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Leading a Virtual Team During COVID-19 

Leading a virtual team can be challenging, no matter the circumstances. But the global pandemic makes it even more so and is 
forcing advisors to take a new look at how they lead and engage their teams in a virtual setting. The temptation is to conduct 
business as usual and simply incorporate technology to help close the social gaps and maintain team performance. But we 
believe leaders should be diligent and embrace a more detailed approach to leading their team. It’s important that they isolate 
and expose the most critical factors that drive the team’s performance and culture. In our view, there should be a clear intention 
behind all the actions they take and the things they say. 
 

These four critical steps are aimed at helping leaders engage with their virtual team during COVID-19. 
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HIT THE PAUSE BUTTON AND REFLECT 
When leading a virtual team, we believe that the first step is to assess your current leadership style—and how it might evolve. 
There is no “right” or “wrong” leadership style. However, you should be intentional about the style you choose and consciously 
adapt your style to the environment and the people you lead. It is common for your leadership style to shift. For example, 
during a crisis you may unconsciously shift to a commanding style, which provides clear direction and action to get things 
accomplished. But be careful that this approach doesn’t impair your ability to build connections and emotional bonds with 
remote team members. Balance is key. 

 
Demands immediate 

compliance 
Mobilizes people 
toward a vision 

Creates harmony 
and builds  

emotional bonds 

Forges consensus 
through participation 

Sets high standards 
for performance 

Develops people 
for the future 

Commanding Visionary Affiliative Democratic Pacesetting Coaching
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Once you choose your approach, it is important to remain consistent, but you may have to adapt to a new style, or combination 
of styles, if the situation changes radically. Always be sure to communicate your intentions to your team and the reasons 
behind them. 

The second stage of assessment is reviewing the current state of your team. This critical step allows you to understand 
potential roadblocks to optimal performance how the pandemic has may have affected the team. 

 
Source: Forming Storming Norming Performing model, Tuckman,1965. 
For Illustrative Purposes Only 
 

As you reassess your team based on this model, understand that it may be different than your normal state of operations. For 
example, you may believe your team is at the “Performing” stage, however the crisis could revert you to the “Storming” stage. 
As a leader in this specific environment, we believe you must, at minimum, take quick action to move your team to the 
“Norming” stage. Otherwise it will be difficult to lead them through the crisis.  

COMMUNICATE WITH CLARITY AND STYLE 
It is crucial to unpack what it means to communicate effectively while leading a virtual team. In a virtual setting you lose many 
of the non-verbal cues that can help people understand your message. As a result, you should lean towards communicating 
more frequently and with more detail by providing additional direction, clear deadlines, and the impact the task/project has on 
the overall business. If you need people to step up, be ready to describe what that means in a clear and compelling manner. 
Confusion may lead to non-action or incorrectly implemented action. Ensuring your team is doing the right things at the right 
time and for the right reasons may help curtail confusion and emphasize execution. Remember to set the tone daily and be 
conscious and clear about the direction you want your team members to go. 

It’s important to adapt your communication styles based on the person you are interacting with. An individual on your team who 
is more analytical may require additional detail, but fewer check-ins than others. Adapting your communication style to match 
each team member helps to build connections in any setting and can increase the likelihood that the message is received in the 
way that it was intended.  

  

Storming
• Reality sets in
• Communication gaps
• Adjustment anxiety
• Frustration, Conflicts

Forming
• Excitement
• Anticipation
• Anxiety
• Optimism

Norming
• Shared goals
• Team cohesion
• Trade-offs
• Acceptance

Performing
• Teamwork
• Cohesiveness
• In equilibrium
• Value adds Adjourning

• Separation anxiety
• What’s next
• Unease
• DissatisfactionTe
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CULTIVATE CULTURE AND CONNECTION 
As people work from home they have to balance their family and job responsibilities. As a leader, you must be impactful 
through all of this and find ways to keep the team engaged, maintain performance and momentum, and address the future. 
Consider allowing other members of the team to lead meetings or projects to help ensure everyone on the team has ownership 
and a voice. Be intentional about seeking a response from the quietest person on the call or wait to offer your input until 
everyone has spoken. Also during this time, take notice of star performers who are exhibiting behaviors you would like the team 
to replicate. If you encounter any poor performers, make every effort to address and correct the situation as quickly as possible. 
In most instances, you should “praise in public and chastise in private.” But be conscious of workflow with star performers as 
this can cause burnout and a potential drop in their quality of work. 

