is a good fit for cooperation could also be experienced in 
the appreciation part in particular.  

5. conclusion research project  
This preliminary study on the topic of "Social Connecting" forms the basis for the further de-
velopment of a virtual version of the "Beyond Leadership" method and provides infor-
mation on which success criteria make Social Connecting effective in a virtual setting. For 
this purpose, the Beyond Leadership method was applied virtually with 21 people in two groups 
via Zoom, and one interview per person was conducted before and after the session. 

The research results are summarized in the I-P-O-I model (Input, Process, Outcome, Im-
pact) in Figure 5. This model forms the basis for analyzing other methods of virtual and 
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physical social connecting in a next step, and in particular for identifying differences in pro-
cess and impact. 

With regard to the basic requirements for virtual collaboration (input), numerous fac-
tors were identified in the four categories of team (e.g., goal-oriented communication, discipline 
& self-leadership), individual (e.g., openness, routine), culture and values (e.g., trust, honesty), 
and technology (e.g., adequate technical infrastructure, hybrid forms of work). 

The reasons for Social Connecting (Process) in Virtual Beyond Leadership can be 
traced back to the Beyond Leadership format (e.g., personal at the center of the agenda, ap-
preciative feedback), team (e.g., open interaction, psychological safety), characteristics and 
behaviors of other participants and the individuals themselves, facilitation (e.g., open, concise), 
and the virtual setting (e.g., higher focus, privacy in breakout sessions). 

The study shows that social connecting (outcome) using the "Beyond Leadership" 
method also works in the virtual setting. People who already knew each other and those who 
did not yet know each other also got to know each other better in the virtual setting in the sense 
of a trusting relationship. 

The development of something further of virtual social connecting (impact) requires 
more profound investigation. However, the preliminary study shows that participants were able 
to identify common goals and values in a short period of time, which is a basic requirement for 
collaboration. Nevertheless, the short breakout sessions and a lack of context and structure 
hindered the development of collaboration beyond the Beyond Leadership session. 

The participants did not have a clear preference as to when "Beyond Leadership" should 
be conducted physically or virtually. Nevertheless, the study shows factors that speak for or 
against the use of "Virtual Beyond Leadership" (see Figure 6). "Virtual Beyond Leader-
ship" is particularly appealing when there is familiarity with the physical version and partici-
pants are geographically dispersed. The physical setting is particularly suitable if the partici-
pants do not yet know each other, difficult topics are on the agenda and a large number of 
people are taking part in Beyond Leadership. 
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Figure 5: Summary of research results 
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Figure 6: Factors for and against an application of Virtual Beyond Leadership 
 

 
 
Figure 7 compares the advantages with the disadvantages of "Virtual Beyond Lead-

ership". The advantages in terms of content relate in particular to the increased focus on the 
information conveyed as well as more privacy. The practical advantages include faster and 
more efficient implementation and factors associated with the technical possibilities (e.g. 
breakout sessions). Disadvantages of the virtual implementation of "Beyond Leadership" are, 
apart from the increased visuality and the "time boxing", mainly in the general context of virtual 
work (lack of networking, monotonous setting, technical problems). 

 
Figure 7: Advantages and disadvantages of Virtual Beyond Leadership 

 
 
The I-P-O-I Social Connecting model now forms the basis for an investigation into how com-
panies can achieve a suitable balance between physical and virtual collaboration. The model 
is not only relevant for virtual collaboration in the home office, but also for any kind of remote 
work (e.g. co-working spaces). Different methods are to be used and further developed in order 
to develop a toolbox for virtual and physical social connecting, which can be made available 
to a wide range of companies within the framework of a network platform. 
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