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Abstract 

 

Background: The shift toward virtual work arrangements has changed the conditions under 

which leadership influence operates. In face-to-face settings, leaders rely on physical presence, 

informal interaction, and direct observation to exert influence. Virtual work removes these 

conditions, which raises the question of how leaders exert influence when the social and 

physical structures that support it are no longer available. 

 

Purpose: Research on leadership in virtual work settings has largely focused on whether 

leadership styles and behaviors continue to predict team outcomes in virtual settings. What 

remains underexplored is how leaders exert influence in technology-mediated environments, 

specifically through what communication and coordination processes they exert power bases 

through which influence operates. This study addresses that gap by examining how leaders 

exert the six bases of social power identified by French and Raven (1959) and Raven (1992) 

when face-to-face channels are unavailable. 

 

Method: The study employs a qualitative research design based on fourteen semi-structured 

interviews with leaders operating in virtual work environments across different organizations, 

sectors, and countries. Data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis, generating six 

themes and eleven sub-themes. 

 

Conclusion: The findings show that virtual work does not just transfer existing power 

dynamics into digital channels, but it changes the conditions under which influence operates. 

Across all six power bases, leadership influence shifts from physical presence and direct 

interpersonal action toward deliberately designed communication and coordination structures, 

and digital systems. The study contributes three extensions to French and Raven's framework: 

a third form of coercive power embedded in coordination platforms rather than in the leader's 

direct action; a reframing of expert power as something leaders must continuously signal rather 

than passively possess; and leadership in virtual work remains fundamentally dependent on 

periodic physical co-presence that virtual practices can sustain but not generate. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background 

Virtual work has grown considerably over the past decade, with employees now collaborating 

across time zones through digital platforms rather than shared office space (Raghuram et al., 

2019; Gilson et al., 2023). This shift represents more than a change in employee location; it 

fundamentally transforms how leaders operate, as influence must be enacted through 

technology-mediated channels rather than face-to-face interaction, a challenge that has been 

recognised since the earliest work on e-leadership (Avolio et al., 2000). As virtual arrangements 

have shifted from occasional exception to everyday practice, how leaders actually exercise 

influence in these conditions warrants scholarly attention (Cogliser et al., 2023). 

Virtual work is not a single, uniform arrangement but rather serves as an umbrella concept 

encompassing diverse forms of technology-mediated work (Raghuram et al., 2019). Raghuram 

et al. (2019) identify three major research clusters that have developed under this umbrella: 

telecommuting (individual-level remote work arrangements), virtual teams (collective, 

interdependent collaboration), and computer-mediated work (focusing on the technological 

context and features of communication technologies). Within this literature, virtual teams are 

defined as groups whose members use technology to varying degrees to work across time, 

geographic and relational boundaries in order to accomplish interdependent tasks (Martins et 

al., 2004). Makarius and Larson (2023) describe virtuality as the degree to which individuals 

rely on technology to interact, exchange information, and perform tasks, emphasizing that 

virtuality exists along a continuum of technology-mediated interaction rather than as a discrete 

condition. Consequently, work arrangements differ in their level of reliance on technology-

mediated interaction rather than being strictly “virtual” or “non-virtual”.  

What makes this continuum possible are advances in information and communication 

technologies (ICT) that have transformed work organization and enabled the rapid uptake of 

virtual arrangements (Gilson et al., 2023). These technologies enable employees to collaborate 

and communicate across time, geographic and organizational boundaries. While such 

technologies make highly interdependent teamwork possible, virtual work environments 

present particular challenges including maintaining cohesion across dispersed members and 

coordinating work across time zones (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999; Gilson et al., 2015; Martins 

et al., 2004).  

These challenges raise important questions about how leadership adapts when teams are 

dispersed and all interaction is technology-mediated. The concept of e-leadership, first 

introduced by Avolio et al. (2000), provides a relevant framework for examining leadership in 

virtual work contexts. Avolio et al. (2000) define e-leadership as “a social influence process 

mediated by advanced information technology to produce a change in attitudes, feelings, 

thinking, behavior, and/or performance”. This definition emphasizes that technology is not 

merely a communication tool but mediates the influence process itself. As technology has 

evolved, definitions have expanded to encompass leaders' competence in selecting and using 

information and communication technologies effectively. Van Wart et al. (2019) emphasize 
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that e-leadership “is as much about blending technologies and traditional communication as it 

is about simply using more ICT-mediated communication.” requiring awareness of current 

ICTs, selective adoption of appropriate technologies, and technical competence in their use. 

Research on virtual teams has identified distinct challenges related to coordination, 

communication (Gilson et al., 2015; Martins et al., 2004; Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014). These 

challenges bear directly on what leadership requires. Leadership is defined as a process through 

which individuals influence and align others' efforts toward shared goals (Yukl, 2012). In face-

to-face settings, this influence relies heavily on proximity: informal conversations, visible cues, 

and the everyday rhythms of shared space (Darics, 2020; Kloepfer & Carbon, 2025). How 

leaders exercise influence when those conditions are absent is the central problem this thesis 

addresses. 

1.2. Problem discussion 

Leadership is a process of influence (Yukl, 2012), and influence operates through power. 

French and Raven (1959) identified five bases of social power, defined as the sources from 

which a leader has the capacity to affect others' behavior, opinions, attitudes, goals, needs, and 

values, later expanded by Raven (1992) to include a sixth: coercive power (threat of 

punishment), reward power (promise of benefits), legitimate power (internalized obligation to 

accept another's right to influence), expert power (demonstrated competence), referent power 

(personal identification and respect), and informational power (control over knowledge or 

logic). In face-to-face settings, leaders draw on visible behaviors, informal interactions, and 

physical presence to cultivate these bases.  

 

Virtual work removes those conditions, though not equally across all power bases. Raven 

(1992) distinguishes between power bases that require ongoing surveillance to function and 

those that do not. Coercive and reward power depend on observation, so compliance is hard to 

sustain when leaders cannot monitor behavior continuously (Morrison-Smith & Ruiz, 2020; 

Kiesler & Cummings, 2002), and as virtuality increases, the influence of hierarchical leadership 

on team performance weakens accordingly (Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014). Legitimate power 

depends on more than formal position; the informal presence cues and spontaneous interactions 

through which positional authority gets reinforced day-to-day are what virtual work removes, 

and virtual members are frequently excluded from those moments (Morrison-Smith & Ruiz, 

2020). In face-to-face settings, expert and referent power develop partly through proximity 

without deliberate effort, through informal observation, spontaneous interaction, and shared 

space. Virtual settings remove those conditions entirely, requiring leaders to actively construct 

through communication what presence would otherwise generate (Darics, 2020; Kloepfer & 

Carbon, 2025).   

 

Recent empirical work in digitally mediated work contexts confirms this asymmetry, managers 

in phygital settings, which are settings that combine physical and virtual work, rely 

disproportionately on expert, referent, and legitimate power, and least on coercive power 

(Patrick & Prabakaran, 2025). The question, then, is not whether power bases survive virtual 

conditions but through what processes leaders exert all of them when face-to-face channels are 

gone.  
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Research on virtual leadership has not answered this. Early work defined e-leadership as “a 

social influence process mediated by advanced information technology” (Avolio et al., 2000 p. 

617), arguing that technology shapes influence rather than merely carrying it. Subsequent 

studies examined whether transformational, transactional, and relational leadership styles 

continue to predict team outcomes in virtual settings and found they largely do (Purvanova & 

Bono, 2009; Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014; Höddinghaus et al., 2024). But these studies questioned 

whether leadership works, not how leaders exert the power bases through which it operates. 

Liden et al. (2025) call explicitly for research on how leaders influence employees and teams 

in virtual environments. Since that influence runs through power bases (French & Raven, 1959; 

Raven, 1992), answering this requires examining how those bases are exerted when face-to-

face channels are unavailable.  

 

When all interaction is technology-mediated, communication and coordination become the 

primary means through which leaders exercise influence. Without physical presence, most 

leadership activity occurs through digital messages, video calls, and coordination structures 

such as task management systems and workflow processes, and it is through these that leaders 

must now do the work that informal observation and shared space once did for them (Malhotra 

et al., 2007). Yet how leaders use these channels to exert specific power bases has received 

little direct attention. Qin (2025) notes that communication frequency and techniques in virtual 

work remain understudied and calls for research on their role in leadership communication 

quality. Hassan et al. (2025) found that coordination and communication patterns matter for 

team outcomes but could not, through survey methods, examine how those processes unfold, 

and called for qualitative research to do so. This study explores how leaders exert power bases 

through communication and coordination processes in virtual work environments. 

 

1.3. Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to explore how leaders exert power bases through communication 

and coordination processes in virtual work environments. Drawing on social influence theory 

(French & Raven, 1959; Raven, 1992), the study examines the communication processes 

(channel selection, frequency and timing, message content and tone, and specific 

communication techniques) and coordination processes (structural arrangements such as task 

assignment and progress tracking) through which leaders exert the six bases of social power 

when physical presence is unavailable.  The study responds to calls by Liden et al. (2025) for 

research on how leaders influence employees in virtual environments, by Qin (2025) for 

research on communication frequency and techniques in virtual leadership, and by Hassan et 

al. (2025) for qualitative work on how coordination and communication processes unfold in 

practice. In doing so, it extends social influence theory by specifying how power bases are 

exerted through communication and coordination acts in virtual work.   

 

1.4.  Research Question 

How do leaders exert power bases through communication and coordination processes in 

virtual work environments? 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. Review process  

We use a narrative literature review to examine leadership influence in virtual work 

environments. Narrative overviews are comprehensive syntheses of previously published 

information that present a broad perspective on a topic by drawing together findings from 

multiple relevant bodies of literature (Green et al., 2006). A narrative approach fits our topic 

because it allows us to synthesize what is known about leadership influence in virtual work 

settings across a body of literature that spans multiple research domains, such as virtual teams, 

e-leadership, and communication, before grounding the study in the social influence theory that 

frames the research question. Narrative reviews are common in the humanities and social 

sciences, including management research (Juntunen & Lehenkari, 2021). Green et al. (2006) 

also note that narrative reviews have been criticised for their lack of systematic procedures and 

for subjective selection. This review does not follow a systematic approach; however, the 

procedure for identifying and selecting literature is as follows. 

The literature search drew on Scopus and Primo. Initial searches combining the keywords 

“leadership”, “virtual work”, “social influence”, “e-leadership”, “communication”, 

“coordination”, and “virtual teams” were carried out using both tools, where we found a limited 

number of articles. Articles were included if they addressed leadership processes in virtual, 

remote, or technology-mediated work contexts. Peer-reviewed articles from journals rated AJG 

3, 4, or 4* were prioritized, along with chapters from edited academic volumes and books from 

established academic publishers (SAGE, Elsevier, Springer, Taylor & Francis). We also used 

the AI-assisted research tool Scispace to expand our search for articles. By combining terms 

such as ‘French and Raven power bases in virtual teams’ and ‘coordination practices in remote 

work’, Scispace suggested studies relevant to our research topic. These sources were then 

verified and retrieved from the original databases before being included in our literature review. 

Our search also included the snowballing technique which involved examining the reference 

lists of key articles and tracking citations of foundational papers. Greenhalgh and Peacock 

(2005) found that snowball methods produced more relevant sources than protocol-driven 

database searches alone.  The search ended once new sources stopped adding meaningfully to 

the developing picture (Denyer & Tranfield, 2006).  

 

2.2. Leadership in virtual work environments  

2.2.1. Definition of leadership 

Leadership is a concept that has been interpreted through numerous definitions, reflecting its 

multidimensional and dynamic nature. One of the most cited and popular definitions describes 

leadership as the process of influencing others to understand and agree on what needs to be 

done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual and collective efforts to achieve 

shared goals (Yukl, 2013).  
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Various studies on the concept of leadership show a wide diversity in terms of its definition, 

yet they have limited theoretical convergence. Contemporary literature describes leadership as 

a process of influence focused on achieving shared goals. Authors such as Yukl (2013) and 

Northouse (2022) define leadership as a process of influence. While Yukl approaches it in 

terms of intentional influence that guides collective effort, Northouse describes it as a process 

in which the individual motivates the group to achieve common goals. On the other hand, Burns 

(1979) provides an ethical vision focused on moral purpose and mutual elevation between 

leaders and followers. In contrast, Rost (2005) offers a relational perspective, focusing on 

leadership as a multidirectional influence aimed at generating change, beyond formal authority.  

 

2.2.2. Leadership as a process of influence 

The exercise of influence forms the basis of leadership, both in terms of its conceptualization 

and its practical application. Rather than limiting themselves to exercising their formal 

authority, leaders focus on shaping and modifying the behaviour, attitudes, and performance 

of their team through social activities and interpersonal dynamics (Yukl, 2013). This influence 

can be applied through decision-making, communication, the creation of a shared vision, and 

reward systems. 

 

Empirical studies on virtual teams indicate that a leader's influence is directly linked to clear 

and responsive communication and their ability to create an environment of psychological 

safety at a distance (Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014). With informal interactions and observational 

learning reduced, leaders need to strategically rely on planned communication accompanied by 

symbolic actions to guide the behaviour of their collaborators. This communication can take 

place via virtual channels, where the absence of traditional social cues requires leaders to be 

more deliberate in conveying meaning, support and coordination. To this end, they utilise both 

verbal resources and paralinguistic elements specific to virtual environments, with the aim of 

maintaining cohesion and a collaborative spirit within the team (Darics, 2020). 

 

In this context, the concept of e-leadership emerges as a process of social influence that seeks 

to shape attitudes, performance and behaviour through communication and information 

technology (Roman et al., 2019). Thus, rather than being a simple adaptation of traditional 

leadership practices to the virtual context, this type of leadership is fundamentally shaped by 

the technological environment in which it operates. 

 

Consequently, the ability to exert influence in virtual environments depends increasingly on a 

leader’s ability to use communication as an operational and relational tool. In the absence of 

physical proximity, leaders choose to rely on planned and deliberate interactions aimed at 

coordinating work and fostering a sense of belonging. This dual role involves both performance 

management and the development and maintenance of a shared team identity, which requires 

clear, consistent and responsive communication (Darics, 2020). 

