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Introduction 

Business studies have tended to neglect dealing with problems of collaborating over distance 
(Lauring et al. 2022). The present case study adds to that sparse literature by adding to the 
understanding of how business-to-business (B2B) developers (i.e., individuals who as 
entrepreneurs or employees play an active role in remote communication with international 
business customers) view virtual distance in their activities. In B2B relationships, 
communication between individuals has a highly influential role, not only in fostering trust 
among the partners but also for better reflecting the special (relational) quality of B2B 
business relationships (Ivanova-Gongne and Torkkeli 2018). The individuals involved and 
their micro-interactions form the basis for long-lasting B2B relationships and activities and 
represent a key differentiating criterion from B2C relationships (Alinaghian et al. 2020; Yang 
et al. 2019). Understanding these micro-interactions are even more important in technology-
mediated communication. However, this understanding is underdeveloped (Murphy and 
Sashi 2018), which calls for examining the experiences of B2B people in technology-
mediated collaboration in more depth. Digital interaction environments can both create 
scenes for interactions and shape and influence the interaction between businesses. These 
relationships can be developed via multiple channels, such as e-mails, phone, or online 
meetings, as well as face-to-face meetings. While digital communication entails a wide range 
of activities, from branding to automated solutions, here the focus is on interactive settings, 
where individuals from different organizations collaborate remotely. These events are 
intentional, which means both parties have goals, and yet they are in many ways contextual. 
In this study, by context, we mean the multifaceted factors that frame the representations of 
B2B relationships. This study chooses which contextual factors are relevant in virtual 
interactions in this particular case based on the interpretation of empirical data. The social 
dynamics in contextual factors of virtual interaction are twofold: Interactions both shape and 
serve as a foundation for presentations (see Nomikou et al. 2016). The social dynamics are 
influenced by multiple levels and also include formal and informal institutional rules (see 
Welter 2011). 

A framework developed by Lojeski (2006), and further developed by Lojeski and Reilly 
(2020), suggests relationships have virtual distance. Virtual distance is a multidimensional 
construct describing a sense of distance in virtual environments (Lojeski 2006). We build on 
the main theoretical perspective on the construct of virtual distance, using the concept to 
analyze the sense of virtual distance in remote B2B relationships. More specifically, we focus 
on the interaction between different business professionals originating in different countries. 
Through practical cases, the aim is to develop a better understanding of how individual B2B 
relationship developers view remote collaboration with their international customers. Strong 



B2B relations are valuable, and it is assumed that this group of individuals is motivated to 
manage virtual distance in these relationships. The practical cases include nine entrepreneurs 
and managers interviewed during the summer of 2023, and they help uncover a fuller picture 
on the dynamics of interactions and virtual distance in digital B2B contexts in practice. 

 

Virtual distance in B2B relationships  

The quality of interpersonal relationships, such as building interpersonal trust in B2B 
relations, is crucial capabilities for individuals and firms (Akrout and la Rocca 2019; Ojha et 
al. 2023). Technology-mediated communication, including digital communication, has been 
studied in sociology, psychology, philosophy, education, management, marketing, and in 
media studies (Joglekar et al. 2022; Pandley et al. 2020). Digital communication can be 
defined broadly as interactive settings or just one-way transmission of data (Grewal et al. 
2022). Technology-mediated E-business technologies have been shown to improve intra- and 
inter-organizational relationships (Sanders 2007). However, while digital environments 
influence communication, many studies suggest experiences in virtual work environments 
have challenges in facilitating the development of social connections (Berry 2011; Vargaz-
Madriz 2018; Van Zoonen and Sivunen 2021). In addition to the actual physical distance, a 
technology-mediated nature of collaboration between individuals can also result in substantial 
challenges: For example, in B2B relationships, it is possible that expectations and promises 
are not fulfilled due to minor infractions to negative disruptions - and possibly due to 
intolerable transgressions (Gillani et al. 2021). However, many of the challenges are distance 
related, as in the present age of increased digital connectivity, paradoxically individuals can 
feel increasingly disconnected (Sobel Lojeski and Reilly 2020; Van Zoonen and Sivunen 
2021).  

Some researchers suggest that the context of collaboration between individuals should be 
considered more broadly than just in terms of physical distance (Sobel Lojeski 2006; O´Leary 
and Cummings 2007). Distance is not purely a physical matter. People also experience 
socioemotional distance (London et al. 2012; Lauring et al. 2022; Lauring and Jonasson 
2023). Research has also addressed the role of cultural distance in relationships in general 
(Shenkar 2001) and B2B relationships (Cedrola and Battaglia 2013).  

Virtual distance, on the other hand, seems to be an interpersonal phenomenon that is not 
widely established in academic literature. In the B2B context, a lack of perceived 
connectedness can lead to missed opportunities, difficulties in solving problems and 
innovating, and ultimately to competitive disadvantages. Sobel Lojeski (2006, 50) defines 
virtual distance as “the perceived distance between two or more people, groups, or 
organizations brought on the pervasive and persistent use of computer-mediated 
communication and work technology.” Lauring et al. (2022) also build a theoretical 
understanding of virtual distance as a multidimensional phenomenon. Nurmi et al. (2009) 
have also addressed the challenges of cultural distance in virtual teams, noting that cultural 
awareness and language skills upturn the power of leaders. The virtual context may cause 
additional challenges regarding this form of distance, e.g., understanding and interpretation in 
a virtual space can become more difficult.  



