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GETTING  
STARTED with 
DISTRIBUTED 
TEAMS

Tested and proven strategies for building 
and sustaining successful distributed teams.
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GOING DISTRIBUTED

Let's face it. Hiring and retaining software 
engineers is hard and only getting harder.  A 
HackerRank survey of over 1,000 hiring 

managers highlights common pain points: 
finding qualified candidates, evaluating their 
background, and performing interviews.  

Combined with an increased time 
to hire and stiffer competition for 
talent, many companies are 
exploring a shift to distributed 
teams. Some, like Automattic, 
InVision, Zapier and Buffer are 
100% distributed. 

Thankfully, you don't have to 
eliminate your office and go 
100% remote to reap the benefits 
of a distributed workforce. Any 
hiring policy that allows 
engineering managers to source 
talent from a global pool will bring 
a wider range of skills and 
experience, reduce turnover, and 
attract the 53.3% of developers 
surveyed by stack Overflow who 
rank distributed work as the top 
priority. Increased productivity 
and efficiency, lower overhead 
costs, and a consistent talent 
pipeline are further benefits of 
distributed teams.

The advances in tools for video 
conferencing, online chat, and 
project management have 
powered this transition. Remote 
managers can now communicate 
both synchronously and 
asynchronously with their teams, 
and maintain an increased sense 
of both camaraderie and oversight.

Andela and our 180+ partner 
companies have tested and refined 
expert recommendations for 
building and maintaining 
successful distributed teams. The 
following guidelines, best practices, 
checklists, and tips will help your 
remote developers ramp quickly, 
communicate clearly, integrate with 
the team, and accelerate your 
team's product development. 

https://research.hackerrank.com/tech-recruiting/2018
https://insights.stackoverflow.com/survey/2017


5

ONBOARDING
A successful onboarding is arguably the most important factor in 
getting new software engineers contributing quickly. Onboarding 
remote engineers requires an intentional and formalized process to 
ensure that their questions are answered and they feel supported 
while working from their location outside of a main office. 

1
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USE AN ONBOARDING CHECKLIST

Stay ahead of your onboarding tasks by organizing your 

checklist according to when items need to be completed:

Developer Onboarding Checklist

Before Your Developer(s) Start

By End of Week 1

By 30 days
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HAVE CLEAR DOCUMENTATION

Keep your processes and procedures transparent, clear, and 
easily accessible. A comprehensive shared document can 
empower every team member to find answers and helpful 
information while they get oriented, and as-needed once 
onboarded. 

Information you'll want to keep documented can include 
architecture diagrams, agile processes, a product roadmap, 
coding style guide, and API documents among others. 

Provide an architectural overview of your system. We 
recommend walking developers through the different 
components of the code base, highlighting technologies and 
preferred methodologies.
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ESTABLISH RELATIONSHIPS

Help your team work together and establish trust from 

the beginning with several practices that boost new 

members’ participation and form productive relationships:

• Bring your distributed team members onsite for
2 weeks within their first 90 days, and at least
once every 6 months thereafter.

• Schedule 1:1s with every member of the team
they will be collaborating with.

• Invite them to any recurring meetings,
appropriate communication channels, and e-mail
aliases so that they always feel in the loop.

https://andela.com/distributed/five-ways-onboard-devs-quickly/
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GET THEM INTEGRATED

Once your distributed team knows where they belong and feels 

welcomed, you can help them get working with confidence. Your 

new team is eager to learn and will thrive on early opportunities 

for success. You can help them obtain critical knowledge and put 

their skills into practice immediately. 

Four key ways to guide your distributed team through its first few 

tasks:

1. Pair them with an onboarding buddy with whom
they can both pair program and do code reviews.

2. Scheduled dedicated time at the end of each
week to review any questions they have about the
code base or user stories with senior members of
their team.

3. Be thoughtful about early task assignments. Start
with well-contained features, bug fixes, test
coverage, etc., which touch different areas of the
code base to give your developers gradual
exposure as they ramp up on your products.