 

Skills such as clear and effective communication, adequate social interaction, the ability to 

inspire and manage change, team building and accountability, technological knowledge 
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relating to ICTs, and the development of a sense of trust in virtual environments form the basis 

of e-leadership (Roman et al., 2019). 

 

 

2.2.3. Characteristics of Virtual Teams and Virtual Work  

Work teams are defined as a delimited and stable set of individuals with mutual accountability 

who work interdependently to achieve a common goal (Hackman, 1987; Guzzo & Dickson, 

1996). As the virtual work becomes more prevalent, a growing number of employees 

participate in virtual teams, which rely on digital media for the coordination of their activities 

(Gilson et al., 2015; Hertel et al., 2005). There are three structural characteristics that 

distinguish virtual teams from traditional co-located teams: geographic dispersion among 

members, task interdependence that requires ongoing coordination despite distance, and the 

use of digital technology as the primary medium through which that coordination occurs. Each 

characteristic has been shown to produce unique dynamics that influence team processes and 

outcomes (Martins et al., 2004).  

 

On the other hand, virtuality is a critical factor that shapes the way teams communicate and 

coordinate. It also represents the degree to which team processes depend on technology, 

considering aspects such as the synchronous of interactions between team members, the use of 

virtual tools to coordinate their work, and the informational value of communication (Kirkman 

& Mathieu, 2005).  These factors influence the frequency, structure, and richness of 

communication, thereby fostering changes in how team members interact and coordinate their 

work. It is important to note that when teams operate with a high degree of virtuality, 

opportunities for informal exchange and spontaneous communication are reduced, which in 

turn leads to less daily contact and fewer informal face-to-face interactions (Kirkman & 

Mathieu, 2005). 

 

2.2.4.  Leadership Challenges in Virtual Teams 

According to Hoch and Kozlowski (2014), the effectiveness of formal hierarchical leadership 

decreases as the level of virtuality within a team increases. In their study of 120 project teams, 

they found that the positive relationship between hierarchical leadership and team performance, 

which was evident in traditional settings, weakened significantly in virtual contexts.  

Understanding the challenges leaders face in virtual environments requires acknowledging that 

virtual work can produce both positive and negative outcomes for employees. A recent meta-

analysis by Gajendran et al. (2024), found that higher levels of virtual work tend to increase 

employee autonomy and improve work-life flexibility. At the same time, it can also lead to 

higher levels of social and professional isolation. As a result, leaders must actively address 

potential feelings of isolation and disconnection that may harm employee well-being and 

performance, while also supporting aspects of virtual work that promote autonomy (Gajendran 

et al., 2024). According to Hill et al. (2024), geographic dispersion and reliance on technology 

create stressors that leaders need to address through intentional work design and 

communication processes. Leaders who overlook these two effects risk either overemphasizing 

autonomy at the expense of connection or over monitoring employees and compromise the 

flexibility that makes virtual work valuable (Hill et al., 2024). 
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Moreover, the lack of physical interaction often makes it harder for team members to build 

rapport and trust (Greer et al., 2025), which can affect team cohesion and collaboration (Park 

et al., 2021). According to Rousseau et al. (1998), trust is a psychological state comprising the 

intention to accept vulnerability based on positive expectations of another's intentions or 

behavior.  Establishing trust can be more challenging in virtual contexts, where team members 

rely primarily on technology-mediated communication rather than face-to-face interaction. The 

absence of physical cues and informal interactions can slow the development of rapport and 

make it more difficult for individuals to form strong interpersonal connections (Park et al., 

2021). Research also suggests that virtual formats may limit opportunities for building 

meaningful professional relationships. For instance, studies of virtual practicums and career 

development programs have shown that participants often find it harder to establish strong 

relationships with supervisors, peers, and professional networks when interactions occur 

exclusively online (Upton, 2025; Musgrove et al., 2022). Similarly, practitioners delivering 

services virtually have reported challenges in engaging participants, developing rapport, and 

maintaining positive relationships through digital channels (Greer et al., 2025). 

 

The development of trust in virtual teams is also shaped by the communication channels used. 

Earlier research suggests that some electronic communication media are more effective than 

others in supporting relationship building and trust development (Bierema, 2022). However, 

because many virtual communication channels lack the non-verbal cues present in face-to-face 

interaction, establishing trust often requires more deliberate effort and intentional use of 

communication tools. In global virtual teams, trust may also take longer to develop due to 

factors such as conflict, cultural differences, and power dynamics among team members 

(Tucker & Panteli, 2003). Because many of these challenges emerge through reduced social 

cues, geographic dispersion, and reliance on digital interaction, communication processes 

become central mechanisms through which leaders attempt to maintain influence and 

coordination in virtual teams. 

 

 

2.3.  Communication and Coordination as Mechanisms of Virtual Influence 

2.3.1. Communication in Virtual Teams 

Communication technologies play a central role in enabling virtual work. The broader concept 

of information and communication technologies (ICTs) refers to the various tools used to 

process and exchange information. Because the focus here is specifically on communication 

processes, these tools can be referred to as communication technologies, which include devices, 

applications, and related hardware and software that allow individuals to send, receive, and 

share digital information through organizational intranets, the internet, or wireless networks 

(Sivunen et al., 2023). One key difference between virtual teams and traditional co-located 

teams lies in how communication occurs. In virtual settings, interaction is primarily mediated 

through technology rather than face-to-face encounters (Marlow et al., 2017). Moreover, 

employees often choose to use these technologies outside formal working hours, not only 
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because of geographical distance or time zone differences but also because they make 

coordination and task completion easier (Gilson et al., 2021). 

Several theoretical perspectives have examined how technology-mediated communication 

differs from face-to-face interaction. Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986), Social 

Presence Theory (Short et al., 1976), and Electronic Propinquity Theory (Korzenny, 1977) all 

suggest that communication media vary in their ability to convey social and contextual cues. 

When fewer cues are available, communication can become more difficult, particularly for 

complex or ambiguous tasks, and users may pay less attention to other participants in the 

interaction (Walther, 1995). These perspectives are commonly grouped under the “cues-

filtered-out” approach, which assumes that technology-mediated communication reduces the 

social cues normally present in face-to-face interactions (Culnan & Markus, 1987; Sivunen et 

al., 2023). 

Recent research has shifted its focus from the disadvantages of communication technologies to 

the ways in which people utilize them. From the perspective of affordance, technologies can 

enable or limit certain behaviors; however, users retain the agency in deciding how to engage 

with these tools (Sivunen et al., 2023). Affordances refer to the possibilities or the limitations 

for action that emerge from the relationship between users and the material features of 

technologies (Treem & Leonardi, 2013; Evans et al., 2017). These possibilities and/or 

limitations may differ depending on the context in which technologies are used, even when the 

technologies themselves remain the same (Treem & Leonardi, 2013). Viewing communication 

technologies through this lens highlights that the outcomes of technology use are not 

determined solely by technical features, but also by how individuals interpret and integrate 

them into their work practices. 

The widespread use of communication technologies has also reshaped when and where work 

takes place. While virtual work is often associated with flexibility and autonomy (Raghuram 

et al., 2001), it can also lead to greater expectations of availability and blurred boundaries 

between work and personal life (Mazmanian et al., 2013). In this context, scholars refer to 

connectivity, which describes the processes and relationships that link individuals and teams 

through the exchange of information and communication (Kolb et al., 2012). Because 

communication technologies allow employees to stay connected at almost any time, work-

related communication increasingly extends beyond traditional working hours (Boswell et al., 

2016; Richardson & Benbunan-Fich, 2011). While this connectivity can support coordination, 

collaboration, and task completion, it may also create interruptions, increase work-life conflict, 

and make it more difficult for employees to detach from work (Sonnentag et al., 2018; Büchler 

et al., 2020). These challenges can be predominantly seen in virtual work, where collaboration 

across time zones may intensify expectations of continuous availability (Lirio, 2017; Nurmi & 

Hinds, 2020).  

Digital tools foster constant availability by extending working hours and, as a result, blurring 

the boundaries set by the formal workday. This blurring manifest itself through messages and 

requests that employees receive on an ongoing basis, leading them to work even at night and 
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during non-working hours. Thus, connectivity alters the temporal dynamics of work, leading 

to availability being perceived as expected and normal. Mazmanian et al. (2013) argue that 

mobile technologies create an autonomy paradox. This paradox stems from the fact that while 

people experience greater freedom in deciding when and where to work, at the same time, the 

expectation that they must always be available is reinforced. Similarly, Fenner and Renn (2010) 

argue that the tension between work and family life can intensify because of technology-

mediated supplementary work, since such work is no longer confined to a clearly defined 

organizational space. As a result, the boundary between work and personal life becomes 

increasingly blurred, making it harder to carve out time that is truly not work-related. 

Furthermore, the fragmentation of attention is a challenge that disrupts concentration and 

diverts employees’ efforts, as they constantly monitor any incoming communications whilst 

carrying out their work. Such disruptions affect workplace dynamics, causing employees to 

respond reactively rather than acting based on reflection (Perlow, 1999).  One such interruption 

is online messaging, which puts pressure on employees as it demands an immediate response 

(Sonnentag et al., 2018). Thus, constant connectivity affects performance by demanding the 

employee’s constant attention, who in turn must exert significant cognitive effort to complete 

their tasks.  In the context of virtual work, the problem is exacerbated by the fact that 

communication technologies are both the main platform for coordinating work and, at the same 

time, the source of disruption. 

Although communication technologies make virtual working possible, they are insufficient for 

managing the complexity involved in interdependent tasks and the inherent fragmentation of 

time. This creates a need for structured forms of coordination that integrate these 

interdependent activities amongst the members of the virtual team.  

 

2.3.2. Coordination in Virtual Teams 

Coordination is defined as “the process of interaction that integrates a collective set of 

interdependent tasks” (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009,p. 463). It is an important element when 

individuals have to collaborate to fulfill a shared goal (Hoffer Gittell, 2002). In co-located 

teams, coordination typically emerges through a combination of formal arrangements, such as 

schedules, plans, and defined procedures, and informal interactions, where team members 

adjust their activities based on observation and short exchanges with colleagues (Faraj & Xiao, 

2006). However, the absence of physical proximity, in virtual work, means that team members 

cannot easily observe how others are progressing or detect emerging dependencies between 

tasks. Therefore, virtual teams often need to rely more heavily on explicit coordination 

processes to maintain alignment (Malhotra et al., 2007). 

Malhotra and Majchrzak (2014) describe two broad categories of coordination mechanisms: 

Structural coordination and emergent coordination. Structural coordination refers to 

arrangements that are established in advance. Emergent coordination, in contrast, develops 

during task execution as team members communicate and adapt their activities to changing 
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circumstances. Structural arrangements provide a foundation that clarifies responsibilities and 

expectations, while emergent coordination allows teams to respond to unexpected issues or 

evolving task demands. Teams that rely too heavily on predefined structures may struggle when 

tasks require flexibility, whereas teams that depend primarily on ongoing interaction may 

experience inefficiencies or uncertainty regarding roles and responsibilities (Malhotra & 

Majchrzak, 2014).  

Temporal coordination is another challenge frequently encountered in virtual teams. When 

team members work across different time zones or maintain varying schedules, opportunities 

for real-time interaction become more limited. O’Leary and Cummings (2007) refer to this 

phenomenon as temporal dispersion and show that it can negatively affect team performance 

by increasing coordination delays and reducing synchronous communication.  

Shared mental models also play an important role in enabling coordination in virtual 

environments. Shared mental models refer to overlapping understandings among team 

members regarding task requirements, team roles, and coordination processes (Mathieu et al., 

2000). When team members possess these shared understandings, they can predict one 

another's actions and adjust their own tasks accordingly, reducing the necessity for constant 

communication (DeChurch & Mesmer-Magnus, 2010). This becomes particularly valuable in 

virtual teams, where members have fewer opportunities to observe each other’s work directly 

(Espinosa et al., 2007). In co-located settings such understandings often emerge informally 

through everyday interaction, but in virtual teams they frequently need to be communicated 

more explicitly (Malhotra & Majchrzak, 2014).  

Technology is closely intertwined with coordination in virtual work. Team members can track 

the progress of tasks and their interdependencies using collaboration tools such as shared 

documents, workflow systems, and project management platforms, which partially compensate 

for the lack of physical proximity (Sivunen et al., 2023). Team members can adjust their work 

independently without the need for constant direct communication when these systems are 

consistently updated and used as shared reference points (Espinosa et al., 2007). However, 

technology can introduce new coordination challenges, as information may become fragmented 

if team members use different platforms, fail to update shared systems, or communicate 

through channels that others do not monitor (Malhotra et al., 2007). 

 

2.4.  Social Influence Theory 

The theory of social influence provides a framework for analysing how leaders influence 

employees. Influence can be defined as the process that brings about changes in a person’s 

behavior, opinions, attitudes, values, and goals (French & Raven, 1959). Thus, power is 

determined in terms of influence, and influence is defined in terms of psychological changes, 

which adds complexity to the process that frames it. This approach is key in social psychology, 

as it allows us to analyse how social interactions bring about changes in behaviour and in 

individuals’ systems of meaning. 
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According to French and Raven's (1959) foundational framework within social influence 

theory, leaders exert influence through different bases of social power such as expert, 

legitimate, reward, coercive, referent and information power. Expert power, stems from 

perceived knowledge, experience and skills. Legitimate power derives from a formal position 

within an organisational structure and from the recognition of the norms that confer authority. 

Raven (1992) further distinguishes formal legitimacy (authority based on position) and three 

other forms based on social norms: legitimacy of reciprocity (the obligation to reciprocate what 

has been given), legitimacy of equity (the right to compensation for effort or harm), and 

legitimacy of dependence (the obligation to help those who depend on the agent). These sub-

forms enable legitimate power to operate beyond positional authority, and grounded in 

relational obligations between leader and team.  While, referent power is based on admiration, 

identification or a desire to associate with the agent (Podsakoff & Schriesheim, 1985; Hinkin 

& Schriesheim, 1989).  

