
MAKING THE SHIFT: 
EXPERTS SHARE HOW TO 
RAPIDLY BUILD AND SCALE 
DISTRIBUTED TEAMS
FOUR SHIFTS TO OVERCOME YOUR 
BIGGEST HIRING CHALLENGES



It’s no mystery why remote engineering teams 
are on the rise. What started as a byproduct of 
the severe talent shortage in tech hubs and the 
abundance of talent around the world became 
standard operating procedure during the 
COVID-19 crisis. Now, remote engineering is a 
“new-normal” option that enables engineering 
teams to scale and to shift priorities amid 
changing business conditions. 

When engineering leaders can’t scale their 
teams solely with local talent, they take a more 
global approach to growing their teams. Many 
businesses that were forced into an all-remote 
mode when the virus struck have found that 
distributed teams can be as or more productive 

than office-based teams, and the experience 
has opened the door to a lower cost (less office 
space) more flexible (from anywhere) way of 
working. Some were way ahead in this regard. 
Stripe opened a new engineering “hub” that is 
100% remote in 2019, and more than 60% of 
GitHub employees work remotely. 

Hiring distributed or remote engineers (we’ll 
use these terms interchangeably here) can be a 
primary strategy, or it can be used to help bring 
in support for in-office teams quickly and cost-
effectively. But it’s not so simple to transition to a 
remote workforce, especially at scale. At Andela, 
we’ve seen firsthand that organizations face a 
learning curve when shifting to distributed teams. 
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The process comes with unique challenges that 
can cause major disruptions if you don’t know 
how to anticipate and manage them. 

There’s no one-size-fits-all approach to starting 
a distributed team or successfully scaling it. 
But there are a number of important steps to 
take both before and during the transition. We 
spoke with engineering leaders at high-growth 
startups and our own experts at Andela to get 
their advice and lessons learned. Whether you’re 
hiring remote employees for the first time or 
well on your way to a fully distributed workforce, 
here’s what you need to know about building and 
scaling a distributed team. 
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Think Globally at All Levels

IDENTIFYING CANDIDATES  
SHIFT 1: THINK GLOBALLY AT ALL LEVELS

Don’t limit your candidate pool to local engineers 
who can work in a company office. At Andela, we 
say that brilliance is evenly distributed. Adopt 
that mindset and think beyond your city — there 
are highly skilled and experienced engineers 
everywhere around the world.

By hiring distributed engineers, you can tap 
into a much bigger talent pool without having to 
go up against the biggest companies in hyper-
competitive markets. It’s why two out of three 
companies hire remote workers, and why some, 
like Zapier and GitHub, have become entirely or 
almost entirely distributed.

Remote work options also benefit employees, who 
can access a variety of work opportunities beyond 
the companies headquartered in their hometown. 
The flexibility and work-life balance afforded by 
distributed work is also a perk for many engineers 

— 53% say working remotely is a top priority, 
according to a Stack Overflow study. 

“Thinking globally” means bringing on engineers 
across levels who can become an integral part of 
your company culture and play a role in leading your 
team. By hiring globally at the senior level, you can 
set the foundation for a distributed team and bring 
on experienced engineers who will require less 
hands-on training and in-person management.

Transitioning to a globally distributed workforce 
requires organization-wide shifts in how 
employees collaborate, communicate and deliver 
product. The process of hiring a distributed 
team and managing remote employees should 
be handled with care, and it may be beneficial to 
work with a partner company that can help you 
navigate this process.

53%
of Engineers say working 
remotely is a top priority
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Crossover Health, a digital healthcare platform, 
needed to scale its product development team 
rapidly as the company evolved from a service 
provider to a software-powered tech platform. 
Software Development Manager Peter Johanson 
was charged with growing his team from two 
developers to 22, but had difficulty finding 
sufficient domestic remote talent. He also knew 
he needed the flexibility to scale down in the 
future if necessary.

Peter decided to partner with Andela to rapidly 
scale his team with the right mix of entry-level and 
senior engineers and found that they integrated 
easily with his team. After working through some 
rigorous projects, Peter was impressed with the 
caliber of skills these new team members brought 
and how ready they were to dive in and collaborate 
with the existing team.