Concepts of distance as a psychological or social phenomenon remain relatively unknown, 
but studies on virtual teams and communication have approached the related topics from 
many angles. The insights from virtual work research are important for understanding virtual 
business-to-business relations. These relationships often hold expectations for long-term 
collaboration (Biggemann and Buttle 2012). Research on virtual teams has sought to 
understand the nuances of interpersonal, team, and leadership phenomena when individuals 
collaborate from a distance (Hertel et al. 2003). It has been acknowledged that complexity 
increases when managing geographically distributed teams: Bjørn and Ngwenyama (2009) 
suggest communication breakdowns in virtual teams occur due to sense-making failures at 
these three levels, diverse backgrounds and knowledges of individuals, diverse organizations, 
and diverse work practices. As a solution, they suggest adding translucence to enable creating 
more sense of shared meaning and accountability of teams. These authors define translucence 
as “the triangulation of visibility, awareness and accountability” (228). According to Murphy 
and Sashi (2018), face-to-face communication can create stronger bonds between people, and 
in dyadic B2B relations, digital communication can -perhaps somewhat surprisingly- enable a 
stronger relationship than impersonal communication (Murphy and Sashi, 2018). In digital 
communication exchanging tacit knowledge is more challenging because of virtual distance 
(Sobel Lojeski and Reilly 2020). Additionally, there may be less space for building affinity. 
For example, Joklekar et al. (2022) note that professionals today need skills for conforming 
their messages with digital channels. Reciprocal feedback supports the satisfaction of B2B 
relationships, and thus the value of person-to-person communication and a sense of 
connection becomes increasingly pronounced (Murphy and Sashi, 2018). 

In remote business-to-business relations managing distance is highly important. O´Leary and 
Cummings (2007) propose that the effectiveness of technology-mediated collaboration can 
vary depending on spatial, temporal, and configurational distance. Sobel Lojeski and Reilly 
(2020) present a framework for understanding virtual distance, more specifically, one for 
understanding, measuring, and managing virtual distance in teams and organizations based on 
15 years of cross-industry work across 55 countries. They suggest distance can lead to a 
feeling of disconnection through three dimensions: physical, operational, and affinity 
distance. The physical distance refers to geographical, temporal, and organizational 
influences, and is formed by circumstances that are fixed in place and time. The operational 
distance, in turn, describes communication problems, through events such as when the 
message of an e-mail remains misunderstood, or when replies in a discussion seem 
disconnected. Technological problems can cause operational distance, resulting in mind drift, 
as availability decreases and readiness distance increases (Ibid.) Finally, affinity distance 
refers, according to Sobel Lojeski and Reilly (2020, 70), to “the issues that block the 
development of deeper, long-lasting, and substantial relationships built upon shared values 
and important human interdependencies” and is noted to be the most important factor when 
measuring social distance. 

Conversely, Sobel Lojeski´s and Reilly´s framework focuses mainly on distance within 
established teams and organizations. In their model, customer satisfaction is one of the 
indicators when evaluating affinity distance. They also acknowledge the role of the customer 
when managing physical distance, i.e., that the customer should be informed. Developing or 
fostering B2B relationships is not considered teamwork in a traditional sense, but as these 
relationships typically are not one-time sales, and more collaboration and value co-creation 



merges, it can also be seen as teamwork. Sobel Lojeski and Reilly (2020) also suggest that 
when virtual distance is low, people tend to view each other as kind, capable, and possessing 
high integrity. However, when virtual distance is high, toxic behavior can occur. Lauring et 
al. (2022) conclude that, overall, the concept of virtual distance can contribute to improving 
our understanding of how B2B professionals can work effectively through virtual distance.  

Method  

This study employed a qualitative case study method to analyze how individuals in 
international B2B relationships describe experiences of virtual closeness or distance with 
customers. The study reflects the views of nine individuals (entrepreneurs or managers) on 
technology-mediated collaboration in the B2B relationships the individuals are involved in. 
The criteria for selecting the interviewees were based on the following conditions: The 
individuals should work in firms that have international B2B operations; The companies 
should operate in industries that typically allow remote work, such as in ICT, engineering, 
and management consulting sectors. It was also important that the interviewees and their 
organizations have also expressed ambition to have strong and creative connections with their 
remote business partners. These experiences were captured through semi-structured 
interviews. According to Arendt (1958/2002), speech is a human way of building a common 
world and sharing meanings. Data were collected through semi-structured theme interviews 
conducted in Finland in the summer of 2023.  The interviewees were Finns, and they were 
asked to reflect on the experience of virtual meetings with professional collaborators located 
in various countries. The interviews were done remotely using MS Teams and they were 
recorded and transcribed. The interviewees received some of the questions beforehand by e-
mail, so they had a chance to be prepared for the topics prior to the interview. The interviews 
contained seven themes: collaboration situations with external business partners, co-creation 
strategies, the contractual basis for collaboration, perceptions of soft skills, perceptions of 
success factors in hybrid or remote business-to-business collaboration, and the experiences 
related to the tools used for collaboration. The interviewees were also asked to describe what 
they value most in virtual collaboration relationships.  