Reward power rests on the ability to provide incentives or benefits, in contrast to coercive 

power, which is based on the ability to impose sanctions or negative consequences. Raven 

(1992) also distinguishes between impersonal and personal types of reward and coercive 

power. Impersonal forms have material outcomes such as a bonus, fine, promotion or dismissal. 

Personal forms occur through the granting or removal of approval, recognition or relational 

warmth by someone the target cares about.  

 

Subsequently, Raven (1992) expanded his original theoretical framework by incorporating a 

sixth component: informational power. This type of power is defined as the ability to influence 

others by presenting logical arguments, evidence or information that leads the individual to 

independently assimilate and accept the change. 

 

Raven (1992) further differentiated these bases of power by the degree of surveillance. 

Coercive and reward power require constant monitoring to ensure compliance, as the behaviour 

of the target is maintained through the agent’s ability to continue to observe and reward or 

sanction. However, legitimate, expert, referent and informational power do not need 

surveillance; they operate through obligation, perceived competence, identification or accepted 

reasoning, rather than observation (Raven, 1992). This distinction is important for virtual work, 

where the conditions for surveillance such as physical proximity, ambient awareness of what 

people are doing, and informal observation are reduced. 

 

In virtual work, the way in which leaders exercise power varies depending on technology-

mediated communication and coordination processes, thereby altering the way in which 

traditional bases of power are applied. The main constraints are the lack of direct supervision 

and control, which diminishes the power of traditional bases of power based on coercion and 

reward. 

 

In the virtual context, the visibility of performance is becoming increasingly limited. In 

response to this, structured, frequent and task-oriented communication takes on a central role, 

as it becomes the primary means of demonstrating the knowledge and competence that 

underpin a leader’s expert power. Furthermore, this power is reinforced by the ability to 
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manage relevant information. According to Yukl and Falbe (1991), the power of information 

rests both on access to it and on control over its distribution, making mastery of it a key source 

of influence. Thus, in virtual environments, expert power is strengthened through the control 

and quality of the information flowing via digital channels. 

 

Regarding referent power, this stems from the quality of interpersonal relationships, which, in 

the virtual context, are mediated by technology. In the absence of face-to-face interaction, 

elements such as communicative empathy, the building of trust and consistency are essential 

for team members to identify with the leader. This basis of power stems from characteristics 

perceived as attractive in the leader (Hinkin & Schriesheim, 1989). Consequently, the use of 

transparent communication, the recognition of team members’ contributions and the promotion 

of social interactions in the virtual environment help to consolidate this form of influence. 

 

Finally, the establishment of legitimate power in virtual environments depends to a lesser 

extent on face-to-face interaction and relies instead primarily on the clarity of the structure and 

rules that the leader communicates to the team. In the absence of face-to-face interaction, 

leaders need to clearly define roles, responsibilities and expectations through digital means, 

thereby strengthening their image of formal authority. However, such position-based sources 

of power are less decisive in determining commitment than personal sources (Yukl & Falbe, 

1991). 

3. Methodology 

 

3.1. Research design 

The philosophy of research is grounded in ontological and epistemological principles that 

shape our understanding of reality and knowledge. Ontology refers to views on the nature of 

reality, whilst epistemology concerns how knowledge about that reality is acquired (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2021). From an ontological perspective, this study adopts a relativist stance, in 

which reality is viewed as multifaceted and the product of social construction, rather than as a 

fixed and objective reality. This approach holds that phenomena depend on the observer’s point 

of view, which implies that the same reality can be experienced and interpreted differently by 

different people. Consequently, a clearer and more reliable understanding of phenomena is 

achieved by integrating different perspectives rather than relying on a single objective account. 

 

This relativist ontological position is justified by the fact that leadership in virtual environments 

emerges from technology-mediated interactions between employees and leaders, rather than 

being a single, unified reality. Reality is interpreted differently based on each individual’s 

experiences and contexts, thus giving rise to the idea of diverse, coexisting realities (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2021).  

 

Regarding the chosen epistemology, the study is based on social constructionism, as knowledge 

arises from social interactions between participants and the meanings they ascribe to their 

experiences (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). Knowledge is therefore 

closely linked to the interpretative frameworks, language and concepts used to approach reality. 
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Consequently, social reality is conceived as a world of meanings, constructed jointly by 

individuals through interactive and communicative processes. Furthermore, social 

constructionism highlights the active role played by the researcher in the process, with social, 

psychological, cultural and historical factors capable of influencing observation and analysis. 

Applied to this study, this perspective is reinforced by the definition of leadership as a dynamic 

process formed through the individual interactions of the participants (Souza, 2023). These 

interactions are characterised by their diversity, as they occur via digital channels within the 

virtual environment.  

 

 

3.2. Research approach 

This study adopts a qualitative method to explore phenomena from perspectives that 

quantitative approaches do not consider. However, such exploration involves a path fraught 

with uncertainty that requires careful planning, creativity and a degree of flexibility. In 

response to this, most qualitative approaches structure the data in such a way as to progressively 

reduce its complexity. This facilitates the gradual construction of theories about the 

phenomenon under study (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021).  

  

This study uses an inductive approach. It is based on gathering empirical data to develop or 

refine theory, unlike deductive methodology, which is based on testing pre-existing hypotheses 

(Saunders et al., 2011).  This fit with our study's purpose as we aim to explore how leaders 

develop power bases through communication and coordination processes within virtual 

environments. Power bases are part of the existing social influence theory (French & Raven, 

1959; Raven, 1992). However, little is known about how this theory functions within a 

technological-mediated context. 

The inductive approach is appropriate for this study because it is based on similar assumptions 

to those of the interpretive paradigm (Collis & Hussey, 2009). By conducting interviews with 

leaders and exploring their experiences we aim to join the conversation of the social influence 

theory in a technological context.  

 

3.3.  Data sampling  

A purposive sampling strategy in the form of criterion sampling technique was applied in order 

to identify participants who could provide relevant and experience-based insights for the study 

(Patton, 2002). Criterion sampling improves the relevance and credibility of the data because 

individuals are selected in relation to predefined criteria that address the objectives of the study. 

(Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024). In this study, the main inclusion criteria were that participants 

worked in teams, operated in a virtual work context, and held leadership positions where they 

could influence others' behaviors, opinions, attitudes, and goals, such as project managers, 

department heads, team leaders, supervisors, managers, analysts, and other individuals who 

exercised influence within teams. Furthermore, this strategy was complemented using snowball 

sampling to broaden access to individuals with relevant professional experience and to gather 

rich, informative insights that would otherwise have been difficult to obtain (Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2021). At the end of each interview, participants were asked if they could recommend 
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other individuals who met the inclusion criteria. In this way, we were able to recruit additional 

participants with practical experience and specialist knowledge of the research topic. 

 

Following Ahmadi and Vogel (2023), participants were asked to reflect on the concept of 

leadership, recognising that leadership can also emerge through interpersonal influence and 

coordination within teams, rather than arising solely from a formal managerial role. 

Furthermore, since most participants were both leaders and followers depending on the 

situation or team structure, they were instructed to reflect specifically on situations where they 

exert leadership during the interviews. This approach allowed the study to capture nuanced 

insights into how leadership and influence are exercised in practice, considering both formal 

authority and informal power dynamics.  

 

The participants’ professional backgrounds, team sizes, and levels of leadership experience 

varied, providing a broad spectrum of perspectives that supports a richer analysis of how 

leaders develop and exercise power bases in virtual environments.  

 

 

Table 1: Overview of primary data 

Participants 

ID 

Working Title Years of 

leadership 

experience in 

virtual settings 

Workplace Interview 

duration 

(min) 

Date 

P #1  Construction 

Cost Estimator 

5 Sweden 44 min March 

25th, 2026 

P #2  Business 

Development 

Representative 

 

2 Sweden 38 min March 

25th, 2026 

P #3  Immigration 

Intake 

Specialist 

1.5 USA 42 min  March 

26th 2026 

P #4  Head of 

Operations and 

Service 

Delivery  

5.5 Sweden 30 min March 

28th 2026 

P #5  Sales 

Coordinator 

5 Ecuador 60 min March 

30th, 2026 

P #6  Commercial 

Insurance 

Pricing 

Specialist 

 

6 Austria 50 min March 

30th, 2026 

P #7  CEO 5 Sweden 54 min March 

30th, 2026 

P #8  Financial 

Analyst 

1.5 Spain 36 min March 

30th, 2026 
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P #9  Data Scientist 4 Italy 37 min March 

31st, 

2026 

P #10  Customer 

Service Agent 

1 Sweden 52 min April 1st, 

2026 

P #11  Marketing 

Development 

Analyst 

1.5 Colombia 40 min  April 10th 

2026 

P #12  Marketing 

Manager 

2.5 Czech 

Republic 

50 min April 19th 

2026 

P #13  Business 

Development 

Representative 

2.5 Sweden  34 min April 20th 

2026 

P #14  VP of 

International 

Sales  

3.5 United 

Kingdom 

 46 min April 21st  

2026 

 

 

 

 

3.4. Data collection 

 

Data was collected via semi-structured interviews from leaders who have experience working 

with teams in a virtual work environment. Semi-structured interviews are most commonly 

conducted in qualitative research due to their flexibility and focus on the research aims and 

objectives (Saunders et al., 2019; Tracy, 2020). 

The interviews were conducted online between 25th of March and 21st of April 2026 via 

Microsoft Teams. Each interview lasted approximately between 30 and 60 minutes and was 

recorded and transcribed participants’ consent.  

  

By collecting data via semi-structured interviews, rich and detailed data could be collected that 

focused on the leaders’ personal experiences and perceptions. The focus of the research is on 

leaders who are actively working in a virtual work environment. Therefore, the data collected 

is pertinent to the research aims and objectives. The interviews are particularly effective for 

collecting data on participants’ experiences (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 

 

 

3.5.  Data Analysis 

We use thematic analysis (TA) as an analytic framework for interviews’ content. Thematic 

analysis is a qualitative analysis technique employed for identification, analysis, and 

interpretation of patterns of meaning (themes) in the data (Clarke & Braun, 2017). It is a 

flexible method applicable across various theories and paradigms of research (Clarke & Braun, 

2017). TA is one of the most used approaches for qualitative data analysis in business research 

(Terry & Hayfield, 2021). It allows for the exploration of patterns of meaning in participants’ 
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accounts through the development of themes that capture shared and meaningful aspects of 

their experiences (Terry & Hayfield, 2021). 

In this study, thematic analysis enables an in-depth exploration of how leaders establish power 

bases in virtual work contexts. As Braun and Clarke (2021) noted; TA is not a singular 

approach but a cluster of different versions that share the focus on coding and theme 

development but diverge in their underlying philosophical assumptions and procedures. Coding 

reliability TA reflects neopositivist concerns with objective coding through fixed codebooks, 

multiple coders, and inter-rater agreement. Codebook approaches such as framework, matrix, 

and template analysis, which use a structured coding frame but sit within a broadly qualitative 

paradigm, and themes are typically initially developed early. On the other hand, reflexive TA 

treats coding as an open, interpretive process and views the researcher's subjectivity as a 

resource for knowledge production rather than a source of bias to be controlled (Braun and 

Clarke, 2021). This paper uses reflexive TA because it resonates well with the social 

constructionist epistemology adopted. Reflexive TA treats qualitative research as inherently 

interpretive, where meaning is understood as contextual and shaped by both participants and 

the researchers (Braun et al., 2019). This approach acknowledges that realities are multiple and 

contextually constructed instead of assuming a single objective reality, as well as it positions 

us (the researchers) as actively involved in the process of knowledge production (Braun et al., 

2019). 

Within reflexive TA, themes are not just discovered but are actively developed through 

engagement with the data. They represent patterns of meaning that can operate at both a 

semantic level (explicit meanings) and a latent level (underlying ideas or assumptions) (Braun 

et al., 2019). Therefore, the coding process is iterative and flexible, allowing codes to evolve, 

be refined, or combined as the researcher’s understanding deepens. The aim is not to produce 

an objective summary of the data, but to develop a coherent and insightful interpretation 

grounded in participants’ accounts, where researcher subjectivity is treated as a resource rather 

than a limitation (Braun et al., 2019). 

While our initial coding was data-driven and oriented toward patterns in participants' insights, 

the theoretical framework of French and Raven's power bases provided a lens that informed 

how we engaged with the data at the theme development stage. Although, we did not code with 

the power bases as a predetermined template, as themes stabilized, we examined how they 

connected to the theoretical framework. 

As shown in figure 1, our analysis followed the six-phase approach of reflexive thematic 

analysis as outlined by Braun et al. (2019). The first phase involved familiarisation with the 

data, where we engaged closely with the interview transcripts through repeated reading and 

note-taking. At this stage, we focused on developing an initial sense of the data, identifying 

interesting features, and reflecting on potential patterns without applying formal coding. The 

second phase involved generating initial codes through a more systematic engagement with the 

data, considering both explicit and interpretive meanings. In the third phase, codes were 

examined and grouped to construct initial themes. This involved identifying broader patterns 

of meaning by clustering related codes and exploring how they connected to each other, at this 
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stage we ended up with 44 codes. Representative quotes illustrating each code are provided in 

Appendix 3. The fourth phase focused on reviewing and refining the themes. This involved 

revising, combining, or discarding themes where necessary, as well as considering how themes 

related to each other within the overall narrative of the data. The fifth phase involved defining 

and naming themes. At this stage, we articulated each theme in terms of its core meaning and 

boundaries, ensuring that it captured a meaningful aspect of the data. Theme names were 

refined to reflect their central organizing concept and to communicate their relevance to the 

research question. The final phase involved producing the report, where the findings were 

presented in a coherent and structured manner. We ensured that the final themes provided a 

compelling and well-supported interpretation of the data in relation to the research aims (Braun 

et al., 2019). 

Reflexivity was present throughout the process rather than applied as a separate step at the end. 

