
 

Five Things to Help You Manage a Distributed Team 
If you’re like me, then COVID-19 has begun to impact your work, family, and social life in so many 

ways. From budget cuts due to low student numbers; to long lines at the supermarket for groceries; 

to hording toilet paper just in case; to longer school holidays; and of course working from home. 

When I first started working from home (in 2008) I had some experience of working in teams. The 

experience was mostly as a team member, but also as a leader/manager of the team. In all cases, the 

teams were all real. In the flesh. Person to person. However, when I started my practice most of the 

teams, and work I conducted was distributed. Not quite virtual, but almost. I had clients all over 

Melbourne (and Australia) as well as collaborators. As I grew, I had staff located across Melbourne 

too. And I never quite got the hang of managing at a distance. There was always a default to in-

person meetings or other key exchanges. 

However, over the last few years I’ve been playing closer attention to distributed teams. Teams that 

have members located across the world. Teams that allow work to be conducted during usual 

business hours (where the person lives) being available 24 hours. In fact, I’ve also got my own 

distributed team. Here are some of the things I have learnt in the process. I think these things are 

also useful for collocated teams. But I particularly think they will be useful for people who manage 

collocated teams, and now find themselves in charge of a team where all members are working from 

home. 

1. Hold frequent meetings 
One of the things about working in the same place as your team is you meet and chat regularly. 

Probably daily, but at least weekly. Whereas, if you’re remote those interactions don’t happen. It is 

not that they are not possible. They just don’t happen. You don’t walk in and chat about what you 

have planned for the day. You don’t discuss the work you’re currently undertaking. You don’t turn to 

others in the office or lab and chat about a line you’ve just read in a paper. Of course, you could pick 

up the phone – but you don’t do that. In distributed team, you should have frequent but short 

meetings (e.g. daily). That way you’ll know who’s doing what, progress being made and who needs 

help. 

2. Project management 
Overseeing the conduct of a project. From start to finish. Be mindful that not all industries view 

Project Management in the same way. Some like the use of formal project management 

methodology (e.g. PRINCE2, Waterfall, PMBOK, Agile, Scrum). If these terms aren’t familiar to you – 

google them and read more about them before you say you can do project management. Also be 

mindful that most project managers like to stick closely to time and budget. Both of which are often 

missed within research and PhDs. 

3. Written communication 
Putting your thoughts or actions into a written form. This is mostly based on journal article and grant 

writing. Thus, I would prefer to qualify this as technical written communication, rather than written 

communication. Understand that there are many types of written communication and that some are 

more transferable than others. For example, blogs, social media and reports to non-research 

stakeholders are probably more valuable if you’re not intending to stay in academic research long 

term. 

4. Oral communication 
Conversing with your colleagues (other students, Post Docs, Collaborators and supervisors) about 

your research. A large amount of research is collaborative and conducted in groups. Thus, a large 
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amount of communication is conducted orally/verbally. In many cases this is technical, but it isn’t 

always. To broaden this out, talk to non-research stakeholders (e.g. parents, friends and relatives not 

in your field) about your work. The more you practice, the better you become a clear verbal 

communication. Don’t be satisfied if at the end of your speech their eyes have glazed over. You 

haven’t done a good job if that is the case. Re-think what you said and try to improve the next time. 

5. Presentation skills 
This combines oral and written communication into an audio-visual presentation of your work. That 
could be talking about your thesis (aka thesis defence); it could be your confirmation of candidature 
or second year presentation (often made in front of a learned but unfamiliar audience). It could even 
be a graphically designed report. It relies on being able to identify, structure and subsequently 
present an argument and the associated story of your work. 
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