We started an analysis with a careful familiarizing and reading of transcripts, which upon 
analysis was realized to converge on the three types of distance (physical, operational, 
affinity; cf. Sobel Lojeski and Reilly, 2020). This perspective offered a structured model to 
analyze how individuals in B2B relationships speak about remote interaction with their 
partners. In the initial coding phase, all sentences that described digital communication were 
spotted. Then, in the first round of coding, the sentences were divided into categories of 
physical, operational, and affinity distances. For some sentences, this task was not trivial, as 
they could be assigned to several of the categories. Therefore, in the analysis, the interlinks 
between these types of distances became relevant as well. Some phenomena seem to link to 
both the operational level and affinity level.  

In the second round of coding, categories to describe the phenomena described with common 
labels were identified. The interviewees described remote collaboration aims, values, 
activities, practices, and challenges. The most central codes were selected that describe 
elements of virtual collaboration and re-occur in interviews. They could be categorized into 
themes.:  



In the third coding phase, the findings were reflected again with the main theoretical 
framework. The main themes – practical institutional issues and more intersubjective, 
interpersonal, intercultural issues were selected to discuss the structure of the framework in 
light of the previous analysis phases. The original definitions were revisited and checked for 
whether they explain how knowledge of dimensions of virtual distance should be organized. 
Several open questions remained, for example how a framework should be structured, and 
they were considered as areas for further investigation.  

 
 

Individual views on virtual interaction From the data, we analyzed how individuals in B2B 
relationships construct virtual collaboration with their business partners, and how they 
express the elements of distance. In a remote context, building B2B relationships as an 
individual is different from doing so via face-to-face meetings. The interviewees expressed 
that face-to-face interactions are ideal for building relationships and building in-depth 
understanding of the priorities and values of their counterparts in the relationships. The 
development of mutual understanding requires interaction, time, and effort, with all 
interviewees emphasizing the value of shared understanding. The personal connection seems 
easier to gain when the individuals experience in the B2B relationship the elements of 
sameness. These elements of sameness are experienced also through the visual and non-
verbal cues. For example, in Teams meetings, little details were seen as meaningful for sense 
of connection, for example having cameras on and having similar kinds of clothing styles or 
background pictures that encounter sameness. There were also individual differences on how 
remote collaboration is seen, with some of the interviewees describing it easier to get things 
done together in face-to-face collaborations, whereas other interviewees opining that all 
matters in their work can be successfully done remotely. The following comments illustrate 
the difference between physical meetings and online meetings:   

"..The development of one's own service, in general, is best done by sitting next to the 
customer and understanding how she sees the world ... When she can understand something, 
she can use it" (4) 
 
“…the physical presence always beats the distance meetings...” (9) 
 
However, in the areas that are geographically distant from each other, technology-mediated 
collaboration brings unique opportunities. The interviewees valued an opportunity to 
collaborate via distance, since doing so was noted to save personal and work time, as well as 
on organizational costs. The limitations of place and time are transcended; it can feel 
liberating to work in such an interconnected world and meet people around the world. The 
interviewees also described the emotional aspects of business meetings. There are differences 
in how these bonds are built and led in virtual space. In some cases, the remote interactions 
are more frequent and the projects last longer. The individuals may feel a greater sense of 
control towards matters at hand, as they have more time to manage the project. There is a 
great variety of differences in tasks and the quality of interaction, and how much time the 
interactions require. On some occasions, the meetings are more sporadic. As an interviewee 
noted: 



“.. Sure, but we serve pretty big companies, so that's it. We don't even know where someone 
who contacts us comes from…The goods come from Indonesia, and they speak English, and 
the invoice goes to Italy…” (6)  
 
Experiences of virtual distance become pronounced in situations where fewer interactions 
and less shared thinking takes place; experiences of virtual closeness grow when meetings are 
regular, and the complexity of shared topics and processes grow. For example, one of the 
interviewees noted that their business model is not ready, and it is still to be developed with 
stakeholders remotely. This requires building trust and exchanging a lot of knowledge 
between the individuals participating. As a result, closer social bonds are required compared 
to relationships where transactions are more routine.  
  
Management of time arises as an important foundation for building a shared scene for 
managing virtual distance. Time management and temporal issues are meaningful for 
interviewees: The issues of time are not just practical agreements, but they are also important 
steps in creating a sense of shared operation culture and a shared sense of responsibility. 
Choices of time also reflect the intensity or complexity of shared tasks and how 
interdependent the working process is. Whereas some meetings are organized daily, weekly, 
or monthly, there are also irregular meetings. The frequency influences the sense of distance. 
Time management of projects is a cornerstone of collaboration that creates a shared rhythm 
for shared progress, as the following quote illustrates: 

“There must be clear, full responsibility on both sides and a clear willingness to 
do the agreed things, in the agreed way, in the agreed schedule, so that 
sometimes if it doesn't work there on the customer's side, then it won't go 
anywhere. Or it could be that sometimes it doesn't work on our side, and it 
doesn't go anywhere.” (8) 

Compared to e-mails, online meetings are seen as better opportunities for shared learning 
between individuals. Virtual meetings have spontaneous, emergent elements. Notably, there 
is an intersubjective level of interaction, where the experiences of connectedness evolve. 
Creating the conditions for sharing and mutual teamwork and shared learning is not 
something taken for granted. An interviewee describes this:  
 

“We exchange information. But…there has to be deeper (collaboration) than that. 
(3) 

 