Working as two researchers, we engaged with the transcripts independently before bringing 

our readings into dialogue. The purpose of these conversations was not to agree on a single 

correct interpretation but to push against each other's readings, surface assumptions that had 

gone unexamined, and arrive at more nuanced interpretations than either of us would have 

reached alone. Through this process, we recognized that our initial themes were over-

fragmented and merged several that were capturing the same underlying pattern in different 

language. 

 
Figure 1: Reflexive Thematic Analysis steps adopted from (Braun et al., 2019)  

 

3.6. Data Quality 

3.6.1. Credibility 

 Credibility refers to the truthfulness of the findings of qualitative research and the accuracy 

with which they reflect the participants’ perspectives. Its aim is to instil confidence that the 

interpretations are authentic within the specific context of the research. Rather than assuming 

a single objective reality, this factor acknowledges the existence of different realities and 

maintains that the results must represent the meanings and experiences of individuals. In this 

way, credibility acts as the qualitative equivalent of internal validity, highlighting the 

consistency between participants’ perspectives and the study’s interpretations (Guba, 1981; 

Lincoln & Guba, 2007; Schwandt, 2007). 

 

We sought to establish credibility by cross-checking data from different sources (Lincoln and 

Guba, 2007). Furthermore, we identified consistent patterns in the ways in which leaders 

establish a foundation of power in virtual environments, based on information gathered from 

participants across various industries. In this way, we compared the different perspectives and 

ensured that the topics were fundamentally based on solid evidence and reflected the 

participants’ reality. (Bell et al., 2022; Lincoln & Guba, 2007). 
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3.6.2. Transferability 

 

Transferability refers to the ability to apply research findings in different settings. This criterion 

emphasises the importance of context over universal applicability, bearing in mind that results 

are determined by specific social and organisational contexts. In naturalistic research, 

transferability replaces external validity as it focuses on determining whether the knowledge 

gained can be meaningfully transferred to similar settings. According to Guba (1981), the task 

of deciding whether the findings are applicable is a shared responsibility between the researcher 

and the reader. The latter is responsible for assessing the degree of similarity between different 

contexts. Therefore, identifying all contextual factors capable of influencing the research is 

important, as it allows us to assess whether the findings are relevant in different settings (Guba, 

1981). 

 

In the study, transferability is ensured through a comprehensive description of the research 

context, including the sectors represented, the characteristics of participants in leadership roles, 

and the nature of the virtual work environment. Furthermore, the study provides a detailed 

description of the methodology employed, such as the use of semi-structured interviews and 

reflexive thematic analysis, thereby facilitating a better understanding of the data collection 

and analysis processes. By presenting details of the methodology and context, the study enables 

researchers to assess how leaders establish bases of power through communication and 

coordination processes in virtual environments, and how these can be applied to similar 

organisational contexts. This approach aligns with Guba’s (1981) assertion that transferability 

is based on contextual comparison rather than generalisation. It also acknowledges that 

qualitative research must provide the descriptive richness necessary to make an informed 

assessment (Guba, 1981; Lincoln and Guba, 2007). 

 

3.6.3. Dependability 

Dependability is defined as the stability and consistency of the entire research process, with an 

emphasis on whether the study’s findings would remain similar if the study were repeated under 

comparable conditions. In qualitative research, dependability replaces the concept of validity, 

as it focuses on the coherence and transparency with which the process is conducted rather than 

on replication (Guba, 1981; Lincoln and Guba, 2007). According to Guba (1981), the 

consistency of qualitative research is determined by clarity in methodology, rather than through 

the control of variables. Consequently, dependability requires that the entire research process 

possess essential characteristics such as methodological rationality, the traceability of each 

step, and detailed documentation, so that it is possible to understand how the conclusions were 

ultimately reached (Enworo, 2023).  

 

In the study, dependability is achieved through a detailed and well-documented methodological 

approach. This includes key aspects such as the research design, which encompasses sampling, 

semi-structured interviews and the use of reflexive thematic analysis across a six-phase 

sequence. Furthermore, each stage of the data collection process is explained in detail, enabling 

the monitoring and evaluation of how the procedure was carried out.   
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3.6.4. Confirmability 

 

Confirmability is defined as the ability of findings from qualitative studies to be grounded in 

data without being influenced by the researcher’s own assumptions or biases.  In qualitative 

research, confirmability replaces the concept of objectivity, as it focuses on ensuring the 

traceability of interpretations back to the data collected (Guba, 1981; Lincoln and Guba, 2007). 

According to Guba (1981), the challenge lies in the need to establish that the results depend on 

the participants and the conditions of the study, rather than on the researcher’s inclinations. 

Therefore, confirmability highlights the importance of reflexivity and transparency throughout 

the process to provide greater insight into the formation of interpretations. 

 

We seek to adhere to this principle by employing reflexive thematic analysis, which relies on 

continuous engagement with the data to generate findings. This is complemented by an 

acknowledgement of the researchers’ interpretative role and the structured documentation of 

the process, which ensures that conclusions are firmly grounded in the data. We also avoided 

steering participants’ responses during the interview by using open-ended interviews. Finally, 

we sought to reduce the risk of bias through individual and collective reflection from a third-

party perspective at the end of each stage of the research work. 

 

 

3.7. Research Ethics 

 

Ethical considerations are an essential part of research and are present at every stage of the 

study. Building on the work of Bell and Bryman (2007), Easterby-Smith et al. (2021) set out 

ten fundamental principles of ethical practice. These principles shape the way in which the 

study is designed, conducted and reported.     

The first group of principles focuses on protecting participants. This group includes causing no 

harm to participants, respecting their dignity, ensuring their fully informed consent and 

protecting their privacy, ensuring the confidentiality of data and preserving the anonymity of 

individuals (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021).  

Harm reduction is particularly important given that the risks may involve physical harm as well 

as psychological, professional and social consequences (Bell and Bryman, 2007).  When first 

contacting participants, we explained the aim and details of the research so that they could 

make an informed decision about their participation. During the interviews, it was emphasised 

that we were in a safe and open space, where no one would judge their responses, to build trust 

with the participants so that they could express themselves freely.  

Informed consent is an essential ethical requirement within the study. This requires that 

participants are fully informed about the nature of the study, their role within the research and 

the potential risks (Bell & Bryman, 2007). Prior to data collection, participants were informed 
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about the context of the study and gave their consent via a form based on the General Data 

Protection Regulation (GDPR). They were also informed of the start of the recording and 

transcription process, to ensure transparency throughout the interview. 

The protection of privacy, anonymity and confidentiality are equally essential elements. These 

principles prevent the disclosure of participants’ personal information and the revelation of 

their identities in the study’s findings. Whilst confidentiality refers to the protection of the 

information provided, anonymity involves concealing the participants’ identities (Bell & 

Bryman, 2007). In order to safeguard participants’ identities, numerical codes such as P#1 were 

used for data processing and presentation. Furthermore, no personal information was disclosed, 

and the collection of sensitive personal information such as names and age was avoided, as 

these are not necessary for the research. Through the implementation of these measures, the 

privacy of the study participants was maintained. 

The second group of principles focuses on the integrity of the research process. This set 

includes avoiding deception, declaring affiliations and conflicts of interest, ensuring honesty 

and transparency, and avoiding the misrepresentation of results (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). 

These principles are essential for maintaining confidence in the study and ensuring that the 

findings are reported accurately and without bias. 

 

4. Empirical Findings 

Our analysis followed reflexive thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2019), moving iteratively 

between coding and theme development.  

In the early stages, we worked closely with the data, reading and re-reading the transcripts. As 

coding progressed, we grouped related codes together and developed themes from those 

groupings. Themes were then reviewed and revised repeatedly, as well as checked against the 

full dataset, refined for coherence, and adjusted until the five together answered the research 

question. The final analytical structure, including themes, sub-themes, and the codes from 

which they were derived, is shown in Table 1. Each theme has a distinct conceptual focus, 

draws on data from multiple participants and contexts, and does not overlap substantially with 

the others.  

The five themes emerged from repeated engagement with participants' accounts of how they 

work, what they do daily, what they find difficult, what they have learned over time. After the 

themes were established, we examined how they related to the research question and the 

theoretical framework. Communication Structure as Authority emerged from the consistency 

of meeting and channel practices across all participants. Relational Practices emerged from the 

parallel accounts of deliberate social effort. Information Architecture emerged from the pattern 

of leaders designing systems rather than giving direct instructions. Trust emerged from the 

tension between autonomy and accountability that ran through most interviews. Visibility and 
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Expertise emerged from participants' descriptions of how competence is demonstrated and 

developed when observation is no longer ambient. 

Table 1: Thematic structure: codes, sub-themes, and themes 

Codes Sub-themes Themes 

Regular meetings; Consistent deadlines and 

routines reinforce accountability; Structured 

agenda items and messages; Meeting frequency 

and format adapt to team and role needs 

1.1 Structured communication as coordination 

and control 

1. Communication 

Structure as 

Authority 

Communication channels reflect task 

complexity and organizational hierarchy; 

Channel preferences differ depending on 

efficiency and interaction needs; Clear 

expectations are established early and 

reinforced regularly; Documentation provides 

lasting role and process clarity 

 

1.2 Channels and clarity as role-definition tools 

Informal social practices are intentionally built 

into team routines; Personal check-ins and self-

disclosure strengthen relationships; Camera use 

increases familiarity and social recognition; 

Leaders maintain visibility while relationships 

evolve with competence 

2.1 Investing in personal connection within and 

alongside work interactions 

2. Relational 

Practices 

Human follow-ups personalize automated 

digital notifications; Daily rituals and written 

summaries reinforce connection and clarity; 

Public recognition and advocacy strengthen 

team support 

2.2 Making digital communication more 

personal 

In-person events intentionally build stronger 

relationships; Physical contact deepens 

relationships more than virtual interaction 

alone; Strong relational trust develops through 

sustained in-person connection 

2.3 In-person contact as relational foundation 

Digital platforms make responsibilities and 

workflows transparent; Shared repositories and 

recordings preserve organizational knowledge; 

Poor documentation weakens coordination and 

scalability 

3.1 Systems as substitutes for direct leadership 3. Information 

Architecture 

Information is distributed through 

organizational layers and smaller groups; 

Transparent performance tracking supports self-

monitoring; Leaders also share their own 

activities to maintain mutual visibility 

3.2 Structuring and distributing information 

Trust-based outcome management replacing 

surveillance; Trust expressed through deliberate 

managerial silence; Shared ownership through 

collaborative targets and dialogue; Trust rooted 

in selective hiring; Goal-oriented performance 

measurement with preference-aligned task 

ownership 

4.1 Trust through autonomy and shared 

accountability  

4. Trust 

Always-on expectations undermining work-life 

boundaries; Digital tools reinforcing work 

pressure without direct managerial control; 

Boundary management through institutional 

rules and value-driven leadership; Autonomy-

based work structures relying on individual 

commitment and self-direction 

4.2 Boundaries and limits of trust  

Digital visibility as a signal of credibility and 

expertise; Asynchronous screen recordings 

enabling reusable knowledge transfer; 

Onboarding through guided participation and 

structured learning routines; Guided reflection 

fostering employee accountability and 

commitment 

5.1 Making expertise visible in virtual settings 5. Visibility and  

Expertise 
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Performance management focused on early 

detection and supportive inquiry; Distributed 

knowledge reducing dependence on individual 

expertise; Feedback channel hierarchy 

privileging in-person difficult conversations 

5.2 Developing expertise through others 

Virtual relationships perceived as inherently 

less deep than in-person ones; Reduced ambient 

learning creating greater challenges for junior 

workers; Limited in-person presence 

constraining career visibility and advancement; 

Individual commitment and external social 

networks moderating remote work challenges 

 6. Limits of virtual 

work 

 

 

 

 

4.1.  Communication structure as authority  

This theme addresses how leaders exert legitimate power in virtual settings. In face-to-face 

environments, positional authority is reinforced continuously through physical presence, 

informal observation, and the everyday rhythms of shared space. When those conditions are 

removed, legitimate power can no longer operate through ambient means. The data shows that 

leaders reconstruct it deliberately, embedding authority into the structure of communication: 

the regularity of meetings, the hierarchy of channels, and the explicitness of expectations. 

These structures do work that shared physical space does automatically in co-located settings. 

4.1.1. Structured communication as coordination and control  

Regardless of sector, country, or organizational size, participants described the same pattern of 

structured meeting cadence: daily or near-daily operational contact, a weekly team meeting, 

and a monthly one-to-one. P#7, CEO of a small organization in Sweden, described her weekly 

90-minute core team meeting as the main coordination point for her distributed organization: 

“We have regular team meetings in the core team once a week for 90 minutes and we do that 

on Teams.” P#4, overseeing 80 agents across multiple countries, made the monthly one-to-one 

a formal requirement: “At least once a month it’s a requirement to have a one-on-one session 

with them.” 

 

Daily contact tends to be short and practical. P#11, for example, runs a ten-minute morning 

standup where team members share what they are working on and whether they need immediate 

help. Weekly meetings vary more, P#14, for instance, splits his into two: a Tuesday session for 

planning ahead and a Friday session focused on reviewing the week’s challenges and successes. 

As P#12 explained, the purpose of this structure is to replaces what a physical office would 

normally provide: “We didn’t have any office or any place where we can meet. It was kind of 

like synchronizationI knew what other people are doing, they know what I am doing, and 

everybody just knows where the goal for the company is.” 

 

Within this setup, leaders also use simple structures to keep things moving. P#12 includes a 

standing “what’s blocking you” question in her weekly meeting to surface issues early: 

“Sometimes you want to do something but you cannot because it follows up to work of 

somebody else who didn’t finish their work.” P#5 relies more on asynchronous communication, 
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combining platform priority flags with direct messages to guide his team’s daily focus without 

needing constant meetings. 

P#14 pointed to consistency as the key factor that makes all of this work: “Consistency in terms 

of the structure we have for meetings sets an expectation. Attendance rates are very, very high, 

regardless of what hours or where people are in the world.” He reinforces this with clear 

routines, for example: “I need a forecast every Monday by 12 o’clock Swedish time.” 

