

Project Management - Collaborating with Remote Teams


In the last few years, we’ve seen how remote/hybrid working has changed the face of collaboration. With a growing dependence on virtual collaboration, today’s Project team is located globally, works seamlessly across several time zones, and requires a Project Manager to manage operations in a remote corner of the world. This brings several advantages, like increased flexibility, cost savings, better work-life balance, and overall employee satisfaction. It is no wonder that Organizations are adopting this structure worldwide.
Conversely, some inherent challenges come with remote working, i.e., miscommunication, poor collaboration, and challenges with team bonding that the Project Manager must tackle. While understanding the importance of managing stakeholders and communication is necessary, there are also some practical pointers that you can focus on to ensure the collaboration within your remote Project teams is successful: -

1) Build Solid Communication Channels - A communication channel could be any platform the Project team uses to collaborate with the other team members, e.g., MS Teams, Zoom, Google Meet, SharePoint, Google Drive, etc. When you take on a new Project, identify the appropriate channels you plan to use and communicate with the team. Ensure that the Team members know how to utilize these channels for the intended output, e.g., what/when should data be stored to the Drive; which meetings should be on a video call versus a phone call; how should Meeting minutes be taken/stored/shared and who all are required to be in the respective meetings/email chains. Too many cooks can spoil the broth, resulting in ineffective meetings and a lack of direction.

2) Effective Meetings - While every Project requires regular progress checks, for remote teams, a Project Manager must ensure that the impacted time zones are considered to ensure greater participation in Project meetings. The meetings must be agenda-driven and include all necessary team members with a defined recurrence; The team members must acknowledge the various time zones in which their counterparts are located and schedule meetings/discussions appropriately. This helps ensure effective communication and reduces delays. Don’t underestimate the “CC” button – if not critical, add the respective people in the “CC” tab to help them prioritize/manage their meetings better. Avoid scheduling meetings that are outside your team member’s regular working hours, and when in doubt, ask!

3) Documentation/Knowledge sharing - Since a Team member located in one-time zone may not be available during another member's working hours, it becomes crucial to utilize shared file-sharing structures so that critical Project data can be accessed anytime. It does not require added coordination/effort. Data should be stored in an easy-to-access folder structure that should be access controlled. A Project Manager must ensure the correct data-sharing protocols are followed by internal and external teams and share best practices with the Project team. Knowledge sharing/Lessons learned should also be reviewed with the Project team at significant milestones. Organizations may also have Compliance policies that should be understood and followed by the Project Manager and the Project team.

4) Cultural Awareness – There is a growing need for all global teams to undergo cultural awareness and sensitivity training. A Project Manager must ensure that the team members do so and lead the efforts to acknowledge and celebrate diversity within the team. This also includes understanding the various holidays, customs, and traditions worldwide. Ensure your team members know how diversity can impact a person’s communication/collaboration style. Wherever required, ensure that written forms of communication are utilized to provide better clarity and understanding. A Project Manager must also promote active listening and build an atmosphere of mutual respect and trust within the team. Respect and trust help us become more empathetic leaders and help our Project teams feel valued and respected.

5) Practice Transparency – To ensure better collaboration and alignment between remote teams, a Project Manager must communicate the team member's roles and responsibilities for the duration of the Project. Every deliverable must be accounted for, and a Project RACI should be maintained to ensure individual expectations are crystal clear. This helps the team members plan their engagement throughout the Project lifecycle and ask for support where needed. Though our team members may work individually, there should be forums where knowledge can be shared, progress on tasks can be reviewed, and collaborations done. All of this helps in building a positive team culture.


6) Celebrate Milestones – Another critical factor in building team cohesion is celebrating significant progress and thanking the team for a job well done! Acknowledging and celebrating critical milestones helps provide a sense of accomplishment and recognition for the team’s hard work. It motivates the team to work towards a common goal and helps boost morale. While you may be located remotely, it does not mean that celebrations take a back seat. Organize virtual get-togethers, send recognition messages to the team members and their managers, send virtual certificates, and, where required, highlight the team in Organization level meetings/emails. This helps the Project team understand the value of their contribution and builds a sense of unity.  


To summarise, working with remote teams is an opportunity and a challenge. A Project Manager can spearhead the Organization’s attempts to make remote working more effective and efficient. By considering the above tips and adding in some creativity, – Project Managers like you can make the most of this collaboration and ensure your Project is successful!

 