Nevertheless, individuals value spontaneous interpersonal flow: Most of the interviewees 
view that virtual distance requires more structured approach in meetings and in remote 
projects. Also, these views may reflect cultural nuances. The clarity of roles, leadership, and 
other structures creates order and opportunities for better interaction. The issue of leadership 
seems important in managing virtual distance. Remote meetings must be well prepared, led, 
and facilitated in order to be effective. The interaction dynamics change to become more 
structured and less spontaneous in remote events, as one of the interviewees describes: 

"(In remote meetings) you must go at a bit of a forced pace...That way, new 
things can come up more easily in face-to-face meetings." (5)  



However, the interviewee describes that this “forced pace”, a relatively structured style, 
enables new things to come up in face-to-face meetings. In managing virtual distance, online 
meetings have a different nature compared to e-mails: Online meetings are not just a platform 
for exchanging knowledge but also for seeking clarification, building on each other´s 
knowledge and views, and providing feedback. These events also hold an emotional layer, as 
individuals express what they see as important, valuable, and required. Both individual and 
organizational goals are central in remote interaction events.  

 
Experiences of clarity are also important in interpersonal interaction. Based on the interviews, 
participants in virtual meetings aim to speak up and feel heard, listen to others, learn new 
things, and make decisions when necessary. Ideally, the interaction in the meetings is 
reciprocal. Although remote meetings are organized around projects and tasks, the 
interviewees also point out that personalities, values, and emotions also play a role in 
meetings. Some interviewees view that values and emotions may even be more important in 
remote context. Each individual influences the interaction dynamics: interviewees express, 
for example, some speak more straightforward, or some are more encouraging for others. 
There are interpersonal and intercultural differences in ways of expressing oneself. This 
example illustrates an experience of diverse personal communication styles:  

"There is one person who has stronger opinions... he doesn't mean anything bad 
if he says something won´t work... Often there is an idea, and we discuss 
together whether it's a good idea or not... different personalities really affect 
that communication, not what he says and how he says it..." (7) 

Many interviewees also value the visual elements in virtual meetings. They reduce the 
experience of being far away, and they make interpersonal communication experiences 
richer. The interviewees emphasize how much they value seeing each other with cameras. 
Using cameras in online meetings contributes to a sense of social presence of people: 

“After all, customers have different ways of working in remote meetings, if the 
cameras are on and we are open, and we listen and talk, so fine. Then 
sometimes it's like the cameras are off and the boss tells how things are for the 
others (laughter). In these situations, a face-to-face e meeting would be a better 
option." (5) 

Ethical considerations are always involved in people´s collaboration experiences. Ethical 
considerations take place in many levels of interaction, and they influence the experiences of 
bonding with others. The interviewees speak of values in different levels: First, they speak of 
their own values and of the kind of ethical considerations and communication styles they 
value. Second, they speak of values that their organizations represent and show in remote 
meetings. Third, they speak of values that are realized in communication and collaboration 
events with partners. In these microevents, values may work as foundations of relationships. 
The interviewees emphasize how the social bonds with remote business partners are built on 
consistency of values and actions:  

”It starts with being honest and telling things as they are." (2)  

"The manners of respecting others, who are involved, smartly and 
constructively, that's the essence in my opinion" (2) 



 
Several of the interviewees reported that their own communication competences are 
important for B2B relationships. People also value different communication styles: 

"In order to be successful in this role, you must have an honest, open, curious 
nature. I'm like that. Meeting each other or meeting in larger groups. If you 
want to promote something, you like to keep your mouth open, and listening is 
important. Guide that activity towards that goal." (2)  

Learning about the communication styles of the other individual(s) is important: Besides 
personal communication styles, intercultural communication is an important dimension in 
this area. In intercultural remote collaboration, in online meetings, and in e-mails, participants 
try to match formality or informality to meet the expectations of their business partner, but 
they can often feel unsure of which level of formality is appropriate. The intercultural aspects 
influence the language choices, communication, and negotiation styles. Intercultural 
communication competence requires learning, adapting to different expectations, and 
negotiation skills. The local knowledge can be gained by partnering with local advisors: 

“…Someone (local) interprets that situation a little bit or says that maybe it 
should be done this way or that maybe it shouldn't be written in that email with 
that kind of wording, but you could use that kind of wording and there's no such 
thing as small things like that. 

“Like an email, if you send an email, like in Finland, you can be a little more 
informal. But when you meet and send abroad, it's always Dear Sir or Dear 
Madam or something like that. It's like it's there like small things….It´s good to 
have some advice” (8) 

 
Remote collaborations are based on many contracts and, for example, intellectual property 
rights are negotiated as a precondition for long-term collaboration. The organizational 
practices and procedures influence collaboration. Several interviewees mentioned 
organizational ownership issues when they describe the interactions. The legal and 
psychological boundaries influence collaboration. "Intellectual property rights are always 
defined in the contract and commercial matters when they are projects where money moves." 
(8) The organizational distance is reflected by different aims and the organizational operation 
cultures and structures. The findings suggest that institutional practices can support the 
interlinks between people in different organizations. For example, an interviewee describes 
the following: “Sales do their own thing, and the seller's role changes to a checkpoint 
role...the delivery organization takes on the role." (2) A similar shared sensemaking is 
described by one of the interviewees: “Everyone works in their plot.” (4) Organizational 
backgrounds are not static either: Interviewees work in small companies, and many of their 
business partners are located in international, larger corporations. The interviewees also 
express that their organization's culture changes; for example, more bureaucracy is needed 
when the organization grows, influencing the interactions with one´s business partners. 
Bureaucracy may create a sense of distance too: "The more we grow, the more bureaucracy, 
the more processes." (3)  

The observed organizational distance may also be caused by an unclear contractual basis or a 
mismatch in mutual goals and interests. In some cases, buyers or suppliers have more power 



than in others. The interviewees do not underline the power distance between them and their 
business partners, but it can be understood between the lines. There are differences in how 
interdependency and mutual goals are constructed.   
 
