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BUILDING EFFICIENT DISTRIBUTED TEAMS

Building distributed teams is often a necessity in to-
day’s fast, globalized economy. When a company faces
talent shortage, tough deadlines for product release,
and requires cost optimization, distributed teams are
the best option to achieve all of the objectives. Indeed,
in majority of cases distributed teams are the only
answer, or there is a very good chance that a project
won't happen at all. While it is often the best choice,
managing distributed teams can be its own challenge.
Chiefly, it requires early investment in communication
and development of a systematic communication
process. Despite the early investment, working with
distributed teams with a process designed to mitigate
the risks will lead to more efficiency and better results.

Risks of distributed teams: Causes,
effects and mitigation strategies

One of the biggest deterrents of working with a dis-
tributed team is limited communication. Lack of prop-
er communication often results in low quality prod-
ucts, management overhead and inefficient teams
with overall reduced business value. That is an un-
acceptable result for executives whose primary goal
when outsourcing is to derive more value and opti-

mize efficiency and cost.

The issue of the risks of distributed teams has been
around for quite some time. The interest in how to
properly manage a global team mirrors the growth of
the outsourcing industry — as executives found them-
selves working with teams across the world, the need

for different kind of management increased.

The topic gained recognition in 1997, and really took
off in 2005. As the global labor market continues to
grow, so does the need for properly managing distri-

buted teams.
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The biggest risks associated with
distributed teams can be roug-
hly categorized into three cate-
gories: geographical distance,
socio-cultural distance and tem-
poral distance.

Geographical distance

Distributed teams are separated
by physical distance, which cau-
ses certain challenges when ma-
naging a team. Most notably, the
effort to communicate must be
increased. Since effort has to in-
crease, the quality and frequen-
cy may decrease. Second, peop-
le become more dependent on
information and communication
tools. Face to face meeting time
is naturally reduced, as traveling
to meet teams is inefficient and
often expensive. Finally, there is
a lack of group awareness: who
is really on the team, who is wor-
king on what, and so on.

Typical examples of a geogra-
phical distance risks are lack of
face-to-face contact and lack of
trust. Lack of face to face cont-
act is caused by having limited
availability to the actual remote
site: it is hard to know whether
the work is actually being done,
whenoneisn't theretoseeit.The
second cause is traveling costs. If
the reason for outsourcing was
to reduce costs, then constant
travel to the site could erode any
potential gains (though some
travel will actually maximize bu-

siness value). This is the number
one risk when working with dis-
tributed teams, because it can
lead to lack of trust, reduced per-
sonal investment and reduction
in informal communication - all
of which can reduce the quality
of the end result.

Another geographical distance
risk is lack of trust. Having limi-
ted knowledge of the people
and the space means that the-
re is less trust between team
members and managers. Trust
is usually created naturally in
a workplace, but in a distribu-
ted setting, it must be created
consciously. The causes for lack
of trust are limited visibility of
remote site, unpredictable com-
munication, and lack of inter-
personal or quality relationships
within the team. This can lead to
relationship break down, not ha-
ving a sense of a team and diffi-
culty coordinating tasks.

The best way to mitigate geo-
graphical distance risks is by:
- Key persons visit remote sites
for training, culture exchange
and team building

« Setup process for distributed
team management

+ Daily communication using
voice and video conferencing

« Monitor team spirit and work
progress
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Socio-cultural distance

Since parts of distributed teams
are located in different loca-
tions, the behavior of people in
each region will differ. In some
cases, the differences might
be subtle, while in others they
might be huge. Socio-cultural
distance might make miscom-
munication more likely, redu-
cing the business value to be
derived from the cooperation.
Two common example of so-
cio-cultural distance risks are
lack of native business langua-
ge skills and lack of mutual un-
derstanding.

The lack of native business lan-
guage skills is a result of po-
litical, cultural, and linguistic
diversity, as well as different
standards from one organizati-
on to the next. This risk can lead
to miscommunication, worse-
ned relationships and unwil-
lingness to transfer knowledge.
It can be effectively dealt with
by insisting on the use of a com-
mon language (such as English),
and appointing communication
leaders within a team. If only
a few people have thorough
knowledge of the language,
these people can translate the
tasks to the remaining mem-
bers. The second way to deal
with this problem is to train re-
mote teams, warning them and
instructing them on how to deal
with certain cultural and beha-

vioral issues. This should be
done especially when an orga-
nization has a very specific set
of standards. Finally, it is best to
document the designated re-
quirements, so there is a written
record of the pre-negotiated re-
quirements in case of disputes.

