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Collaboration can be challenging with any team, but it can be especially difficult when
working with people at a distance, some of whom you may never have met in person. To
strengthen a remote or hybrid team, it’s critical that managers invest in cultivating and
sustaining trust which is based on relationships, reliability, and effective communications.

This guide includes tips for building strong relationships, increasing reliability and clarifying
communication norms with your team.
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"At the most fundamental level,
teams need trust. If we don’t trust

our colleagues and they don’t trust
us, it’s almost impossible to work

together effectively." 

One of the challenges of working at a distance is
feeling disconnected from your colleagues and the
team as a whole. To counteract this sense of
isolation, it’s important to proactively invest in
building relationships and shaping a shared team
identity. 

Build in time during meetings to socialize or
catch up. For example, include 10 minutes at
the start of your weekly team meeting to
‘check in’ on how people are doing or what
their weekend plans are.
Plan virtual fun activities. Schedule monthly
virtual get-togethers that are purely social and
fun such as a virtual escape room, virtual
Pictionary, or trivia night.

TIPS FOR BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS:



Write a team mission or vision statement, or a team motto. Use a collaborative process
to craft a compelling or fun statement that everyone can rally behind.
Develop team values that guide how people are expected to show up every day. Show
appreciation when people uphold the values and connected specifically to the team’s
commitment.
Get custom swag that is unique to this team. For example, mugs, t-shirts, or virtual
backgrounds that include the team motto or somehow reflect the team culture.
Reinforce special team language and mental models that help the team develop
shared understanding and short-hand. For example, introduce the iceberg model and
ask ‘what’s under the surface’ in reference to the fact that we only convey a small portion
of what we’re thinking. Or, refer to a draft version as a straw model. Note that while jargon
can alienate or make it harder for new team members to acclimate, it strengthens shared
identity for those in the group by making them feel ‘in the know’.
Create special team rituals. These could be for how you launch a project, how you
celebrate goal achievements, or how you welcome new team members.
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Set up chats for sharing personal news, posting photos, and discussing hobbies.
Role model usage by posting at least 2-3 times per week and commenting on other
posts.
Keep track of personal celebratory moments and honor them as a team. For
example, give a shout-out to a team member when their child graduates from high
school. 
Check in occasionally with each person to just talk. For example, invite them to join
you for a 15 min ‘walk and talk’ phone call where you simply get to connect as
humans.
Show meaningful appreciation regularly. Send thank you notes (physical or digital)
that include a specific note of gratitude or a personalized gift such as a gift card to the
person’s favorite local coffee shop with a note that says something like, “since I can’t
take you out for coffee, I figured this was the next best thing.”
Share your personal life in ways that feel appropriate for you. If we expect to
connect with our team members, we need to let them connect with us. Be as open as
you can about your own life so as to build mutual trust and connection.

TIPS FOR BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS:

TIPS FOR BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS:
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TIPS FOR BUILDING RELIABILITY:

Role model reliability yourself. Follow through on commitments and let people know
ahead of time if you’re going to miss a deadline. 
Proactively share information. Don’t wait for people to ask.
Set shorter but more frequent check-ins with each person. This creates additional
opportunities to share updates and ask questions.
Use a daily, weekly, or monthly 15Five or ‘stand up’. This will help create
accountability and keep you informed of what was accomplished, what’s coming up,
and what help is needed by whom.
Don’t make people do more work if they’ve already demonstrated reliability. This
will feel like micromanaging.
Hold feedback conversations when people don’t follow through, miss deadlines, or
are otherwise unreliable. Share what you observed and why it was problematic / the
negative impact of that behavior. Then explore how to avoid it happening in the future.
Be transparent about the process and timeline. Set clear expectations such as Friday
at 9am Eastern rather than simply Friday.

We often feel a lack of control when we aren’t able to access a team member ‘on-demand’
by walking over to their workspace. This can lead to feelings of distrust, increased
micromanaging or added stress. By reinforcing reliability, team members can have
confidence that work will get done and information will be shared. 

"For much of the time that we
worked together in person, we

substituted physical presence for
reliability. If I could see you in your

office, I assumed you were working.
With remote working, that's no

longer possible."
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APPROACH #2: BUILD RELIABILITY
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Given that all communications occur through technology, it’s even more important for virtual
teams to have shared expectations for how each of the communication tools are used. 

TIPS FOR ESTABLISHING COMMUNICATION NORMS:

Document the norms in a team communication guide. Use the guide to onboard new
team members and refer to the guide to support strong adoption of the norms.
Create specific norms for each tool in your communication stack / toolbox (chat,
email, meetings, text, phone call, collaborative documents, voice messages, video
messages, etc.)
Identify which communication tools are best suited for what types of communication.
For example, use a voice message attached to a Slack chat for complicated or nuanced
information sharing or explanation.
Use standard email subject lines. By regularizing subject lines such as [Action Needed],
[Urgent], [FYI], people can set up email rules to automatically help manage their inbox as
well as quickly see what needs attention.
Include clear ‘asks’ for action items and deadlines that include date and time. 
Make it easy to see what actions are requested. For example, highlight actions in bold or
a specific color to make them easy to identify in longer communications.
When requested, signal you’ve read an important email or chat message. This could be
by replying with a simple 'got it' or marking with an emoji. Consider making a personal
custom emoji for each person.
Set response time expectations for each communication method.
Ask each person what their preferred communication method is. Incorporate these
preferences into your team norms. 
Establish a set of standard meetings. For example, the ‘check-in’, ‘working session’ or
‘issue resolution’. Clarify what people should do to prepare for each of these types of
meetings.
Encourage people to use email tools to support healthy and simple email
management. This includes reminders, send later, rules/filtering and other 
Identify general communication etiquette. For example, ‘be proactive about informing
people’ or ‘be as brief as possible - don’t worry about niceties’.
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APPROACH #3: ESTABLISH COMMUNICATION NORMS