4. Share the business and product strategy. Context
is crucial to early success because it allows the
new engineer to think about the long-term impact
of their code and the business growth it will need
to support.

https://andela.com/insights/3-steps-onboard-remote-developers/
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MEASURE PROGRESS 

Measuring and assessing productivity for remote team 
members can be more challenging than for local ones. As a  
manager, you must formalize systems of measurement that 
don't involve looking over your remote employee's shoulder. 
A few ideas: 

• Align on productivity metrics that work for your team,
such as frequency and size of code commits, lead time,
churn, or efficiency.

• Ensure your developer knows how they're being
measured, what their goals are, and where to track their
progress.

• Set expectations for developer availability and
responsiveness over chat and other communication
channels, and verify their work against these
expectations.

1. Meet your distributed

team in-person early in

the on-boarding process

if possible.

2. Learn each team

member’s communication 

and working style.

3. Provide open access to
documentation of processes
and expectations.

PRO TIPS: ONBOARDING 

https://andela.com/insights/engineering-managers-guide-future-work/
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BUILDING CULTURE
Employees who know what’s expected and how they fit into the wider 

company culture have the best chance of excelling, adapting, and asking 

for support when needed. Culture should be both explicitly established as 

well as allowed to develop naturally.

2
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SET CORE VALUES

A core set of attitudes and practices will help your distributed 

team gain trust and work with the integrity you expect, 

especially if you can consistently demonstrate the following:

• Understand that distributed communication

requires effort to comprehend tone and nuance.

• Be empathetic and always assume positive intent.

• Treat distributed and on-site workers equally, but

tailor opportunities and perks for each.

• Be proactive rather than last-minute.
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SET EXPECTATIONS

Managing a distributed team requires a balanced approach that 

fosters employee empowerment and accountability. At Andela, 

we believe your distributed team can solve your business’s 

most challenging problems, and that healthy and consistent 

expectations are the key to success. 

When distributed teams are fully informed about your 

company’s objectives and priorities and have a strong 

understanding of your users’ needs and pain points, they will be 

able to analyze, problem-solve, and implement solutions with a 

sense of ownership and personal commitment. 

Establishing expectations can be done by:

• Communicating clear goals and milestones to 
create a universal culture of accountability.

• Delegating work to distributed teams with 
intention and guidance, just as with on-site teams.

• Taking care never to cast unwanted work onto 
distributed team members.

• Balancing expectations of high performance, 
independence, and self-management with regular 
assessment and feedback.

Feedback is a two-way street: performance reviews are vital tools 

for continuous improvement, but employee feedback is just as 

crucial. Ask distributed team members for feedback on all aspects 

of their role and work experience, whether technical or 

organizational, and consider their ideas for improvement as you 
strive for peak performance.
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FEEDBACK IS 
A TWO-WAY 
STREET
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SET AN EXAMPLE

A few simple leadership practices can reinforce your company 

culture and have major positive effects on your distributed 

teams, including:

• Making your schedule public and accessible.

• Publicly and enthusiastically celebrating

milestones and successes

• Listening and adapting.
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1. Simulate in-office culture by 
making time for personal 1:1s,
hosting virtual meals and happy
hours.

2. Be sure to add distributed team
members to your website’s
“Team” page.

3. Celebrate distributed team
members’ promotions, birthdays,
milestones, and successes.

4. Use bonus systems to send
shout-outs or gifts for a job well
done.

5. Implement fun, themed online 
events like Baby Picture Friday to 
encourage personal connections 
across the globe.

6. Create opportunities  to connect 
socially     with co-workers by      using a  
tool like Donut, which randomly   
pairs up colleagues over Slack for a 
virtual donut or coffee date.  

7. Connect in person - bring your 
distributed team members on-site 
once every six months.

PRO TIPS: COMPANY CULTURE
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COMMUNICATION 
Project success stems directly from good communication among team 

members. Establish communication expectations and procedures 

from the start so that distributed teams are set up to collaborate 

productively.