The meetings themselves are not the interesting finding; what matters is their regularity and 

what that regularity communicates. In co-located settings, a leader's legitimate power is 

reinforced through everyday physical presence; not through anything the leader does actively, 

just through being there, observable and in charge. The recurring meetings do something 

structurally similar in virtual work. P#14’s point that consistent meeting structures produce 

high attendance across time zones. Thus, the expectation of showing up is an expectation of 

compliance with the leader's authority, communicated through structure rather than through 

direct instruction. 

 

4.1.2. Channels and clarity as role-definition tools 

Beyond timing and meetings, leaders also described rules around which communication 

channels to use. In virtual settings, the choice of channel itself signals hierarchy, urgency, and 

importance. P#6 made this hierarchy explicit: “If it’s a direct colleague and it’s not a difficult 

topic, I would use Teams. If I need to reach out to people at a higher level in the company 

hierarchy, I would probably use Outlook because it’s a more formal way of communication.” 

P#7 added another layer for sensitive topics: “When it comes to more sort of person-related or 

relational issues, it’s usually better to have a more in-person meeting if you can, or a separate 

conversation over the phone at the very least.” P#4 gave a similar perspective based on 

seriousness: “For serious stuff, we always prefer online, at least virtual live calls. Only for 

small chats we are using written ones.” P#14 offered a broader way of thinking about it: “The 

tool pretty much mirrors the bandwidth that a task is going to require. The bigger the task, the 

bigger the conversation. If it’s a quick thing, a Slack message will do the job.” 

 

There are also clear differences in how leaders approach this. P#12 sees video as the best option 

for management interactions because it helps read emotional reactions. In contrast, P#13 avoids 

video in a high-intensity sales environment because it takes too much attention away from the 

work itself. These opposite approaches show that there is no universal rule, and that the right 

channel depends on what the role actually requires. 

 

Alongside channel choice, leaders repeatedly pointed to the importance of clarity of 

expectations from the first day. Without shared physical space to clear up ambiguity informally, 

misunderstandings tend to build up quietly over time. P#10 noted: “From day one, be very 

clear what you expect from the online workers, because you are not going to see their faces, 

maybe never.” P#7 highlighted how easily misalignment can emerge: “One of the most difficult 

things when you’re working with a virtual team is that it can take some time before you realise 

that you have different expectations than somebody else.” 

P#14 described a more structured approach, using a clear expectations slide in the first meeting 

and reinforcing it annually: “I very simply had a slide which outlined what my expectations 
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were, I have high standards, I expect you to work hard and be smart, be transparent with what 

you need from me. And then every year I reiterate what those expectations are.”  

 

Channel selection signals the formality, weight, and relational significance of an interaction. 

In face-to-face settings, those signals are carried by tone of voice, physical setting, and 

nonverbal cues. In virtual settings, the channel performs that function instead.  

Escalating to a live video call communicates seriousness, a message through a collaboration 

platform communicates informality and peer-level exchange. Leaders are positioning their 

authority relative to each interaction through channel choice. Explicit expectation-setting 

works along the same lines: without the informal contact through which misunderstandings 

surface and get corrected in a shared office, leaders make the terms of their authority legible 

from the outset. Expectation-setting is how legitimate power gets grounded when the 

observational and interactional conditions that would normally sustain it are no longer 

available. 

 

4.2. Relational practices  

Referent power depends on the quality of identification and connection between leader and 

team member. In face-to-face settings, this connection develops partly through proximity and 

shared experience. As virtual settings remove these conditions, leaders have to construct the 

social infrastructure that co-located environments generate on their own. The three sub-themes 

capture where and how they do this: within structured interactions, through personal signals 

embedded within digital coordination, and through physical encounters that virtual practices 

sustain. 

4.2.1. Investing in personal connection within and alongside work interactions 

At the macro level, by which we mean formal, recurring structures embedded in meeting design 

and organizational routine participants, deliberate efforts to embed informal interaction into 

formal meeting structures. P#7, for example, runs a personal check-in at the start of every 

meeting, sharing enough of her own context: “So you can just say.. how are you showing up 

today? So I might say... I've had a rough night. I'm a little bit grumpy, but I'm okay. You know... 

it's good for people to know what energy you're coming into a meeting with.” P#8 introduced 

open-agenda recurring meetings to recreate something closer to informal hallway 

conversations. P#6 organization uses a monthly “coffee roulette” that algorithmically pairs 

colleagues across a 150-person department. P#11’s startup holds a monthly virtual coffee break 

with online games, where cameras are turned on. “It was not very common to turn on the 

camera during normal meetings. So then everyone turned on the camera. I was like, oh my 

God, they look super different” she observed. P#14 builds social interaction directly into 

structure, opening each weekly meeting with a short trivia game: “It just gets them into a bit 

of a positive mood and shows them that I’m not just there for all work 100% of the time. We 

are spending the vast majority of our lives together, so we need to have fun.” 

At the micro level, that is, in individual exchanges before or alongside task communication, a 

different but consistent pattern appears. Ten of fourteen participants independently described 

a brief personal greeting before task-related communication. P#3 described it simply: 
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“Reaching to them just saying ‘Hey, hello, how are you?’ It was always very polite. And then 

asking about a case.” P#5 used the same approach: “Before telling them what they have to do, 

I used to ask them how are they doing, how is the family going.” 

For P#13, this principle becomes part of the onboarding structure itself, with frequent informal 

contact in the early stages designed to lower barriers to communication. Over time, however, 

the relationship deliberately changes. “Later on, once they become competent, they usually 

understand that that part of the relationship changes and we go to something more formal 

afterwards.”  

P#14 extends relational practice further. He shares his own personal challenges in one-to-ones 

to create space for reciprocal openness, which he links directly to stronger working 

relationships: “I’ll share some of the challenges that I have in my own life so that they can 

resonate with me as a person. It has 100% led to some of the best work relationships that I’ve 

ever had.” P#7 captured the underlying idea more directly: “The practice of actually showing 

up fully as yourself so that other people dare to show up as themselves as well.” 

These practices are not random; in co-located settings, informal social contact precedes and 

surrounds work naturally; people interact before meetings, over coffee and in the hall. None of 

that happens virtually without deliberate effort. leaders build identification by revealing 

themselves as people rather than as positions, creating conditions under which team members 

come to associate positively with the leader as a person rather than a title. The fact that ten of 

fourteen participants independently described the same micro-level practice across different 

industries, countries, and roles suggests this is not an individual preference but a structural 

response to the absence of informal social contact. 

 

4.2.2. Making digital communication more personal 

A second relational practice, described across five interviews, involves adding a personal 

message on top of an automated platform notification. Where task management platforms, such 

as,  ClickUp, GitLab, HubSpot, and Slack, generate automatic notifications when work is 

assigned, many participants said they followed it up with a message through a separate channel. 

The reason, as they explained it, is that the automated notification says nothing to the person 

receiving it. 

P#2, for example, described it as a way of reintroducing human contact into system-driven 

workflows: “I would assign someone on ClickUp and then follow up on an email that ‘here I 

assigned you this task, check your ClickUp’, it feels more personal rather than just seeing the 

message pop up.” P#9 reported a similar habit: “I also text him on Teams saying ‘I created this 

code, can you please review it?’ And then I send the link so that it’s easier for him.” . P#8 

extended the sequence further by separating assignment and discussion, noting “I prefer to do 

them on a quick call, or first send them and then discuss them in a call, because there might be 

something I missed, or any idea they can say.” P#5’s version followed the same pattern in a 

slightly more direct form: “I also used to send them a direct message through Slack just for 

them to know that they have a task.” What these insights share is that automated systems handle 
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assignment and tracking, while leaders add a separate message to reintroduce 

acknowledgement and presence. The shared logic is that platform-generated notifications say 

nothing about the relationship between the sender and the receiver. Leaders have to separate 

coordination from communication, so the system assigns the task, and the message restores the 

human signal that the system removes. 

A similar logic appears at the group level. P#11 sends daily messages in the team chat, starting 

with simple greetings and ending the week with appreciation: “I always send a daily message 

in the group chat, like ‘good morning, hope everyone is doing well.’ And then on Fridays: 

‘thank you for the work this week, thank you for the support.’ A lot of trying to let them know 

that I care.” P#12 complements meetings with structured written summaries, listing agreed 

tasks and priorities after each call, which she claims that it helps reduce ambiguity, creates a 

shared reference point, and allows team members to act independently without needing 

clarification. 

P#13 introduced a more formalized recognition system. Using Office Vibe, peer appreciation 

notes are made visible not only to the recipient but also to the wider management chain: “All 

of their managers above that are going to see that sticker. So it’s a very easy way of giving soft 

congratulations and having it acknowledged by everybody up the chain.”  

Automated coordination platforms are efficient but lack social connection, the system assigns 

the task but says nothing about the relationship between the people involved. Leaders resolve 

this by separating the coordination signal from the relational part; the platform handles 

assignment, and the personal message restores the human contact. That personal signal carries 

acknowledgement and care, which is what that referent power depends on.  

4.2.3. In person-contact as relational foundation 

The in-person contact (in conferences, project travel, team days, social events) is where virtual 

relationships come from. Participants did not describe face-to-face time as the precondition to 

virtual relationship-building. The virtual channel sustains relationships that physical 

encounters create. 

 

P#7 deliberately rotated project travels across her team so that everyone gets at least some in-

person time over a year. “Taking the opportunities to enable participation for everyone so that 

over the course of a year, you have at least spent some social time with everybody on the team.” 

P#9’s team is scattered across Europe and gathers in person only at triannual seminars in Paris. 

He arrives the night before every time to get dinner with colleagues. “I always go there the day 

before. So on the night before we can have a beer after work and go to dinner together. We 

change restaurant according to the nationality, every time a different cuisine.” P#6 described 

a similar approach where his organization runs voluntary team events such as hiking and 

dinners, which he identified as the most effective relationship-building tool he has. “These 

events help a lot to build a relationship, to be honest.” P#14 travelling to Stockholm four or 

five times a year and attending three major conferences, described in-person contact as the 

moment when existing virtual relationships deepen into something more personal. 
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P#5 explained most clearly what is missing in purely virtual interaction. Comparing colleagues 

in Ecuador, whom he'd met in person, with colleagues in Mexico, whom he knew only 

virtually: “I have a close relationship with the people working in Ecuador, but it’s kind of 

difficult to build that relationship with people whose living in another country.” This shows 

what virtual interaction alone cannot do, as there seems to be a limit to how far relationships 

can develop without any in-person contact. The practices in sub-themes 2.1 and 2.2 help 

manage this to an extent, but they still don’t actually overcome it. 

 

4.3.  Information Architecture 

This theme reveals that leaders not only manage or share information, but that they design 

systems (platforms, repositories, documentation structures, performance dashboards) that 

persist and exert influence independently of the leader's ongoing presence. This is what  makes 

it analytically relevant for understanding how informational power is exerted in virtual settings. 

Sub-theme 3.1 also surfaces an important finding about coercive power, which is that the 

platform-embedded accountability systems generate behavioural pressure without requiring the 

leader to directly intervene. 

 

4.3.1. Systems as substitutes for direct leadership 

Several leaders described platforms that make individual responsibilities clear enough that 

people know what to do without being told. P#5 built task assignment, urgency, and deadlines 

directly into HubSpot: “When we have a client, I record all the information and create a task. 

This task has a deadline, so the seller knows that they have to contact this enterprise in a 

specific range of time.” P#4 pointed to JIRA’s blocked-status alerts as a way to detect 

coordination problems without active monitoring. P#13 described how each team member has 

a visible revenue target in Salesforce: “We literally have a number that’s attached to your 

name... and that is the number that we track.” 

 

Several leaders also described centralized knowledge documentation. P#4: “We have SOPs, 

standard operating procedures, documents where we have step-by-step guides how to use 

certain tools.” P#9’s team used shared Python notebooks and peer-led knowledge sessions. 

P#7 framed knowledge documentation as a deliberate design choice, moving knowledge out of 

people and into systems so it stays accessible when individuals are unavailable. The risk of the 

alternative is visible in P#1’s case: “Documentation is a thing we should be doing more. The 

project manager has it in his head. If he forgets it, it's not even there.” 

Asynchronous screen recordings follow the same logic. P#5 uses Loom for platform 

walkthroughs, P#12 creates tutorial videos for her interns, and P#13 records Zoom onboarding 

sessions for new hires to revisit independently. 

 

This pattern shows a shift in how informational power operates when work is dispersed. In the 

data, the SOPs, recorded walkthroughs, and shared knowledge repositories are mechanisms 

through which informational power persists beyond the leader's active involvement. The 

leader’s influence operates through the infrastructure they have built, even when they are not 

present. The coercive dimension is equally visible. These platforms generate accountability 

pressure automatically, through for example, the revenue target in Salesforce, the blocked-
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status alert in JIRA, the task flag in ClickUp without requiring the leader to monitor directly. 

P#2’s description of ClickUp tagging as passive aggressive sustained pressure, which makes 

the platform itself an agent of coercive influence. 

 

 

4.3.2. Structuring and distributing information 

Two main ways for moving information through the organisation appear across the data.  

The first is strategic structuring. Leaders take high-level direction and break it down into 

something teams can actually act on. P#7 described this as a structured process over multiple 

time horizons: “I put together a plan for the next 10 years and then breaking it down to 8, 5, 3 

and one year. Those pod leads have communicated that to the people who are participating in 

the function of the pod.” In other cases, the challenge is more practical. P#4, managing a large 

and shift-based team, highlighted how difficult it is to communicate with everyone at once: 

“It’s nearly impossible to organize a meeting where all 80 employees might be on shift. I 

organize a couple of small calls per small groups that we have in the team, and then cascade 

this information to them.” P#14 added something slightly different, instead of only passing 

information downward, he also shares what he is personally working on: “In our sales weeklies, 

I’ll always try and give them a bit of an overview of what I’m focusing on at the moment. So 

they know I’m getting on with stuff as well.” This creates a more two-way flow and makes 

leadership activity visible, a practice that functions as a mechanism for exerting both expert 

and legitimate power. When team members can see what the leader is actively working on, the 

leader's competence and investment become observable without requiring direct 

demonstration, compensating for the ambient visibility that physical co-presence would 

otherwise provide. 