How Crossover Health Hired 
Globally As They Scaled

Peter recommends doing a few things to build 
an effective distributed team: 

• Be open-minded. “Don’t limit your team 
growth by assuming everyone has to be in the 
same room to work together successfully.”

• Make the commitment. “If you’re going to 
hire distributed employees, do it the right 
way. Always consider the unique needs of 
distributed employees so no one feels left out.”

• Make communication frictionless. “Prioritize 
ways to keep communication flowing. Revamp 
your meeting structure and invest in chat and 
video tools. Our rule is that if one person is 
joining a meeting on video, the whole team 
joins on video.”

• Shift your culture. “In-house teams need to 
be trained just as much as a remote team 
on how to communicate and work together 
effectively.”

• Enable impromptu collaboration. “Organic 
problem-solving can and should still happen 
on the spot. Encourage teams to video chat 
outside of scheduled meetings to collaborate 
just as they would in person.”

If you’re going to hire distributed 
employees, do it the right way. 
Always consider the unique 
needs of distributed employees 
so no one feels left out.

Peter Johanson
Director, Software Engineering

Think Globally at All Levels
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EVALUATING CANDIDATES 
SHIFT 2: RETHINK  
TECHNICAL ASSESSMENTS
Think critically about how you assess candidates — particularly at the senior level. You’ll build 
a much stronger, more scalable team by evaluating engineers more holistically, looking both at 
technical abilities and leadership skills. 

Technical interviews are limiting, not only because “whiteboard interviews” don’t actually represent 
your work environment, but also because senior positions often require more than coding skills. 
Interpersonal and management skills, like the ability to activate a team or get stakeholder buy-in, 
are often the difference between good engineers and great ones. These “soft” skills are important 
indicators of an engineer’s ability to collaborate, problem-solve and work autonomously. 

Rethink Technical Assessments
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Reference existing work 
Look at what candidates are creating on 
GitHub or other platforms where you can 
see examples of real-world or passion 
projects. Have the candidate talk you 
through a project during the interview. 

Use an automated assessment 
Pre-existing developer assessments 
from services like Codility, CoderByte or 
Coderpad have often been validated by 
developer communities.

Try pair-programming 
Pair your candidate with a current 
senior engineer and have them work 
through a small expansion or project 
together. The candidate can write 
the code while the senior engineer 
observes and offers guidance.

01 

02 

03 

3 Ways to Rethink Your 
Technical Assessments

Christopher Jordan (CJ) is the Head of Engineering at Blackboard Insurance, a 
fast-growing insurance startup. He’s felt the pressure of live-coding firsthand as 
an engineer and knows it can get in the way of effectively assessing a candidate. 
“Engineers spend so much time using tools like Stack Overflow and GitHub in 
their roles, so I don’t think it makes sense to ask someone to code without those 
resources during an interview.”

Traditional technical interviews can cause problems for distributed engineers in 
particular, who may face cultural or language barriers that are hard to overcome 
in a whiteboarding session. Christopher explains that one of his teams almost 
ruled out a candidate who didn’t come across as a great communicator, but who 
ended up being one of the best engineers they’d ever hired.

His solution is to give engineering candidates take-home technical assessments, 
where they can figure out the problem on their own time and use the resources 
they would have in a regular work scenario. “It solves the issue of a distributed 
candidate having to interpret what you’re saying in real time and reflects a more 
accurate working environment,” he says. “We still cover the high-level theoretical 
aspects and computer science fundamentals during the in-person interview.”

The Case for Take-Home Coding Tests

Rethink Technical Assessments
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Christopher has found that the key to assessing soft skills in an interview is to ask 
open-ended questions that help you understand how a candidate thinks. To assess 
leadership skills, Christopher often asks candidates how they react when something 
goes wrong. “Do they blame others or take responsibility? Can they articulate what 
went wrong and why? Keep probing to get to a deeper level,” he advises.

Here are some of the questions Christopher recommends asking:
• What testing framework do you prefer and why?
• What is your perception of how engineers best add value and work together?
• Tell me about a time you had to reprimand a team member. What happened 

and how did you go about it?
• Describe a project that wasn’t as successful as it could have been. What factors 

contributed to that?