In addition to being caused by
political, linguistic and cultu-
ral diversity, lack of mutual un-
derstanding is also caused by
perceived different levels of ex-
pertise. It can result in product
quality decrease, bad behavi-
or and costly communication
overhead. To prevent lack of
understanding it is imperative
to actively build acceptance
among team members.

Socio-cultural distance risks
can be mitigated by:

+ Use of common language (EN)
+ Appointing a liaison

+ Encouraging team building
activities

« Documenting requirements
on paper for objective resoluti-
on of potential disputes

« Promote socialization of team
members from project start

« Provide training on systems,
expectations and organization’s
culture

+ Provide mutual culture
training and promote cultural
traditions of all sites

Temporal distance

Alongside different geographi-
cal locations, teams are often se-
parated by different time zones,
making communication during
a given set of business hours
more difficult. This fact can lead
to response delay, reduction of
communication frequency, lack
of synchronous communicati-
on, and limited availability of
remote team members.

Temporal distance risks can
be mitigated by:

- Staying available as much as
possible

« Shifting work hours

« Encouraging synchronous
communication for proper
coordination

« Promoting direct commu-
nication or pair to pair links
among team members

« Employing specific business
processes and schedules

The right process minimizes the
risks so that a distributed team
becomes as efficient as a local
one.

The right process can maximize
efficiency and amount of busi-
ness value received from the
project. The best way to ma-
nage risk is by paying attenti-
on to communication. In other
words, there must be a syste-
matic communication process
to guarantee positive results.
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Outsourcing mo-
dels and distributed
team management

Onshore,  nearshore  and
offshore models all have diffe-
rent geographical, socio-cul-
tural and temporal distances.
The severity of the above risks
and their mitigation strategies
will vary depending on which
outsourcing model is being
used.

Distributed teams under a
nearshore model

Nearshore models are used for
different reasons than offshore
models. One of the main rea-
sons is the team size. The se-
cond biggest reason is type of
project. Compared to offshore
providers, nearshore providers
are often smaller, focusing on
skill-intensive tasks, rather than
volume and repetitive tasks
(such as customer service and
call center).

The success of the team starts
by selecting the right model
for the right project. If there’s
a mismatch at the very begin-
ning, in terms of team mem-
bers’ skill level, team size and
vendor scalability, the project
is unlikely to achieve the ex-
pected results no matter what
the communication process.

When a nearshore model is im-
plemented, it is best to work as
one team. In fact, since the ne-
arshore team is likely smaller, it
is imperative that they work as
one with the in-house team.

In nearshore partnerships the
remote team members should
be viewed as colleagues. First,
members of a nearshore team
are not hired for just one sing-
le task or a job, they are there
to work on a product for a year
or more. The nearshore team
should become a natural ex-
tension of the in-house team.
Then, all parts of the team
should be able to do all the acti-
vities, they are just doing them
in different locations. As a re-
sult, there are no doubts about
either side’s ability to work on
the project, which helps avoid
the “us vs. them” mentality.

Thirdly, there should be daily
contact. Since the teams are
geographically and temporally
closer together, arranging time
to talk to the rest of the team
is easier. It is also more vital to
getting an integrated result, as
these teams work very closely
with the in-house team. Finally,
itis imperative to create oppor-
tunities to get together. Again,
this is much easier because di-
stance is reduced, and it adds
volumes to end result quality.

Under the nearshore model,

some of the inherent risks that
exist in managing a distributed
team are naturally reduced,
especially the socio-cultural di-
stance risks. This is because the
political and cultural diversity
is much smaller in a nearsho-
re environment. Furthermore,
since teams are smaller, there is
less possibility of effective trai-
ning and identification of skills
deficit - so that any problems
can be resolved much quicker.

Enabling rich com-
munication: Distri-
buted teams in soft-
ware development

Nearshore outsourcing is of-
ten used for software develop-
ment. Regardless of where it
takes place, software develop-
ment in itself is already a highly
systematic procedure, with
processes like SCRUM and Agi-
le at the forefront of successful
product development.