Intercultural differences may create a sense of distance, but it may be managed if awareness 
of differences is sufficient. Differences may concern many areas, from different meanings for 
words to different ways of living. One of the interviewees noted in the following:  
 

“...different cultures have different ways of doing things. Like talking about things, 
doing things, interpreting things, it varies…A lot of work has been done in India 
and an Indian English dictionary. A little different from our dictionary. If we take 
the word consider, then we imagine that consider means that you consider the 
matter. And if I got the Indian consider, it's roughly the fact that you've already 
promised that thing and there will be all of these. It comes out that the cultures are 
very, very differentbetween different countries.” (8) 

 

The nature of remote collaboration between individuals 

The theoretical perspectives of virtual distance suggested by Sobel Lojeski and Reilly (2020) 
and Lauring et al. (2022) accurately reflect the experiences, as they view virtual experiences 
as a holistic individual experience. Instead of limiting the considerations into how digital 
spaces form collaborations, they build a theory of a holistic experience, where social, 
physical, and operational factors mediate the experiences. The perspective of virtual distance 
is important for business-to-business relations, because managing virtual distance may build 
long-term partnerships and ecosystems, conditions for shared learning and development, and 
eventually for the success of firms.   

Yet, the physical, temporal, emotional and social separation are inevitable phenomena in 
remote business collaboration. The sense of distance is a complex, multilevel phenomenon. 
Our analysis identifies two large themes. First, according to our analysis, interpersonal 
relations form a core of managing virtual distance. This also involves understanding of 
different communication styles and cultural and language contexts. Second, the experiences 
of virtual distance by an individual are mediated by temporal, organizational, physical, and 
organizational structures in his/her company. In this category, virtual business relations are 
influenced by structures, leadership behavior, and role behavior. The sense of social distance 
gets developed in complex dynamics of multiple levels of individual experiences that are 
affected by many factors.    

The findings presented align with the principles of framework by Sobel Lojeski and Reilly 
(2020). Sobel Lojeski´s and Reilly´s (2020) framework of virtual distance has been 
developed for pragmatic purposes. It becomes an increasingly high potential approach in a 
digitalized world, as seen here through the lens of managing virtual distance in international 
B2B relationships by taking the perspective of the individual. To foster virtual closeness, 
companies should go beyond operational effectiveness and spotlight social and cultural 
factors, relationships, and creating common futures with meaningful initiatives and 
communities. Sobel Lojeski and Reilly (2020) suggest if virtual distance remains 
uncontrolled, it hinders individuals trying to communicate to the world. They see the affinity 
level as the most important denominator in managing virtual distance, with the second most 



important level being the operational level. These are the levels where managing the 
experiences of virtual distance has the most potential. This emphasizes the role of individuals 
and a need for both soft skills, such as building clarity, curiosity, and contextual awareness 
(Fletcher and Thornton 2023), and operational skills, such as time management, leadership, 
and understanding of institutional contexts.  

 

Restructuring theory of virtual distance  

The analysis sheds light on the complex interrelations between the dimensions of virtual 
distance. In speech, interviewees expressed relational and interrelated processes. Therefore, 
building on the perspectives of Sobel Lojeski and Reilly (2020) and Lauring et al. (2022), we 
suggest dimensions of virtual distance could be simplified into three levels: social, emotional, 
and cognitive distance, the behavioral and institutional distance, and space and time distance. 
We suggest the experience of the individuals as the central unit of focus. This reorganizing 
can support the development of theoretical views of virtual distance more broadly. For 
example, instead of affinity level many social, emotional, and cognitive phenomena are 
important in defining a sense of social distance. Figure 4.1 illustrates our suggestion on the 
dimensions of perceived distance based on applying the lens of the individuals acting in B2B 
relationships. 

 

Figure 4.1. Reorganized dimensions of perceived virtual distance.  

 

The new labels adopt those of the model of Sobel Lojeski and Reilly (2020) and are not 
contradictory with the views of Lauring et al. (2022). However, our proposed dimensions aim 
to separate the level of psychological and sociopsychological individual, group, and 
organizational phenomena from the explicit institutional and behavioral levels. More 
specifically, our findings suggest that communication between individuals in virtual B2B 
relationships is a multilevel concept that reflects the values, and therefore the explicit level of 
communication and more nuanced, nonverbal, or ambiguous communication is an integral 
part of social, emotional, and cognitive distances. In virtual meetings, temporal and 
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operational practices may intertwine with the emotional experiences of individuals, such as 
having weekly business meetings with cameras on and seeing each other’s facial expressions. 
In real life, the different elements creating sense of connection are combined.  

Our findings support the role of the operational and particularly the affirmative dimension of 
virtual distance. Unlike Sobel Lojeski and Reilly (2020), who position organizational 
affiliations in the category of physical distance, we suggest organizational affiliations as 
having strong implications for both behavioral and institutional, as well as social, emotional, 
and cognitive levels. 