The second way for moving information is transparent performance data sharing, where the 

focus shifts to visibility. P#4 described how performance metrics are shared daily with each 

team member: “We share their performance on a daily basis so they can track if they are doing 

good or bad, but the main discussions are happening through the coaching sessions.” P#14 

relies on a more analytical setup: “I use a tool called Atrium, a management analytics tool 

where you can specifically identify time frames and opportunities and then look at the 

conversion rates.” P#5 keeps it closely tied to day-to-day activity in the CRM: “They have to 

update the stage, the status of each contact. Otherwise I would tell them: ‘this contact is still 

on lead, which means you are not contacting them.’” P#11 described the simplest version: “On 

Friday, they should put it in a folder. Then you check the folder, and if it’s there, check, done.” 

Across all these, what matters is being transparent. For instance, when performance metrics are 

shared with employees it becomes something they act upon and improve, as opposite to when 

it stays only with the leaders, it becomes more leaned towards surveillance.  

The distinction between these two practices is important. Structuring information shapes how 

team members understand priorities and what counts as progress, which is a direct 

informational power act. However, transparent performance data sharing shifts the focus of 

accountability. When individuals can see their own metrics, they regulate their behaviour 
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against those metrics without waiting for leaders intervention. The same data in the leader's 

hands alone would be a monitoring tool, but in the team member's hands, it is closer to an 

internalization mechanism, and thus, an informational power rather than coercive.  

4.4. Trust 

Coercive and reward power require monitoring to sustain compliance, thus, behaviour is 

maintained through the agent's continued ability to observe, and then reward or sanction. 

However, virtual work reduces that capacity significantly. The data shows a consistent adaptive 

response, which is outcome-based management as a substitute for surveillance-based control. 

Sub-theme 4.2 shows that this adaptation is complicated by a countervailing pressure. 

4.4.1. Trust through autonomy and shared accountability 

Many participants coordinate their teams based on their outcomes instead of activity 

monitoring, which means that leaders explicitly choose to evaluate their teams based on what 

they deliver and not on when or how they work. P#7 named it as an operating principle: “I 

don’t need to observe them. We operate on a trust-based principle, which you do need to have 

if you’re going to be succeeding in a decentralised team.” P#10 gives their perspective: “You 

do your job, we know you are remote, we don’t care. If you do it well and your statistics are 

within the average, then we don’t care what you do.” P#13 extends the same point: “If you are 

hitting your numbers, I will not speak to you. That’s the goal. The goal is not to speak to you. 

It’s to have as much autonomy as possible.” 

 

P#14 offers insights on what outcome-based trust requires “Whilst I trust my team and I do 

implicitly, I can’t tell you what any single one of them is doing right now. And that’s difficult 

because if you have high expectations... I sit behind this desk half eight till six every day. I 

expect the same of my guys, but if they’re not online, then where are they? What are they doing? 

Then you have to remind yourself you trust these guys, they’re performing at a level. That’s 

fine.” This description of trust shows that it’s an ongoing choice, leaders choose to trust their 

teams rather than surveilling them.  

 

This trust-based orientation operates through accountability. Instead of imposing targets and 

monitoring compliances, many leaders described participatory goal-setting in which their team 

members have input into the objectives they will be held to. P#7 describes: “The targets are 

suggested by me, but they are agreed as a team. So there is ownership there. I believe in 

ownership rather than directive power.” P#14 extended this to strategic decisions “I always 

try and keep them involved. If I have a change in strategy, I will put the idea to the team and 

get their feedback. By hearing their feedback, they feel involved, they've been part of that 

decision.” Many participants also grounded trust in the hiring decision itself. P#8 highlights: 

“We don’t control each other. This is a responsible person and you should trust it. And if not, 

then why did you hire him or her?”. P#14 articulated this as a recruitment philosophy: “I only 

employ adults. I want people who are motivated, who want to do well, and who don’t come to 

me with problems without solutions.” 
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When coercive and reward power lose their observational foundation, leaders substitute 

compliance-based control with accountability for results. What remains is a form of coercive 

power that operates through outcome visibility rather than behavioural observation. 

Participatory goal-setting shifts the dynamic further: by giving team members ownership of the 

objectives they are accountable to, leaders move from external coercive pressure toward 

internal commitment. 

 

4.4.2. Structural pressures on the trust contract 

 

Despite the broad commitment to trust-based leadership, eight leaders highlighted 

vulnerabilities that complicate the picture, with the most consistent one being the ‘always-on’ 

tension. P#7 acknowledged it with self-awareness: “I would probably say that I'm guilty of 

sending people messages, but don't expect them to necessarily respond outside their working 

hours.” P#12 absorbed this tension from a middle-management position, protecting her interns' 

8-to-4 schedule while being drawn into her founder's 24/7 culture: “With my boss, I know it 

was not very healthy for work-life balance. We were talking like at night. Now I would say it 

was kind of a problem because then it's very easy to burn out.” P#14 described a similar pull, 

along with a corrective he had learned over time: “My guys might be travelling anywhere in 

the world. At any time, if they want to huddle me on Slack or give me a call, if I'm awake I will 

respond. I have learned of late though it is good to properly switch off.” For P#6, the same 

tension turned inward and became self-imposed: “At home you think, okay, just five more 

minutes and I'm done. And then it's two hours later, you realise you're still there working.” 

This pressure is not only interpersonal but platform-embedded. P#2 described how the tagging 

function in ClickUp, a project management platform, can carry a coercive undertone: “You can 

just tag people there, it is a passive aggressive form of just keep reminding people that it's a 

priority.” The feature itself becomes a low-cost mechanism for sustained pressure, embedding 

the always-on dynamic into the daily architecture of virtual work. 

 

Against these pressures, two participants described explicit boundary-protection practices. P#4 

set a categorical rule: “I have set a rule that is strictly forbidden to open any work-related app 

after 5pm or during vacation and sick leave.” P#13 resolved it through a personal value rather 

than a rule: “Should they be accessible throughout the day? I think that's crazy. Unless there's 

some sort of on-fire problem, I don't really expect them. People have lives outside of their 

jobs.” 

 

The contrast between P#4 and P#13 is that P#4’s rule is a structural intervention, it removes 

platform-generated pressure through an explicit prohibition on use. On the other hand, P#13’s 

value-based stance is relational, it reframes availability as a matter of respect rather than 

compliance. Both of them recognize that digital coordination platforms generate coercive 

pressure the way they are designed rather than as a consequence of any individual leadership 

decision. The always-on tension shows that coercive power in virtual work is embedded in the 

platforms themselves, requiring leaders to actively limit the pressure that their own 

coordination tools place on team members. 
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4.5.  Visibility and  Expertise  

This theme addresses the visibility and the expert power of the leaders. In face-to-face settings, 

expertise is partly observable through everyday interaction, in how leaders handle problems as 

they arise, what they know without being asked. Virtually, none of this is visible by default. 

The data shows that expert power shifts from something that proximity makes visible 

incidentally to something leaders must actively signal through behaviour in digital channels. 

Sub-theme 5.1 shows how expertise is made visible, while sub-theme 5.2 shows how it is 

transferred and developed. 

 

4.5.1. Making expertise visible in virtual settings 

In virtual settings, expertise cannot be observed passively. Three participants identified channel 

activity as the main way. P#10: “If you are very active, always replying, trying to help 

colleagues, then I will have the perception that you are good and know a lot about the job.” 

P#9: “If you are someone that does a lot of projects, all of them go to production, the business 

is happy, then obviously you can be trusted. It’s visible across the team.” P#8 added the 

problem-solving dimension: “They can recognize it by seeing how I solve problems, by how 

we think about solutions together, how we do teamwork.” P#14 grounded credibility in track 

record: after four years doing the same role his reports now do, and thirteen years in the 

industry, “there is a lot of proof in the pudding, whenever I put forward ideas or solutions, they 

have an instinctual trust.” 

 

Regarding knowledge transfer, asynchronous screen recording is the most common finding. 

P#5 uses Loom for platform walkthroughs; P#12 records tutorial videos for her e-shop tools; 

P#13 records Zoom onboarding sessions so new staff “can use it in their own discretion if they 

need to go back and look at other steps.” P#4’s knowledge transfer pipeline is the most 

formally structured: SOPs supplemented by live screen-share demonstrations, followed by 

small-group workshop simulations and a final knowledge check. 

 

Expert power in virtual settings becomes a question of how consistently leaders make their 

knowledge visible. Responsiveness becomes a competence signal and shows that a leader who 

replies quickly and accurately demonstrates expertise through the quality of their response. 

Problem-solving in shared platforms and groups makes competence observable across the team 

at once. Moreover, asynchronous recordings allow the leader's knowledge to be accessed 

independently, embedding expertise in the digital infrastructure so it continues to operate when 

the leader is not present. In this way, expert power and informational power converge, in the 

way that similar to their informational power, the leader’s competence  persists through the 

systems and documentation they have built. 

 

4.5.2. Developing expertise through others   

Across six interviews, participants described facilitative, coaching-based approaches that build 

capacity across the team rather than creating dependence on the leader. P#4 uses a structured 

root-cause questioning technique: “We are not telling ‘hey, you are doing something wrong.’ 

We describe the situation. ‘Do you know what might have led to this?’ And then once they 
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answer, I go deeper. It’s not me who is pointing out the issues. The employee speaks up: ‘oh, 

okay, I did this wrong.’ They are self-criticizing, and it helps them commit to the changes.” 

P#9 described the same developmental logic less formally: joint problem-solving so that next 

time the person can do it alone. These approaches are one of the few regular interactions where 

a leader's knowledge and judgment becomes directly observable to the people they lead in 

virtual work. Coaching, then, makes expertise visible through the quality of the questions asked 

rather than through direct demonstration. 

P#14 added proactive performance management: “If you’re a good leader, you’re able to 

foresee that performance is already trailing. I’ve already raised that there is a slight concern, 

a small alarm going off, and hopefully we’ve been able to nip that in the bud early enough so 

that it doesn’t snowball into a big alarm.” Spotting a trailing trend before it becomes visible 

to others is itself a competence signal, as it demonstrates judgment that reinforces the leader's 

credibility and expertise. 

Feedback delivery showed less convergence. P#12 insists on video for reaction-visibility: 

“Feedback should not be done by message or by writing. Even though it’s online, it’s important 

that you can see the other person, their reactions.” P#13 argues the framing matters more than 

the channel: “The critical feedback needs to be about a behavior and not about the person. If 

anything, maybe it’s a little bit less intimidating for the person on the other side of it in a remote 

setting.” P#14 waited weeks for an in-person meeting to have a serious disciplinary 

conversation: “It is easier for people to understand your emotional state and you can express 

yourself much more clearly in person.” The disagreement between these three is interesting: 

unlike the coaching and visibility practices described above, feedback delivery is an area where 

leaders have not agreed on a one approach, which suggests that leaders have not yet settled on 

which channel is right for a difficult conversation. 

4.6.  Limits of virtual work 

This theme addresses the boundaries of what virtual communication and coordination can 

achieve. The limits participants identified concern the quality of interpersonal connection, the 

depth of knowledge transfer, and forms of ambient situational awareness that physical co-

presence enables. Each limit connects to one or more power bases and together they define the 

limits within which the practices of themes 1 through 5 face. 

 

The first concerns the quality of bonds between dispersed colleagues. P#9 reflected on the 

limits of infrequent contact: “It’s hard to say that they are my friends because I see them only 

two or three times a year.” P#14 pointed to what proximity would otherwise enable: “If I lived 

in Stockholm, I would be in the office three days a week. Not having that can be tricky because 

I like to be in someone’s company, you can get into deeper conversations and build even 

stronger foundations.” These insights point to what shared physical experiences produce that 

virtual interactions don’t. The relational practices in theme 2 go a long way toward maintaining 

connection, but they work on relationships that already exist. Building the depth of 

identification that referent power depends on seems to require more than virtual contact alone 

can offer. 
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A second loss is concerning the ambient information that co-presence makes available. P#7 

described it as a form of situational reading: “There’s the intelligence that comes through being 

in a room with someone.” P#2 pointed to the disorientation that follows when this background 

signal is absent: “Sometimes you can feel lost in a sense of like if you go a half day without 

talking to these people, that you’re not really sure what’s going on...” In physical settings, 

leaders pick up these kind of information in a passive way, but virtually, they need to actively 

do so through check-ins and meetings. The meeting structure and coordination systems 

addressed in theme 1 and 3 do that work, but they cannot fully substitute the situational 

awareness of being physically present. 

 

P#8 raised a further aspect, pointing to the loss of spontaneous, informal problem-solving and 

its uneven distribution across experience levels: “When I used to work physically in the office, 

sometimes a coworker could just come up with a solution. I think these informal interactions 

are lost... I’m already not a junior profile, so this doesn’t really impact me. But for people 

who's just starting, this could be a challenge.” The knowledge transfer practices in theme 5 are 

deliberate and often effective. However, they can't transfer the judgment and instinct that 

develop through proximity. 

 

5. Discussion 

 

5.1.  Exerting legitimate power in virtual settings 

Exerting legitimate power in virtual settings poses a real challenge. In face-to-face 

environments, positional authority is reinforced through physical presence, informal 

observation, and the everyday rhythms of shared space. When these conditions are removed, 

leaders then need other approaches. Research has shown that leading virtual teams requires 

more deliberate effort than co-located leadership (Purvanova & Bono, 2009), and that 

geographic dispersion creates stressors that leaders must address through intentional 

communication practices and work design (Hill et al., 2024). Our findings suggest that leaders 

exert legitimate power through communication architecture and coordination structures rather 

than through direct assertion of positional authority. 

 

The structured meeting cadence that appears consistently across our data extends Malhotra et 

al.’s (2007) identification of meeting management as a core practice of virtual team leaders. 