Pro-tips: How to Test for 
Soft Skills in an Interview

Rethink Technical Assessments
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How do you choose from a pool of talented engineers who have passed 
the technical assessment? To find the right qualities in distributed 
engineers — and ensure they’ll successfully fold into your wider team — 
shift your mindset around “culture fit.” Ignore surface-level personality 
traits and get to what will really help you build a successful team.

SHIFT 3:   
LOOK BEYOND  
THE INTERVIEW

Look Beyond the Interview
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Hiring for culture doesn’t mean selecting people who resemble you 
or others in your company. It’s about choosing those who share your 
company’s values, things like teamwork, passion or kindness. If you do 
it right, you’ll encourage diversity and foster a sense of community while 
setting your team up for success. 

At Andela, we call this process “matching.” Our approach centers on three 
qualities in a candidate: values, output and feedback — what we refer to 
as VOF. It guides the questions we ask when considering whether to bring 
on an engineer:

• Does this candidate share our community values? 

• Do their technical skills align with what is required to maintain the 
quality of our work?

• How do they take feedback? Have they shown they can learn from it 
and grow in their role?

• Have they demonstrated an eagerness to cooperate with a team?

Hiring for Culture Fit

Look Beyond the Interview
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While hiring distributed engineers to build out his product development 
team, Crossover Health’s Peter Johanson learned a few valuable lessons 
about how to determine culture fit during the interview process. Here are the 
qualities he says managers should look for: 

• Curious. “Asking good questions is always the first sign of a great fit. We 
look for candidates who want to find out more about the team and the 
company.” 

• Passionate. “We want people to be excited to come work with us, 
someone who is genuinely interested and passionate about what we can 
achieve together.”

• Proactive. “The best engineers are those who can think independently 
and who aren’t afraid to challenge the status quo. We want someone to 
say ‘hey, what if we tried it this way?’ ”

Do’s and Don’ts When Determining Culture Fit

Look Beyond the Interview
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CLOSING THE DEAL 
SHIFT 4: FOCUS ON SELLING 
YOUR COMPANY AND TEAM
Selling a candidate on your company and the role is a critical element 
to successful hiring. But it’s not all about the salary and benefits. Most 
engineers are motivated by the team they’ll work with, the problems 
they’ll be solving and the flexibility they’re offered. Think differently about 
how to land candidates by making the following shifts: 

• Lead with the problem you’re solving. When it’s time to close on a 
candidate, it’s important to present them with the challenges the 
company is trying to tackle. Don’t be afraid to give them a demo of 
the product, show them the roadmap and explain why the market 
opportunity is compelling. 

• Don’t rely only on 1:1 interviews. Consider holding group interviews 
with promising candidates so they can get to know the team they’ll be 
working with. 

• Bring in other teams. Give candidates a better picture of the company 
and product by involving your colleagues beyond the engineering team. 
For example, have a salesperson talk about how they sell and why they 
are excited about the product. If the candidate is that special, get the 
CTO or CEO involved to show how important the person is and how 
much they are wanted to join the team.

Closing the Deal
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UPDATING  
HOW YOUR HIRE
Finding and recruiting engineers with the right combination of technical skills, 
leadership skills and culture fit is a time-consuming and imprecise process. But putting 
in the effort to do it well is invaluable. Thinking globally, revamping your assessments, 
matching for true culture fit and showcasing your company can help you overcome 
some of the traditional barriers associated with the hiring process. By shifting your 
mindset, you can recruit the talent you need and set your team up to scale sustainably.

Working with Andela

Andela partners with companies including Starcity, Percolate and Coursera to quickly 
and cost-effectively build distributed engineering teams at scale. Andela developers 
represent the top engineering talent on the African continent and are based out of our 
offices in Lagos, Nairobi, Kigali and Cairo. They seamlessly integrate with engineering 
teams, operating as full-time team members and using a company’s existing software 
development tools, SDLC and processes. 

Get in touch with us to learn more about how Andela can help you hire developers and 
accelerate your product development.  
_____
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