
 

 

Best Practices for Distributed Teams 
 

Tested and proven strategies for building and sustaining successful distributed teams 
from Andela and our experienced partners. 
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Your Distributed Team 
What are the biggest challenges to building a team of top software developers? A survey of 
over 1,000 hiring managers highlights common pain points: finding qualified candidates, 
ensuring fit, and screening for complex skill sets.  
 
Add to that the time and expense of hiring: to build the average engineering team now spends 
65 hours and nearly $23,000 per new developer in recruiting, hiring, and onboarding costs.  
 
In response, many companies are embracing a new model: building distributed teams.  
 
Sourcing talent from a global pool brings you a wider set of skills and experience, can reduce 
turnover, and attracts the 53.3% of developers who prioritize distributed work. Not to mention 
the benefits in productivity, efficiency, cost management, and scalability that distributed teams 
can bring. 

Along with our experienced partners, Andela has tested and refined expert recommendations 
for building and maintaining successful distributed teams. As you build yours, the following 
practices, checklists, and tips will help establish positive dynamics, nurture each team member, 
and promote ongoing distributed team success and growth. 
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Onboarding 
The foundations of onboarding are especially important for building a cohesive distributed 
team from the start. A few key set-ups can help ensure every new team member understands 
expectations, goals, and rules of the game.  
 
Use an Onboarding Checklist 
Stay ahead of your onboarding tasks by organizing your checklist according to when items need 
to be complete: 
 

• Before the team starts 
• By the end of Week 1 
• By the end of the first 30 days 

 
See Andela’s complete Onboarding Checklist here. 

 
Rely on 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 onboard.  
 
Information you’ll want to keep well documented and shared can include lists of contacts, 
standard operating procedures, HR policies, and other protocols. 
 

Check out Andela’s team documentation template here. 
 
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: 
 

• Welcome new employees with immediate invitations to attend meetings, join 
discussions and activities.  

• Get new team members in your databases and systems quickly so others can start 
connecting with them. 

• Provide early and ample guidance about the tools and methods of collaboration. 
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Team Integration 
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.  
 
Two key ways to guide your distributed team through its first few tasks: 
 

1. Provide an architectural overview of your system. We recommend walking developers 
through the different components of the code base, highlighting technologies and 
preferred patterns, and identifying team members who can provide further guidance for 
specific areas. 

 
2. Assign non-critical tasks early. Start with well-contained features, bug fixes, test 

coverage, etc., which touch different areas of the code base. Thoughtfully introducing 
different parts of the system will give your developers gradual exposure and increase 
confidence at each step. 

 
Create Systems of Measurement 
Simple and clear measurements for individuals and teams help your distributed developers 
review and assess progress. Employees thrive when they know how they’re being reviewed and 
what targets they need to hit. 
 
Make your benchmarks objective and transparent, gain buy-in from your team members, and 
set a clear window of assessment—often weekly is a good pace. 
 
And keep in mind that KPIs exist to help you gather useful information and inform future 
systems of measurement that can also change as you grow. These aren’t do-or-die 
measurements. 
 
Onboarding Pro Tips  

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. Consider an Engagement Specialist who can coordinate more opportunities for 

successful onboarding. 
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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. 
 
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. 

 
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, which leaves 
them feeling disenfranchised and misused. 

• 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 for your company’s growth. 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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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. 

 
Company Culture Pro Tips 

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 system to send each shout-outs or gifts for a job well done. 
5. Implement fun themed events like Baby Picture Friday to encourage personal 

connections across the globe. 
6. Designate channels like Mr. Rogers or Donuts for non-work sharing and socializing. 
7. Make time for in-person meetings.  
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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. 
 
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 one 
below to help promote clear communication. 
 
What Platform Should I Use? 
Is this a time-sensitive message?      Yes—Slack.  
         No—Trello. 
 
Is my topic already an ongoing conversation?   Yes—Slack. 
         No—Email. 
 
Do I need to discuss this with more than one person?  Yes—Zoom video call. 
         No—Email or Slack. 
 
Do I need to notify someone that I have completed a task?  Yes—Trello.  
  