Communication is a broad phenomenon, and it practically always has the potential to create 
affinity closeness as well. Communicative acts and processes also reflect values and attitudes. 
Therefore, communication at the operational level is inseparable from affinity-level values of 
individuals in virtual B2B relationships. For example, events of mutual learning and value 
co-creation go beyond the operational level and require shared thinking and creativity. In 
business, there are also influential agreement-based and social ownership phenomena. 
Therefore, strategy and leadership issues are topical at all levels. Sobel Lojeski and Reilly´s 
(2020) model acknowledges the impact of virtual distance to strategy and suggests action 
strategies of managing each of three dimensions of virtual distance. 

 

 

Practical implications 

The case-based analysis of the experiences of individuals in B2B relationships has several 
practical implications. In the analysis, we have purposefully sought to present the findings so 
that they illustrate the role of virtual distance. The experiences of distance are an important 
phenomenon in business relationships today, and it is impacted by and upon individuals. The 
presented cases illustrate how individuals seek to build a sense of connectedness to gain 
understanding and advance their B2B relationships. Micro-interactive settings form a vital 
context for directing action and advancing causes. We utilized the framework proposed by 
Sobel Lojeski and Reilly (2020) to model physical, operational, and affirmative dimensions 
of virtual distance. Building on data collection consisting of interviews from nine case 
companies operating in international business, we used qualitative content analysis to identify 
how virtual distance was made sense by individual managers and entrepreneurs within B2B 
relationships.  

Managing virtual distance is important in building trustworthy B2B relationships. Individuals 
can influence the experiences of virtual distance, although remote interaction is an emergent 
phenomenon and experiences are influenced by many other factors as well. The theoretical 
understanding of dimensions of virtual distance can guide organizations and individuals to 
guide meaningful remote collaboration processes. Ultimately, individuals in the context of 
organizations interact and build structures and organizational culture for operating 

Reflecting on the cases on different levels in practice, at the operation level, organizations 
benefit from building operational practices with well-functioning knowledge flows and a high 
sense of sincerity. This builds on practices of honest and consistent reciprocal 
communication, fair treatment, ethical decision-making, accountability, and showing 



appreciation. For managing remote collaboration at the operational level, it is beneficial to 
have structures that make responsibilities visible and clear. This refers to ownership 
structures at different levels, not only institutional legal ownership matters, but also a sense of 
psychological ownership may help individuals or groups understand shared objectives.  
Psychological ownership reflects a state in which an individual feels something is his or hers 
(Dawkins et al. 2015). It is crucial for organizations to consider ownership experiences when 
managing remote interactions in general, and when engaged in B2B relationships in 
particular. Another practical implication is that the operational level should be well grounded 
with the strategic orientations. The shared strategic orientation may also be helpful for 
individuals and groups in regulating time and focus on virtual encounters. 

Virtual distance is an elemental context for understanding the quality of any institutional and 
person-to-person relationships, as the concept describes the factors that risk dissociating from 
authentic communication. From the perspective of individual managers and entrepreneurship, 
virtual distance sets a context that can enable or hinder interpersonal collaboration. The 
concept can be useful for individuals and organizations seeking remote collaboration that 
fosters the development of shared understanding.  

The study illustrated the views of nine B2B entrepreneurs and SME managers on remote 
virtual collaboration from their perspective as individuals. The cases were aimed to 
understand experiences of virtual distance and to identify ways individuals can manage 
virtual distance. The importance of interpersonal relationships is emphasized, as is the 
abilities of individuals to apply skills related to ethics, clarity, cultural awareness, and 
curiosity when engaging in remote collaboration. The cases also help focus attention on 
institutional and behavioral issues, such as time management, leadership, clarity of 
information, and roles. The theoretical perspectives of virtual distance are reflected with the 
findings, suggesting new, more open structuring of levels of virtual distance. For small and 
medium-sized enterprises in particular, being able to conduct business relationships across 
virtual distance may help their managers in navigating B2B relationships that are crucial for 
them to develop relationship-based competencies (cf. Torkkeli et al. 2015), capabilities (e.g., 
Ashiru et al. 2022), and practices related to sustainability (Torkkeli et al. 2017). Moreover, 
being able to manage virtual distance and remote relationships can form a competitive 
advantage for companies that are increasingly digitally enabled, such as those able to digitize 
their value chains (Vadana et al. 2021).  

In sum, the concept of virtual distance can open new avenues for both scholars and 
practitioners for achieving an increasingly holistic understanding of social, cognitive, 
emotional, physical, behavioral, and institutional factors related to individuals engaged in 
virtual remote B2B relationships. Indirectly and directly, the multiple layers of context 
influence the experiences of virtual distance. Studies could test and validate the construct of 
virtual distance further and seek to build a stronger theoretical foundation with empirical data 
on different contexts. The studies focusing on experiences of virtual distances could also 
specify the nature of the interaction (frequency, content, timeliness, open- or closed-loop, 
quality) (Marlow et al. 2017) in more detail; however, those are left for future studies beyond 
the present one.  
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Appendix A. Coding information of the interview data. 

 

Physical distance  

The physical distance refers to geographical, temporal, and organizational influences and is formed by 
circumstances that are fixed in place and time, including also organizational affiliations in the 
category of physical distance (cf. Lojeski and Reilly 2020). 