Our data goes further: the cadence does not just coordinate work, it also exerts authority. The 

structure is a continuous assertion of the leader's right to direct time and attention, renewed at 

every cycle, without requiring the leader to state it explicitly. Channel selection works along 

similar lines. Darics (2020) has shown how leaders use micro-level linguistic choices within 

text-based channels to convey authority and negotiate relational goals in the absence of face-

to-face cues. Our data surfaces this dynamic operating at the channel-selection level itself: the 

choice of medium signals relational position and interactional weight before any content is 

exchanged, substituting for the nonverbal and paralinguistic cues that physical co-presence 

would otherwise carry. Clarity of expectations operates through the same logic. Hill et al. 
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(2024) noted that leaders who overlook this risk either overemphasizing autonomy at the 

expense of connection or over-monitoring employees and compromising the flexibility that 

makes virtual work valuable. Setting explicit expectations handles both problems by grounding 

authority in clarity rather than observation. 

 

The coordination dimension complicates how legitimate power is understood. Raven (1992, 

2008) distinguishes between formal legitimacy rooted in positional authority and subtler sub-

forms, particularly legitimacy of reciprocity, which is the obligation that arises when something 

has been given. In our data, participants rarely relied on position alone. Leaders hold formal 

authority to impose targets but choose to enact their legitimate power through inclusion rather 

than assertion, showing that authority is grounded in mutual obligation rather than positional 

rank. In virtual settings, where formal authority is harder to enforce through observation and 

physical presence, building shared ownership of goals produces a more durable form of 

compliance than imposition would. 

 

Yukl and Falbe (1991) found that legitimate power was among the most important reasons 

given for day-to-day compliance, while personal power (expert and referent) was more strongly 

associated with task commitment, defined as enthusiasm and effort beyond what is normally 

expected. Our data suggests that virtual leaders are navigating precisely this distinction: 

communication structures and coordination practices secure the compliance that legitimate 

power enables, while the relational and expertise practices examined in subsequent sections 

address the commitment dimension that structural authority alone cannot generate. In this 

sense, legitimate power in virtual settings is a necessary but insufficient foundation for effective 

leadership influence. 

  

 

5.2.  Exerting expert power in virtual settings 

French and Raven (1959) define expert power as influence that derives from the knowledge or 

perception the target attributes to the agent within a given area. In face-to-face settings, that 

perception is partly sustained without deliberate effort, as competence becomes visible through 

everyday interaction, spontaneous problem-solving, and the ambient observability of how a 

leader handles situations as they arise, however, virtual work removes these conditions. Our 

findings suggest this produces a fundamental shift in what expert power requires, as it moves 

from a possession problem, meaning whether the leader has sufficient knowledge, to a 

signaling problem, which means whether the leader can make knowledge continuously visible 

in the absence of co-presence. Across the data, this signaling operates through three distinct 

practices: responsiveness in digital channels, coaching and knowledge transfer, and the 

embedding of expertise in digital infrastructure. 

 

Leaders consistently identified the speed, accuracy, and decisiveness of replies in digital 

channels as the primary signal of competence in virtual work. This extends Darics (2020), who 

argues that virtual leaders must compensate for absent face-to-face cues through 

communication practices that convey clarity and credibility. Our findings go further: 

responsiveness is not only a communication quality but a mechanism of expert power exertion. 
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How quickly and accurately a leader engages with problems in digital channels shapes how 

their competence is perceived, and in virtual settings that perception has few other means of 

forming. This responds to Qin’s (2025) call for research on how communication frequency and 

techniques affect leadership communication quality. Our data suggests that frequency and 

responsiveness are not incidental features of virtual communication but active mechanisms 

through which expert power is sustained. 

 

Leaders described coaching practices that develop team capacity and reduce dependence on 

the leader as the sole knowledge source. However, these practices such as guiding someone 

toward a solution, knowing which questions to ask and when to push deeper, are in themselves 

a continuous display of expertise. Leaders demonstrate competence through the quality of their 

coaching rather than through direct assertion of knowledge. Malhotra et al. (2007) identify 

leader accessibility and responsiveness as core practices of effective virtual team leaders. Our 

findings extend this by showing that accessibility is not only a coordination practice but an 

expert power practice and it is one of the few regular interactions through which a leader's 

judgment and knowledge become directly observable to the people being led. 

 

Leaders also described platforms and shared repositories where competence is made visible 

through a record of contribution and knowledge. When embedded in digital infrastructure, 

expertise continues to shape perceptions of competence beyond the original interaction, 

operating even when the leader is not present. This is where expert power and informational 

power converge in the data. The same digital infrastructure that embeds informational influence 

also carries the leader's expertise forward in time, making the two bases difficult to separate in 

practice even when they are analytically distinct. 

 

These findings extend French and Raven’s (1959) framework. Expert power is defined in terms 

of the perception others hold about the agent's knowledge. What virtual work reveal is that it 

requires deliberate maintenance through communication and coordination practices that were 

unnecessary when co-presence provided ambient observability. Expert power in virtual work 

depends on active and continuous signaling rather than on the incidental visibility that shared 

physical space generates on its own. 

 

5.3.  Exerting referent power in virtual settings 

 

The most recurring communication pattern associated with referent power is the personal 

greeting before task-related communication. Across the data, leaders described opening 

interactions with a brief personal exchange before moving to work content. This practice, 

although small, is not incidental. The absence of physical co-presence means there is no 

informal social contact that naturally precedes work in a shared office, therefore, leaders are 

intentionally recreating that social layer through communication choices. Leaders described 

sending daily good morning messages and ending each week with explicit thanks for the team's 

work, describing the purpose as letting the team know they cared. 
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Many leaders extended this to encompass self-disclosure. Leaders described how sharing 

personal challenges in one-to-one meetings has led to reciprocal openness, which they directly 

linked to the quality of working relationships. Others articulated the underlying logic as 

showing up fully as yourself so that other people dare to show up as themselves. Raven (1992) 

distinguishes personal and impersonal forms of referent power, where the latter works through 

formal association with a role rather than through authentic interpersonal connection. The 

practices discussed function at the personal level, where leaders are constructing identification 

through revealing aspects of their personal lives rather than positional presence. 

 

Another related pattern, described by several participants, involves adding personal messages 

on top of automated platform notifications. Leaders described following up a task assignment 

with a personal message, noting that it feels more personal than a notification appearing from 

a system. These practices show the effort to restore the human signal that automated 

coordination removes. The platform assigns the task but the message itself restores the 

relationship between the sender and the receiver. This is consistent with Bierema (2022) and 

Sinda et al. (2021) findings, stating that establishing connection through digital channels 

requires more intentional effort than face-to-face interaction, and that without structured 

relational effort, virtual communication tends to remain transactional. Our data shows leaders 

use this not by choosing richer media for every interaction, but by including a personal signal 

onto whatever channel the coordination system uses. 

 

On the coordination side, leaders described embedding informal interaction into formal 

meeting structures as a design choice. Some opened each weekly meeting with a short trivia 

game, framing this as a way of creating a positive mood and signaling that they were not only 

there for work. Others introduced open-agenda recurring meetings specifically to recreate 

something closer to informal hallway conversations. Some organizations used a monthly coffee 

roulette that paired colleagues across large departments. Although these are not spontaneous 

social moments, they are designed to be ones. Leaders are designing coordination structures to 

produce informal contact that co-located settings generate automatically. 

 

The in-person dimension of the coordination findings, however, is where the most distinctive 

contribution of this theme lies. Several participants described deliberate coordination of 

physical encounters as a primary mechanism for building the relational foundation that virtual 

practices then sustain. Leaders rotated project travel across their teams so that everyone has at 

least some in-person time over the course of a year. Others identified voluntary team events, 

such as hiking and dinners, as the most effective relationship-building tool available to them. 

Some arrived the night before infrequent seminars specifically to have dinner with colleagues. 

Others described in-person contact as the moment when existing virtual relationships deepened 

into something more personal. This pattern complicates a common assumption in the virtual 

leadership literature. Park et al. (2021) and Greer et al. (2025) have documented the challenges 

of building trust and interpersonal connection when interactions occur exclusively online, 

implicitly treating virtuality as the problem. However, our data suggests a different framing, 

which is that it is not virtual interaction itself that is the problem, but the absence of physical 

encounters that give virtual relationships their depth. Leaders in our study are not trying to 
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make virtual interaction substitute for physical contact, instead they are coordinating physical 

contact deliberately, precisely because they know virtual interaction alone cannot fully replace 

it. Handke et al. (2024) suggest that co-location matters most at two stages: early team 

formation, when a shared identity is still developing, and periods of conflict or change. We 

found, however, that the leaders did not confine in-person contact to either moment. They 

returned to it throughout not because they are forming a new team or something had gone 

wrong but because sustaining the relationship required it. Our data suggest that co-presence is 

not a corrective measure or a starting condition. It is an ongoing practice, and the relational 

capital it generates is what virtual interaction then draws on. 

 

Taken together, these findings suggest that referent power in virtual settings operates across 

two layers. The first is communicative, where leaders put relational effort into everyday 

interactions, such as personal greetings, self-disclosure and adding a human touch to automated 

notifications, because without physical co-presence none of that contact happens on its own. 

The second layer is structural, as leaders build coordination structures around physical 

encounters because they cannot produce relational depth that has no prior foundation. 

 

5.4.  Exerting informational power in virtual settings 

 

The primary mechanism of informational power is explanation: leaders use structured 

knowledge transfer through screen sharing, live demonstration, and recorded walkthroughs to 

produce independent understanding rather than compliance. This is what distinguishes it from 

legitimate power in Raven’s (1992) framework, as influence occurs because the content is 

persuasive, not because the source holds authority. Part of this is channel selection, where 

leaders matched channel richness to content complexity, using richer media for novel or 

ambiguous tasks and lighter channels for routine coordination, because information 

comprehensibility depends partly on the medium carrying it (Sinda et al., 2021). Purvanova 

and Bono (2009) show that virtual teams operate under chronic conditions of ambiguity, which 

places a real premium on clear and structured communication. Bierema (2022) adds that 

intentional communicative structures are needed precisely because virtual settings strip out the 

spontaneous knowledge-sharing that physical proximity generates. 

 

Document management systems, shared repositories, and recorded training sessions allow 

knowledge to operate independently of the leader's presence. Once embedded, informational 

influence persists without requiring further action from the person who created it. Raven (1992) 

identifies social independence as the defining feature of informational power at its most 

effective. Digital infrastructure achieves this more thoroughly than face-to-face settings 

typically allow. Handke et al. (2024) note the growing role of technology-mediated 

coordination systems in virtual work; our data suggests those systems are not simply 

coordination tools but carriers of informational influence. 

 

Our findings reinforce Raven’s (1992) argument that informational power is grounded in 

internalization rather than supervision, and extend it by showing that digital technologies 
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change not just the medium but the structure of that influence, making it more durable, more 

distributed, and less dependent on direct interaction than in face-to-face settings. 

 

 

5.5.  Exerting coercive and reward power in virtual settings  

Coercive and reward power are the two bases in French and Raven’s (1959) framework that 

are dependent on surveillance, as both require the agent to maintain ongoing visibility of the 

target’s behavior to administer sanctions or rewards effectively (Raven, 1992). The data reveals 

a distinction between impersonal and personal forms of reward power. At the impersonal level, 

reward structures such as bonuses, commission targets, and formal performance-linked 

incentives appear largely unaffected by virtuality, suggesting that impersonal reward based on 

measurable outcomes remains intact where platform-based performance data makes 

accountability visible. What changes is the informal recognition layer, the spontaneous praise 

and casual acknowledgement of good work that co-located environments generate naturally do 

not transfer to virtual settings without deliberate effort. Leaders replace this with intentional 

personal appreciation, operating through what Raven (1992, 2008) calls personal reward 

power, which means the granting of approval and relational warmth from someone the target 

values, however, in virtual settings this requires deliberate construction rather than it emerging 

naturally from shared physical space. 

 

Regarding coercive power, the data shows two distinct directions of pressure. The first is the 

expected downward direction, where leaders create accountability pressure on team members. 

The second is reflexive, where the communication infrastructure creates pressure on leaders 

themselves. This reflexive dimension is not coercive power in Raven’s (1992) model, but it is 

coercive pressure enabled by the same digital infrastructure that leaders use to exert power 

downward. We extend Mazmanian et al.’s (2013) finding that individual use of digital tools 

intensifies collective expectations of availability into a leadership context here, showing that it 

is not only that digital tools create availability norms among workers, but that leaders 

themselves are both generators and subjects of those norms. He et al. (2024) further 

distinguishes workplace telepressure during working hours from telepressure after hours, 

finding that task interdependence and dispositional anxiety independently predict the urge to 

respond outside working time. The pattern across participants managing larger, more 

interdependent teams describing the strongest always-on tensions suggests that task 

interdependence may be a relevant moderating factor, consistent with He et al.’s findings. 

Against these pressures, most participants described outcome-based management as their 

primary response to the surveillance constraints of virtual work. Kloepfer and Carbon (2025) 

found that trust in virtual settings does not emerge naturally from proximity as it might in co-

located work; it requires conscious and active construction through transparent communication 

and deliberate leadership behavior. Our data aligns with this, demonstrating that trust-based 

leadership in virtual settings is a deliberate stance requiring ongoing effort to maintain. 

 

At the coordination level, coercive and reward power take on a distinctly platform-mediated 

character. Treem and Leonardi (2013) identify visibility as a core affordance of digital 

platforms, showing the extent to which activity and performance are made observable to others. 
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Leaders deploy this affordance deliberately in both directions; peer recognition systems 

amplify personal reward power by making appreciation organizationally visible, while 

continuously visible performance targets generate accountability pressure through the platform 

rather than through direct leader behavior. Raven (1992,2008) distinguished between personal 

coercion, which works by the threat of disapproval from a valued other, and impersonal 

coercion, which arises from the ability to impose formal sanctions. What our data suggests is a 

third form: platform-embedded coercion, in which the coordination infrastructure itself 

generates pressure through visibility mechanisms without requiring active leadership action. It 

is impersonal in that it comes from a system rather than a person, but it is not formal sanctions 

in the way Raven describes impersonal coercion. 

 

Overall, coercive and reward power in virtual settings undergo a more nuanced transformation. 

Impersonal reward remains largely intact; personal reward requires deliberate construction. 