3
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CUT OUT THE NOISE

New distributed teams are at risk of signal overload, a common 

problem that occurs when team members don’t yet know how 

to calibrate a communication’s tone, context, and urgency. 

With guidance and strong documentation, teams can learn how 

to distinguish signal versus noise, how to gauge and react to 

signals appropriately, and how to effectively manage multiple 

communication channels. And with experience, distributed 

teams can learn to digest information with greater speed, ease, 

and accuracy.

One crucial practice is to use each communication tool 

intentionally to create the behavior you want:

• Slack is a great space to hold dynamic discussions 
but take the results somewhere more permanent.

• Project management tools  can capture disparate 

information, localize a conversation around it, 

then assign a process for action and resolution.

• Google docs can help teams use explicit 
documentation to work through systematic 
issues, allow for ongoing reflection, and give

all voices equal opportunity to weigh in with 
suggestions.
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No —  e-mail

Do I anticipate a back-and-forth discussion? 

Yes  —  video chat or meeting 
No —  online chat or e-mail

Do other team members or departments need to be notified? 

No — Chat

Am I requesting a documented response, action, or long-term decision?

Yes — Email 

No — chat

KNOW WHY AND HOW

Every distributed team member should always know how to 

send a message—what’s the right platform to use and what are 

the etiquette expectations? Prepare a simple guide like the 

sample below to help promote clear communication.  

What Platform Should I Use?

Is this a time-sensitive message? 

Yes  —  project management tool 

Yes  —  online chat
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1. Have I addressed my message to

the correct person(s)?

2. Is it clear whether I am providing

information, requesting

information, or both?

3. Have I explained the background

and context of my message?

4. Do I have any assumptions that

need to be explained?

5. Does my recipient know what

their next step should be?

6. Does my recipient understand

what I will do with the

information they provide?

7. Have I provided a timeline for

any follow-up actions?

PRO TIPS: IS MY MESSAGE CLEAR AND COMPLETE?
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1. Overcommunicate using
the proper channels.

2. Embrace transparency.

3. Make space for each team
member to provide end-of-
day recaps.

4. Determine the tool
for maintaining a single
source of truth in your
virtual office

PRO TIPS: COMMUNICATION
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RUNNING MEETINGS
Distributed team meetings can be efficient, engaging, and highly 

productive. Follow a few basic guidelines for setting up and conducting 

dynamic video meetings.

4
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SET UP FOR SUCCESS

When participants know you have a regular and 

predictable meeting structure, they’ll show up 

ready to connect and contribute. 

• Give equal voice to everyone in a meeting: if one

person is distributed, everyone is distributed.

• Always send out a meeting notice with an agenda

and link to join.

• Always record the meeting and designate a note-

taker.

• Keep every meeting relevant: invite only key

participants and stay focused on your goals.

• Never hold impromptu meetings at someone’s

desk. These encounters rarely get documented

or shared out with distributed teams, resulting in

missed voices and misalignment.
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VIDEO IS KEY 
TO REMOTE 
COLLABORATION
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BEST PRACTICES DURING VIDEO CALLS 

Encourage every team member to adopt video best practices 

with a solid example of the following:

1. Always be aware of when your camera and

speaker are ON.

2. Mute when you are not speaking.

3. Look at the green light, not the screen.

X

X

X

X

X

DO NOT LOOK HERE

LOOK HERE
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PRO TIPS: MEETINGS

1. Require fully distributed
video   meetings to ensure
everyone     has     an equal
voice and view   of
presentation material.

2. Hold short meetings
daily to help maintain
team cohesion and focus
on priorities.

3. Utilize plug-ins and 
integrations to make
starting a video call
seamless.

4. Encourage distributed
teammates to pair up for
regular calls to encourage
collaboration.
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ABOUT ANDELA

Andela helps companies   build high-performing, distributed 
engineering teams at scale.   Andela developers operate as  
embedded, full-time team members, and are   based out of 
our offices across the African continent.

Find out how Andela can help you  hire developers and 
accelerate your product development by going distributed.

http://andela.com/partner-with-andela
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www.andela.com
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