With the rise of distributed
teams, executives have begun
to use “distributed SCRUM”
practices to manage their dis-
tributed teams. While the core
idea behind SCRUM is still the
same - using daily meetings
and short iterations, distribu-
ted SCRUM emphasizes com-
munication and building trust.
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As a result, a consistent process
of software development —and
communication - is achieved.

The starting point for imple-
menting distributed SCRUM is
to understand that each mis-
communication reduces bu-
siness value derived from the
product. Moreover, the more
effort communication requires,
the less business value will be
deduced.

Since daily communication
is already part of the SCRUM
process and it’s a highly visual
process, the SCRUM master’s
main role is to guide the rest of
the team towards rich paths of
communication.

What is rich communication?
From richest communication
to poorest communication it is:
« Face-to-face conversation
with physical whiteboard

« High-resolution, large screen
videoconference with a virtual
whiteboard

- High-resolution, lar-
ge-screen videoconference

« Low-resolution, small-screen
videoconference

« Clear telephone connection,
using high quality phone hard-
ware and a landline

« Clear VolP connection over
good Internet lines

« Noisy telephone connection,
using poor quality hardware
and VolP

+ Instant messaging and re-
al-time text chat

« Wikis and electronic discus-
sion boards

o E-mail

In other words, the SCRUM
master’s main role is to lead
the team away from e-mail as
the primary form of commu-
nication. Audio-only calls have
their limitations also: they al-
low members to multitask, it is
unclear who is speaking, and
there are no facial and body
language cues to help under-
stand others. If face-to-face
isn't available, then investing in
a high-resolution videoconfe-
rencing is more likely to achie-
ve the best value in terms of
project quality, quantity, and
correctness of end result.

The second largest differen-
ce from regular SCRUM is that
trust has to be built more cons-
ciously and less naturally than
in a face to face setting. This
can be done by ensuring two
things at the project start. First,
the team must get together
before the project starts. Se-
condly, the Product Owner
must clearly communicate that
they want to hear the good
and the bad news. If the team
is uncomfortable telling the
Product Owner what can go
wrong, there is much less room
to fix problems if they do arise.
Investing in good communica-

tion tools and in frequent tra-
vel might seem a lot, but they
are actually little investments
that usually take less than 5%
of total project cost and only
0.1% of the project’s resulting
end value. Given the fact that
the improvements from better
communication and more trust
can have a 20%-30% produc-
tivity impact on the team and
reduce risk, they are definitely
worth the costs .

Distributed SCRUM is a wor-
king method of how to build
the right process to effectively
deal with the risks of distribu-
ted teams. It helps create a sys-
tematic process and schedule
tasks, so each team member al-
ways knows what they need to
do. It also prescribes communi-
cation channels - who should
communicate with whom and
when. One of the biggest ar-
guments against distributed
teams is that lack of face to face
reduces the amount of ad hoc
communication that happens
in informal settings, which
may reduce product quality.
While ad hoc communication
is certainly rare for distributed
teams, having a systematic pro-
cess can actually yield a superi-
or result.

Ad-hoc communication can
actually work against a syste-
matic process by allowing peo-
ple to do things out of order
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or work on unscheduled tasks.
Since distributed teams have
no other choice but to follow
the schedule, the results they
achieve are much more pre-
dictable and reliable. And with
proper communication, per-
haps even less risky.

an unnecessary cost, especially
when the point of distributed
teams is to reduce costs. Yet,
understanding how communi-
cation with distributed teams
differs from regular teams
- and preparing for it accor-
dingly and early - is the best

Van Wieringen Borski, J.,, & Herke,
S. (2014). How To Organize Offsho-
re and Nearshore Collaboration:
Lessons Learned in Offshoring and
Nearshoring. In How To Organize
Offshore and Nearshore Collabora-
tion: Lessons Learned in Offshoring
and Nearshoring.

Deemer, P. Distributed SCRUM Pri-
mer. Retrieved from http://www.goo-

way to ensure the success and
efficiency of remote teams.

dagile.com/distributedscrumprimer/
There’s no“Us vs. them” in

“Team”

DistributedScrumPrimer.pdf

Sources: Igbal, A., Gencel, C., & Ab-
bas, S. (2012). Communication Risks
and Best practices in global software
development. Lap Lambert Academic
Publishing.

Developing a systematic pro-
cess and investing in commu-
nication tools might seem as
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