 

1. round code examples of physical distance  2. round codes  
"...We meet the customer every month..."  (1) 
 
"Then, of course, there are projects where you deal with partners on a daily 
basis" (1) 
 
"In terms of how I use my time, this hybrid model suits me" (5) 

Temporal issues, 
time management  

"We have projects all over the world" (2) 
 
"As a rule, we have always worked remotely...it depends on where the people 
are." (2) 
 
“…the physical presence always beats the distance meetings...” (9) 
 

Physical locations, 
opportunities and 
challenges for 
connecting   

But, but, sure, but that we serve pretty big companies, so that's it. We don't 
even know where to contact someone. 
That the goods come from Indonesia and that they speak English and that the 
invoice goes to Italy and that's why this is the world of big companies. (6) 
 
“Sure, sure, nowadays there are awfully many remote connections of course 
remote connections bring additional opportunities to meet all kinds of 
people. 
Interest groups, what do we have here now, that customers, suppliers and 
everything.” (9)  
 

Organizational 
affilications, 
stakeholder 
institutions, physical 
locations, languages  

Table 1. Physical distance first and second round codes.   

 

Operational distance 

1. round code examples of operational distance  2. round codes 
”It starts with being honest and telling things as they are." (2) 
 
"The manners of respecting others, who are involved.. smartly and 
constructively, that's the essence in my opinion" (2) 
 
“…but this one came to mind that sometimes someone like that comes up when 
you feel like they're trying to hide from us or don't want to tell us the details of 
the project and necessarily yes.” (9) 
"Then we talk with the customer really freely and the information is 
exchanged" (1) 
 
"Basically, all development work works remotely" (1) 
 
"We have to a certain extent formal and but to a certain extent also informal 
discussion" (1) 
 
there might be people like that, that they don't want to give us the names of 
some contact persons, the contact information of the end customer's contact 
persons, so that we wouldn't be able to talk directly with them, that's the case 
with most of them. 

Knowledge flows, a 
sense of sincerity, and 
openness  



But that it has never become a problem, that if we are informed in some case 
that this is the way it is now we have to get this information now that we can 
agree on something, then it usually gets sorted out. 
It's not like bridge will voluntarily bring them up. (9) 
 
 
"There is one person who has stronger opinions... he doesn't mean anything 
bad if he says something won´t work... Often there is an idea and we discuss 
together whether it's a good idea or not... different personalities really affect 
that communication, not what he says and how he says it..." (7) 
 
"In order to be successful in this role, you must have an honest, open, curious 
nature. I'm like that. Meeting each other or meeting in larger groups. If you 
want to promote something, you like to keep your mouth open, and listening is 
important. Guide that activity towards that goal." (2) 
 
 
 

Personal differences 
and individual 
communication skills 

"We should communicate things together...otherwise it can that the customer 
asks something, and it all depends how they understood it, and if someone just 
responds to that need then the customer might also go down the wrong path..." 

(4) 

"..The development of one's own service, in general, is best done by sitting next 
to the customer and how she sees the world ... When she can understand a 
thing, she can use it" (4) 
 
 

Interpreting, 
misunderstandings, 
need for proactive 
communication 

"When a project starts, follow-ups and other things are done remotely...there 
are frequent 15 minutes meetings." (2) 
 
“…Someone (local) interprets that situation a little bit or says that maybe it 
should be done this way or that maybe it shouldn't be written in that email with 
that kind of wording, but you could use that kind of wording and there's no 
such thing as small things like that. 
Like an email, if you send an email like in Finland, you can be a little more 
informal. But when you meet and send abroad, it's always Dear Sir or Dear 
Madam or something like that. It's like it's there like small things, but that that 
that that where it can come from so so so someone you either learn yourself 
you hit your head against the wall and. 
And I hope you don't make the same mistake again or someone advises you. (8) 
 
"Now, the problem with remote working time is that there are no physical 
meeting, I feel that is important, it often lowers the threshold to get things 
moving forward and it is easier to handle things, but everyone knows how it is 
and often everything from the first meeting to the finish line is remote” (2) 
 
"(In remote meetings) you must go at a bit of a forced pace...That way, new 
things can come up more easily in face to face meetings" (5) 
 
“After all, customers have different ways of working in remote meetings, if the 
cameras are on and we are open, and we listen and talk so fine. Then 
sometimes it's like the cameras are off and the boss tells how things are for the 
others (laughter). In these situations, a face-to-face e meeting would be a 
better option." (5) 
 
“..different cultures have different ways of doing things. 
Like talking about things, doing things, interpreting things, it varies. 
A lot of work has been done in India and an Indian English dictionary. A little 
different from our dictionary. 
That if we take the word consider, then we imagine that consider means that 
you consider the matter. 
And if I got the Indian consider, it's roughly the fact that you've already 
promised that thing and. 
There will be all of these. 
It comes out that the cultures are very, very different. 