Is My Message Clear and Complete?  

• Have I addressed my message to the correct person(s)? 
• Is it clear whether I am providing information, requesting information, or both? 
• Have I explained the background and context of my message? 
• Do I have any assumptions that need to be explained? 
• Does my recipient know what their next step should be? 
• Does my recipient understand what I will do with the information they provide? 
• Have I provided a timeline for any follow-up actions? 

 
[Image: Unclear Communication] 

 
[Image: Clear Communication] 

     
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. 
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One crucial practice is to use each communication tool intentionally to create the behavior you 
want: 
 

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

2. Trello can capture disparate information, localize a conversation around it, then assign a 
process for action and resolution. 

3. 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. 

 
Communication Pro Tips 

1. Don’t repeat the same message over multiple channels. 
2. Err on the side of overcommunicating and embrace transparency.  
3. For optimal collaboration and organization, keep all Slack communications within 

designated channels, not in direct messages. 
4. Create a card for each team member to provide end-of-day meeting and communication 

recaps. 
5. Treat Trello like your virtual office. Keep real-time updates, status and progress 

notifications, requests, agendas, etc., on Trello, and use it as your default authoritative 
source for correct information. If miscommunications or errors get disseminated on 
other channels, employees should know to seek correct information on Trello. 
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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. 
 
Set Up for Success 
When participants know you have a regular and predictable meeting structure, they’ll show up 
ready to connect and produce.  
 

1. Give equal voice to everyone in a meeting: if one person is distributed, everyone is 
distributed. 

2. Always send out a meeting notice with an agenda and link to join. 
3. Always record the meeting and designate a note-taker. 
4. Keep every meeting relevant: invite only key participants and stay focused on your 

goals. 
5. 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. 

 
Best Practices during Video Calls and Standups  
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. 

 
[Image] Looking at the screen 
 
[Image] Looking at the green light. 
 
Learn more directly from Steve Friedman, Andela’s own communication coach! 
http://bit.ly/steve-coaches 

 
4. Notice when participants unmute and invite them to speak. 
5. Schedule regular office hours, team meetings, and 1:1s outside of daily standups to 

encourage questions, clarifications, and opportunities for bonding. 
6. Opt for a video chat even if there is minimal material to cover, and use the opportunity 

to make a personal connection and catch up. 
7. Always record company-wide meetings or town hall style gatherings and share out the 

captured video. 
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Meeting Pro Tips 
1. Video standups allow everyone an equal voice and view of presentation material. Daily 

(or even twice daily) meetings can be incredibly useful to maintain team cohesion. At 
Andela NYC, we have daily video stand-ups with our distributed colleagues to review the 
previous day’s accomplishments and today’s goals. ensures that everyone is on the 
same page and aware of what other team members are up to. 

2. Within Zoom, you can install a Chrome plug-in to add Zoom links to all Google Calendar 
invitations. 

3. Try pairing up distributed teammates for regular pair calls. 
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Even More Advice for Distributed Teams 
 
Why Distributed Work Thrives in Some Companies and Fails in Others (HBR) 
 
7 Best Practices for Your Developer Onboarding Processes (CodeMentor) 
 
How to Embrace Distributed Work: The Ultimate Guide and 6 Rules to live by when you work in 
an office but have distributed team members (Trello) 
 
The Secret to Distributed Work? It’s Not All About You (Evernote) 
 
How to Help Your Team Excel at Distributed Collaboration (InVision) 
 
What Google Learned from Its Quest to Build The Perfect Team (New York Times) 
 
The Ultimate Guide to Distributed Work, How to Run a Distributed Team Meeting, How to Build 
Culture in a Distributed Team, and Best Video Conferencing Apps (Zapier) 
 
The Difference Between Distributed and Distributed Teams in Startups (Upwork) 
 
  



 

 11 

About Andela 
Andela helps companies build high-performing, distributed engineering teams with Africa's 
most talented software developers. Andela developers operate as dedicated, full-time 
distributed team members, using your software development tools, adhering to your SDLC 
processes, and guaranteed to overlap with your on-site teams for at least five working hours.  
 
 
 