While working virtually, build in “light” moments, but also be human. 

Here are a few suggestions: 

 Send around old pictures for a good laugh 

 Invite pets to video calls  

 Embrace young children and family members who want to say “hello” 

 Discuss mental health and fitness best practices 

 Outline internal and external resources for those in need 
 

Above all, check on the person and not just the employee. We believe you should begin with individuals that you may not have 
had the best personal relationships with before the crisis. In normal times, it is common for leaders to gravitate toward certain 
team members. But in a virtual setting, it is critical to be intentional about building community and a sense of belonging with 
everyone. By doing this, you are investing in your people, which can improve future interactions, engagements and morale.  

DEVELOP A DETAILED CONTINGENCY PLAN 
This global pandemic is affecting all of us, but in different ways. At a moment’s notice you or a team member could be 
impacted severely, causing you to take your business continuity plans to the next level. Working from home is one thing, but 
what happens if you or a member of you team is out of commission for weeks? Ensure there is a plan in place to maintain 
the business and keep critical projects moving forward. Also, solicit feedback from your team, as it will make you a better 
leader. Consider asking, “If you were in my role, what would you be doing differently?” and “As a team, what adjustments 
should we make?” The answers to these questions could impact your plan and who you trust to lead in your absence. 
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CONCLUSION 
Driving team performance in a virtual setting during a global pandemic is an extremely difficult task. The good thing is that your 
team is looking to you for leadership, support, and guidance. Review these strategies, be intentional with your actions, and 
clearly outline the outcomes you hope the team can accomplish. Remember to evaluate along the way and make adjustments 
as the situation evolves. There is a spotlight on leaders, and we believe that by following these steps, you can remain 
connected and drive results.  
 

 
   

Hit the Pause  
Button and Reflect 

Communicate with 
Clarity and Style 

Cultivate Culture and 
Connection 

Prepare for a Possibility 

 
  



 Leading through Challenging Times 
 
 

 

Goldman Sachs Asset Management | 5 
 
 

 

General Disclosures 
This material is provided for educational purposes only and should not be construed as investment advice or an offer or solicitation to buy or sell securities. Although certain information has 
been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, we do not guarantee its accuracy, completeness or fairness. We have relied upon and assumed without independent verification, the 
accuracy and completeness of all information available from public sources. Views and opinions expressed are for informational purposes only and do not constitute a recommendation by 
GSAM to buy, sell, or hold any security. Views and opinions are current as of the date of this presentation and may be subject to change. 

Asia Pacific: Please note that neither Goldman Sachs Asset Management International nor any other entities involved in the Goldman Sachs Asset Management (GSAM) business maintain 
any licenses, authorizations or registrations in Asia (other than Japan), except that it conducts businesses (subject to applicable local regulations) in and from the following jurisdictions: Hong 
Kong, Singapore and Malaysia. This material has been issued for use in or from Hong Kong by Goldman Sachs Asset Management (Hong Kong) Limited, in or from Singapore by Goldman 
Sachs Asset Management (Singapore) Pte. Ltd. (Company Number: 201329851H) and in or from Malaysia by Goldman Sachs (Malaysia) Sdn Berhad (880767W). 

Confidentiality 
No part of this material may, without GSAM’s prior written consent, be (i) copied, photocopied or duplicated in any form, by any means, or (ii) distributed to any person that is not an employee, 
officer, director, or authorized agent of the recipient. Goldman Sachs does not provide accounting, tax or legal advice. 
© 2020 Goldman Sachs. All rights reserved. Date of First Use: 5/8/2020. Compliance Code: 203501-OTU-1192087 