Communication 
practices, 
communication issues 
related to institutions 
and cultural factors  



Between different countries.” (8) 
 
"We are fully remote operator. We already had a full remote policy before the 
coronavirus" (3) 
 
"There is quite a lot (interaction with the customer) remotely. Working 
remotely is a fairly normal way of working on things these days." (4) 
 
"We have some kind of tools for monitoring how you are doing." (1) 
 
"The more we grow, the more bureaucracy, more processes.." (3) 
 
“There must be a clear full responsibility on both sides and a clear willingness 
to do the agreed things in the agreed way in the agreed schedule, so that 
sometimes if it doesn't work there on the customer's side, then it won't go 
anywhere. Or it could be that sometimes it doesn't work on our side and it 
doesn't go anywhere”. 8 
 
"You have to understand what you want from those co-development situations, 
because the customer will take you, or can take you. Because it becomes a 
zigzag, you don't go left with one customer and right with one. (8) 
 
"If you think about remote interaction, surely the biggest challenge is that we 
haven't thought about how we do this... we haven't really thought about how 
this should proceed..." (5) 
 
"We're a small company, there are 20 of us, it's easier, I've been in a big 
company when you have different goals and different metrics...I don't see that 
we had a problem...if we have challenges, they are related to the small size and 
resources." (8) 
 

Need for strategic 
orientation, leadership 
and managing 
operatively  

"Clarifying roles is something that should be done in all development work." 
(5) 
 
“Sales does its own thing and the seller's role changes to a checkpoint 
role...the delivery organization takes on the role.." (2) 
 
“Everyone works in their plot” (4) 
 
"Intellectual property rights are always defined in the contract and 
commercial matters when they are projects where money moves." (8) 
 
“… when we work together, we know the customers' needs. In a way, IPR is 
also important. When or if we talk about our dealers who sell abroad, a dealer 
is sometimes a bit jealous to give us information about their end customers in 
their target country.” (9) 
 
"It (remote) is a very good work tool if the goal and responsibilities are 
defined. If we are arguing and arguing about something vague, it will continue 
endlessly. It's the same in face-to-face encounters." (5) 
 
 

Need for a well-
functioning economic, 
legal and 
psychological 
ownership at an 
organizational, group, 
and individual levels  
 

"Certainly, creating clarity is important if you think about this kind of remote 
hassle" (5) 
 
So it's just such a general problem, which won't get better during this 
discussion, but it's like a rush. 
Some…don't have time to focus properly on anything and then when you don't 
have time to concentrate, then it's as if you won't finish and you go back to the 
things that have already been dealt with… 
…. remotely…You won't have the same concentration and you have to get a 
new idea, so it won't come if you do 3 things at the same time. (5) 
 
”(Some companies) go from one team meeting to another for 8 hours and the 
whole day, so then there are probably 15…meetings every day, and really, 
we're a little bit at the other end of the spectrum…”(9) 

Focus and time 
management  



Table 2. Operational distance first and second round codes.   

 

Affinity distance  

1. round code examples of affinity distance  2. round codes 
"We must have the ability to read people, the ability to communicate with 
people..." (3) 
 
Sometimes you have the feeling after the meeting that it went really well, it was a 
mess, it went by really fast, everything was told here, I listened, I got more things. 
But also the opposite happens. The cameras are off, no one is saying anything, 
some voice mumbles something... why am I here?"  (5) 
 
"The basis of working is created in such a way that there is clarity, enthusiasm, 
drive" (5) 
 
If it comes from the company culture..the organization can be enabler..for using an 
emotional eye in different situations."(3) 
 
"Honest, fair attitude...the customer is at the center" 3 
”Everybody is an individual and everybody is different, you must always adapt to 
what customer is” (2) 
 
"Many face-to-face conversations reveal many aspects that we haven't been able to 
remotely find in each other" (4) 
 
”How are we both and how is collaboration” (4) 

Individual encounters 
and communication 
culture at the affinity 
level 

“Supportive (structures), when you meet the client, you are never alone, the expert 
is always involved and the client also has several people, through that the wider 
participation or inclusion of the stakeholders comes into play." (2) 
 
"You have to always be able to sense what the culture is, how things are promoted 
there." (5) 
 
 

The role of groups and 
institutions at the 
affinity level 

"It is very important that (co-development situations) are systematically led 
towards some goal.." (4) 
 
"The manners of respecting others, who is involved.. smartly and constructively, 
that's the essence in my opinion" (2) 
 
“… So a great amount of improvements in functionalities in our products are 
developed in interaction (with customers), that is, we will hear from the market. 
Needs from our customers and prospects and then they are developed into our 
product.” (3) 
 
"..it (emotional factors) is really important, because the company culture is so 
strongly formed around it, especially the values, culture and operating methods, 
especially in a remote environment it is even more important..." 7 
 
 "Many times we have developed our operations in accordance with the customer's 
suggestions" (1) 
 
”If we had not heard our customers we would not be where we are.”  

 
“… neither of us knows as if in advance, that we know exactly what we will end up 
with, of course. 
That, yes, they are so similar. Maybe such development development. 
The idea is more that the end result is open. We know that you have to get 
something from there, but whatever that something is, it requires it.” (6) 
 
"If there are no personal meetings, then we don't exist... Continuous learning of 
what can be done better. Without those joint situations, we wouldn't exist...The 

Goals, values, 
leadership,, and co-
creation capabilities  



value is in the fact that we should create value for the customer in what he can't 
do" (2) 
 
"The customer tells how things could be... what should be focused on, how well 
your service solves the customer's problem" (4) 
 
"Our culture, values, way of working bring that ability to us...we are able to react 
to things that come our way. This increases our competitiveness." (3) 
 
I know, of course, there is an exchange of information, but it sounds engineer-like, 
that we exchange data as if, so that after that you can also do it by e-mail, you're 
there, it's like this information, what I need, a schedule or something like that, no. 
There has to be more (collaboration) than that. (3) 
 

Table 3. Affinity distance first and second round codes.  

 