Coercive power shows two broad responses to the disruption of surveillance in virtual work, 

although they are not mutually exclusive: some leaders restore surveillance through platform-

embedded visibility mechanisms; others adopt outcome-based trust. As the data shows, these 

can coexist. Platform visibility in performance tracking makes individual targets continuously 

observable, which is precisely what allows leaders to step back and trust outcomes rather than 

monitoring behavior directly. In this sense, platform-embedded visibility enables trust by 

providing the transparent accountability structure that makes it viable. As Kloepfer and Carbon 

(2025) found, trust in virtual settings must be actively constructed; our data extends this by 

showing that for many leaders, this construction relies on the visibility affordances of 

coordination platforms as its foundation. 

 

 

5.6.  Cross-cutting observations on the exertion of power bases in virtual work  

Power bases do not operate in isolation in virtual work, even when they are analytically distinct. 

A meeting structure exerts legitimate power while also providing a context for demonstrating 

expertise and building relational connection. A shared digital repository embeds both 

informational and expert power. Leadership practices activate multiple bases at once, and the 

boundaries between them blur in practice. This extends Raven’s (1992) framework: digital 

communication environments compound influence, and a single technological interaction can 

coordinate work, signal authority, and demonstrate competence at the same time. Avolio et al. 

(2000) argued that communication technology structures rather than merely mediate leadership 

interaction; our data gives that claim empirical content. 

Surveillance disruption is seen in all the themes. Virtual work significantly reduces the 

observational capacity that coercive and reward power depend on, and the data shows leaders 

shift toward power bases that do not depend on observation, building influence through trust, 

demonstrated knowledge, and relational connection rather than monitoring. This reinforces 

Raven’s (1992) distinction between socially dependent and independent power bases and is 

consistent with Hoch and Kozlowski's (2014) finding that hierarchical leadership becomes less 

effective as virtuality increases. 
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Related to this is the shift of leadership influence from personal intervention toward 

infrastructure. Across multiple power bases, leaders transferred influence from direct action to 

systems and platforms that continued operating after the interaction had ended. This is 

consistent with Avolio et al.’s (2000) concept of e-leadership and extends Malhotra et al.'s 

(2007) work on structural coordination by suggesting that digital infrastructure functions as a 

conduit for organizational power more broadly. Our data gives this empirical grounding, 

showing that virtual leadership is increasingly an infrastructural practice, and the quality of that 

influence depends partly on the quality of what leaders design. This also responds to Hassan et 

al.’s (2025) call for qualitative research on how coordination and communication processes 

unfold in virtual work; our data suggests not only that these processes matter for outcomes, as 

their survey established, but how leaders construct and use them to exert specific bases of 

power. 

Finally, the findings highlight the lingering influence of in-person interaction in virtual work. 

Despite studying leaders in virtual settings, the data consistently surfaces in-person encounters 

as something leaders plan, rotate, and return to throughout the working relationship, and not 

just at team formation or in response to a conflict, but as a continuous practice. Our data 

suggests that virtual influence depends on symbolic capital that is reinforced through physical 

interaction. This aligns with Handke et al. (2024), who argue that co-location plays a significant 

role during periods of identity formation and coordination, as well as with the observation by 

Greer et al. (2025) that purely virtual interaction hinders relationship building and the 

establishment of trust. Thus, our findings contribute to this approach by suggesting that 

physical interaction serves as a continuous complement to technology-mediated influence. 

 

6. Conclusion 

This study sets out to investigate how leaders exert power bases through communication and 

coordination processes in virtual work environments. Drawing on French and Raven's (1959) 

framework of social power and Raven's (1992) subsequent developments, and employing 

reflexive thematic analysis across fourteen semi-structured interviews with leaders operating 

in virtual settings across different organizations, sectors, and countries, the study generates 

both theoretical and practical insights into how do leaders exert power bases through 

communication and coordination processes in virtual work environments. 

 

The central finding is that virtual work does not simply move existing power dynamics into a 

digital medium. It changes the conditions under which influence operates. Across all six power 

bases, authority shifts away from physical presence and direct interpersonal action toward the 

communication architectures, coordination structures, and digital systems that leaders build 

and maintain. The leader's ongoing presence becomes less necessary as influence is embedded 

in the infrastructure of virtual work. 

 

6.1.  Theoretical contributions 
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Our study makes several contributions to the literature on leadership in virtual work and social 

power.  

First, our findings call for an expansion of French and Raven's (1959) framework, which was 

originally developed in the context of face-to-face influence. The framework assumes that 

power bases are resources that individuals possess and exercise through direct actions. 

However, in virtual environments, power bases seem to be exercised via structures, platforms, 

and processes rather than individual presence. Therefore, in studying virtual leadership, we 

may need to look at what leaders design rather than what they possess.  

 

Second, we observe that although the framework treats different bases separately, they tend to 

overlap in practice, the same communication and coordination processes can exert many types 

of power at once, for example a structured meeting can simultaneously exert legitimate power 

through the assertion of authority, expert power through the visible competence of its design, 

and informational power through the knowledge it distributes.  Our findings suggest that future 

applications of the framework to leadership contexts in virtual work should take into account 

these overlaps.  

 

Third, we observe a type of coercive power that differs from the personal vs. impersonal 

distinction proposed by Raven (1992). We find platform-embedded coercive power that exerts 

pressure using different functions of coordination platforms. This type of coercive power 

creates structural and automatic pressure, regardless of whether the leader needs to actively 

intervene or not.  

 

Fourth, we redefine expert power from a possession to a signaling problem in the virtual 

environment. In co-located settings, leaders' competence was visible just because they were 

there, but in virtual settings, the leader's presence is no longer sufficient to signal competence; 

therefore, leaders have to demonstrate their competence constantly through responsiveness, 

ability to solve problems, and knowledge sharing practices.  

 

Fifth, our findings confirm and extend Raven's (1992) notion of informational power as socially 

independent and suggest that in the digital environment, such independence can be achieved 

through digital infrastructure and preservation of knowledge. For instance, knowledge 

repositories, recorded sessions, and documentation systems make it possible for the 

informational power to persist without continuous individual presence.  

 

Lastly, our findings suggest that referent power in virtual work remains partially dependent on 

physical co-presence. Referent power retains a physical dimension that digital practices alone 

cannot fully replace. Leaders in our data treated in-person encounters as the relational 

foundation on which referent power depends on. Physical contact, therefore, creates the depth 

of connection that virtual interaction sustains. 

 

6.2. Practical implications 

The findings have practical consequences for leaders, organizations, and anyone responsible 

for developing virtual leadership capability. 
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For leaders, the core implication is that influence in virtual settings has to be designed, not 

assumed. Meeting structures, channel hierarchies, and explicit expectation-setting from day 

one assumes the authority that physical presence does in offices. 

The relational dimension is no different. Personal greetings, social rituals embedded in 

meetings, deliberate self-disclosure, and humanized follow-ups to automated notifications are 

not just supplements to real leadership. They are how referent power is maintained when 

physical co-presence is gone. 

 

For organizations, platform design choices have power consequences that are easy to overlook. 

The visibility features built into coordination systems exert coercive and reward power 

structurally, whether or not anyone intends them to. Organizations should be conscious that 

platform configurations are leadership decisions, and that the always-on pressure documented 

in this study is partly an organizational design problem rather than an individual leadership 

failure. 

For organizations that operate in fully virtual arrangements, the physical meetings finding has 

direct implications. Periodic in-person gatherings should not be optional; they are where the 

relational capital is generated that virtual leadership then sustain.  

 

Finally, for those responsible for leadership development, the findings suggest that training for 

virtual leadership should focus less on digital tool proficiency and more on the deliberate design 

of influence structures. Leaders should understand which practices are exerting which forms 

of influence, and they should make conscious choices about how to design them. 

 

6.3.  Societal Implications:  

The findings of our study have implications that extend beyond individual organizations to 

the large society.  

 

First, our study shows that virtual coordination tools generate availability pressure the way they 

are designed, regardless of leaders’ intents. As virtual work is increasing, this dynamic affects 

millions of individuals simultaneously. The always-on tension we discovered across our 

participants points to a risk of normalized overworking and potential burnouts. This has direct 

implications for labor regulations and how technology is designed. If coercive pressure is 

embedded in platforms, then regulating only individual leader behavior is insufficient. Platform 

design standards and organizational policies governing tool use outside working hours deserve 

attention at the policy level. 

 

The finding of referent power depends on periodic physical co-presence also carries broader 

societal implications. Nowadays, as organizations make decisions about switching to hybrid 

and full remote working arrangements, our data suggest that purely virtual interaction can’t 

fully sustain the relational depth, which has consequences on employees well-being, social 

connectedness and the risk of isolation as Park et al. (2021) identified as well. Organizations 

and policymakers need to take into account this relational cost of entirely removing physical 

contact when designing future work arrangements. 
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6.4.  Limitations 

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting these findings. 

First, the study focused exclusively on leaders' perspectives of their own practices. Team 

member perspectives on how they experience the exertion of these power bases are absent, 

which means the findings cannot speak to whether leaders' self-reported practices are perceived 

and received in the ways leaders intend. Future research should include team members’ 

perspectives to provide a complete picture of how power operates in virtual settings. 

 

Second, semi-structured interviews capture practices at a single point in time. It cannot speak 

to how power bases are established over time, how they evolve as virtual teams mature, or how 

they shift in response to changing organizational conditions. A longitudinal study of virtual 

leadership influence can address this gap. 

 

Finally, the sample we have consists of fourteen leaders and is diverse in terms of sector, 

country, and organizational size. Although the heterogeneity of the sample was not initially 

taken into account, it emerged from the data collected and was addressed during the analysis 

through a comparative thematic interpretation of the individuals’ experiences. Due to the scope 

and time constraints of the thesis project, the study was limited to exploratory and cross-

sectional analysis. Therefore, our findings are not intended to be statistically generalizable, and 

the extent to which they transfer to other virtual work contexts require further investigation. 

 

6.5. Future research 

This study opens several directions for future research. 

As mentioned in the limitations, our study did not take into consideration team members’ 

perspectives. Therefore, research examining how team members perceive and respond to the 

power practices described here would help deepen understanding of how virtual power 

dynamics operate from both sides of the influence relationship. For example, from team 

members perspective, does platform-embedded coercive pressure actually feel coercive? Do 

deliberate personal rewards feel genuine? Does outcome-based trust feel empowering or 

unsettling?  

 

Second, our data shows that leaders treat in-person encounters as the relational foundation that 

virtual practices rely on, but the study cannot speak to how that foundation is established. As 

the research progressed, we came to realize that a longitudinal study would be more fruitful for 

this purpose. However, this has not been the case due to the constraints involved in writing a 

master’s thesis. Therefore, we call for a longitudinal study examining how referent power 

develops over time in virtual teams with varying amounts of physical contact. 

 

Third, our data identifies the visibility settings, task-tagging functions, and performance 

dashboards generating accountability pressure automatically but cannot explain which design 

features are most consequential or how team members experience and respond to them 

differently. Thus, this finding calls for research examining how specific platform design 

choices can shape the power dynamics of virtual work. 
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Finally, the cross-cutting observation that platform-embedded coercive pressure and outcome-

based trust appear across contexts regardless of sector or country raises the question of whether 

the same patterns hold across different national cultures. Our study was not designed to 

examine cultural variations, and while our sample is diverse in sector and country, it does not 

allow cultural comparison. Thus, future research specifically designed around cultural 

dimensions, for example, comparing how leaders in high power-distance cultures exert 

legitimate and coercive power through virtual communication relative to those in low power-

distance cultures would extend further the framework in an important and practical way.  
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a.  How many people report to you? Where are they located?  

2. How long have you been leading in a virtual or predominantly virtual environment?  

3. On a typical week, what percentage of your team interactions happen virtually versus 

in-person?   

a. Has this changed over time?  

4. Can you walk me through how you typically communicate with your team members?   

a.  What channels do you use?  

b.  How often do you communicate with team members?  

5. How do you decide which communication channel to use for different situations?   

a.  When do you use email vs. video call vs. instant message?  

6. Can you describe a recent situation where you needed to help a team member solve a 

difficult problem remotely?   

a.  How did you demonstrate your knowledge or expertise in that situation?  

b.  What channels did you use? Why?  

7. How do you share your knowledge and expertise with team members when you can't 

show them in person?   

a.  Do you use screen sharing, documents, videos, written explanations?  

8. How do team members know what you're good at or where your expertise lies when 

they can't observe you working day-to-day?  

9. How do you build personal relationships with team members you rarely or never see in 

person?   

a.  What do you do to get to know them as people, not just as employees?  

10. Can you describe how you create opportunities for informal interaction with your team?   

a. Do you have virtual coffee chats, non-work conversations, team social 

activities?  

11. How do you show support or care for team members remotely?   

a.  What do you do when someone is struggling or going through a difficult time?  

12. How do you communicate expectations and priorities to your team?   

a.  How do you make sure they understand what's most important?  

13. When you need to make an important decision or set a direction, how do you 

communicate that to your team?   

14. How do you handle situations when you need to give critical feedback or address 

performance issues remotely?  

15. How do you assign tasks or projects to team members?   

a.  What tools or systems do you use?  

b. How do you communicate assignments?  

16. How do you track progress on work when you can't directly observe what people are 

doing?   

a.  What systems or processes do you use?  

b.  How often do you check in?  

17. What are your expectations around when team members should be available or 

responsive?   

a. Do you have core hours? Response time expectations?  

b. How do you communicate these expectations?  
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18. How do you coordinate work across different time zones or schedules?   

a.  Do you work synchronously (real-time together) or asynchronously (on your 

own time)?  

19. What tools or technologies does your team use to collaborate?   

20. How do you help team members use these tools effectively?   

21. What do you find most challenging about leading a virtual team?  

22. What practices have you found most effective for leading remotely?  

23. Is there anything else about how you lead virtually that we haven't discussed but you 

think is important? 

 

 

Appendix 2: GDPR Form send out to all participants 
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Appendix 3: Representative quotes illustrating each code  
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