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This paper addresses the problem of getting people who are distributed and overloaded
with work to collaborate and make good on their commitments when time, distance and
culture all work against that outcome. Face-to-face contact, even in very small doses, has
been proven to mitigate the impact created by these barriers.
Below you will find a number of practical suggestions that help create the virtuous cycle
of positive relationship even when you can’t get on a plane, meet in a conference room or
spend time in-person.

Veteran Management Advice
As class participants introduced themselves in a recent training session, I discovered that
we had a couple of decade-long veterans in our midst with successful track records of
managing globally distributed teams. I asked each of them to share with us the most
important thing they had learned about success in the virtual world after all those years.
•

Veteran number one: The most important thing he had learned was to really listen
and then ask others to help him understand their experience.

•

Veteran number two: The secret to success was skillfully facilitating meetings so
that they culminated in specific action items. He would then confirm everyone’s
understanding and commitment by following up with email.

Like the French say, "The more things change, the more they remain the same.” No
matter how wired, networked or virtual business gets, the secret to success always boils
down to the basics: How do we keep improving the quality of our communication,
collaboration, and commitments? “Really? That’s it?” you ask. You’d think we’d know
how to do those things by now. In fact, most of us do, and that’s the problem.

The Blind Spot
After twenty years training high-performing teams in Silicon
Valley and around the world, it seems clear to me that most
human beings are caught in a subtle but insidious delusion. We
believe that our behavior follows our knowledge and beliefs. The
idea that we do what we know seems so obvious that we don’t
even question it; in most cases, we don’t even realize it’s a belief.
It seems more like a law of physics, obvious, inevitable.
“What goes up must come down.” Like the belief that decision-making is essentially a
rational process: it seems obvious, but it is wrong.

Team development exercise:
Putting project teams through a fifteen-minute exercise called the Project Game can
dramatically illustrate this point. Teams of five people are given a simple project to
complete, but they must do it without talking. They may only communicate by passing
notes. The instructions they receive are not entirely clear. Different participants have
different pieces of the puzzle. Time is ticking. People are confused about what to do and
how to proceed. No one knows that only one of the five players has the goal to the
project. The overwhelming majority of the teams consistently make two mistakes. The
person who has the goal never shares it with the others, and the others never ask. They’re
too busy passing notes and feeling frustrated.
When the exercise is over, and they realize what has happened I ask them, “Does this
type of communication breakdown ever happen in the real world?” The answer is
obvious; it happens all the time.
Next question, if I stood at the door to the classroom as you first entered and asked you,
“When you first start a project do you think you should tell people the goal?” Everyone
agrees you should. If you don’t know the goal, do you think you should ask? Again we
have unanimous agreement. Everybody knows you should ask, but once thrown into a
stressful situation, almost nobody does it. That’s the real problem, and solving it provides
the real secret to success: How do you get people to simply do what they know?

Getting Focused
Ask anyone participating in a project anywhere in the world
what they find most frustrating and you’ll encounter a familiar
list of complaints, the same goes for the causes of these
breakdowns:

Project Frustrations

Causes of Project Breakdown

Unrealistic deadlines, inadequate resources, Upper management pushes for the
constantly moving targets, lack of
impossible deadlines, demanding
planning, poor prioritization, etc.
customers keep moving the targets, those
other departments hog the resources and
keep shifting the priorities, etc.
Human beings are designed to focus on what’s out there. All of our senses feed us
stimulus from the outer world, and so naturally we expect that’s where we should look
for the causes of our distress. This biological bias meshes nicely with a certain myopic
self-interest. If it’s their fault that means it’s not my fault. Whew! I’ve got enough
problems to deal with. I don’t need another one added to my list. That’s the upside.
But when I ask people, “What’s the downside of finger pointing,” almost immediately
someone will say, “You can’t do anything about it.” Because we have almost no way to

change other people’s behavior, the blame-game sucks us into a devil’s bargain. In
exchange for innocence, I find that I’m helpless.
For this reason, the first step toward achieving breakthrough behavior in a virtual
world means starting to look for the source of breakdown in our own behavior. If I
can identify anything that I’m doing or failing to do that contributes to the breakdown, I
have the ability to change that immediately. That’s why it’s so important to ask: “Is there
anything I am doing or failing to do that could be contributing to unrealistic deadlines,
poorly defined goals, or ineffective planning?” In almost every case the answer is “yes!”
Typically the breakdowns begin with poor communication and broken trust. Clean up the
quality of our relationships and everything else becomes possible.
Let’s look at why relationships and communication are so central to the problems we
want to solve.

How Well Am I Connected?
Suppose you and I don’t know each other, but one day we find
ourselves approaching one another in the corridor. Because you are
naturally friendly you smile at me and say “Good morning.” I say
“Whatever,” and walk right past you. What’s your first thought? In
my training sessions someone almost immediately calls out that I’m
a jerk.
Now let’s run through this experiment again, except this time you and I are good friends.
We not only work together, we also live next door to each other, and our families often
vacation together. If I respond to your greeting with “whatever” what do you think this
time? You’d probably feel concern for me and wonder if I’m okay because that’s not like
me. The context of our relationship changes everything. When the quality of relationship
is weak or nonexistent unsatisfying interactions with others often elicit blame. When the
quality of relationship is strong unsatisfying interactions tend to trigger empathy.
Think about what this means in a business context. Someone fails to deliver as promised.
Do I label that person unreliable and incompetent or assume that they did everything
possible under very difficult conditions? It probably depends on the quality of our
relationship. Negative assessments begin to influence our future communication and
interactions for the worse, setting in motion a downward spiral. The deterioration of our
working relationship only seems to validate and harden my original negative
assumptions.
The time and distance barriers inherent in the virtual environment leave team members
particularly vulnerable to this type of vicious cycle. That’s why project managers
consistently find that even a short visit with a remote team can turn a bad situation
around. The trust that gets built when meeting one another face-to-face, sharing meals,
and discussing our challenges can set in motion a virtuous cycle of mutual value, trust
and respect that will serve the team for a very long time to come.

What if that personal contact is not possible? Here are a number of practical suggestions
that help create the virtuous cycle of positive relationship even when you can’t meet faceto-face.

Optimize Virtual Meetings
When travel and in-person contact is not an option, the virtual
meeting space is a way to capture many of those benefits. What
I have been calling “virtual meeting space” for almost ten years
we now call social networking. In fact, you could use restricted
group access on Facebook, Plaxo, or Linkedin for this purpose,
or you can use an online meeting
solution.
We want to create an online space in which people can get to know each other and
deepen relationships much as they would in a co-located environment. Toward this end,
each person’s homepage should contain three basic components.
Three basic elements for team relationship building at a distance:
1. Include a picture so everyone on the team can put a face to the name showing up
in the email. Ideally, this should be a more personal photo rather than your
professional headshot. A snapshot of you with your partner or pet helps to remind
everyone that outside of the relentless pressures of the workplace we’re all pretty
much the same; fun-loving decent people.
2. Include two or three bullet points about passions or hobbies. Include thumbnail
graphics that will catch people’s attention. If this seems frivolous or
unprofessional, in some ways that’s the point. We’re trying to make the kind of
connections and build the type of personal bonds that might result from small talk
over dinner.
3. The most important element on this page is what I call a “contact contract.” The
contact contract provides a list of every phone number or online address by which
each member of the team can be reached. If I need to reach someone on the team
that I have not engaged with previously, I know where I can go to find the
relevant information. That’s the first benefit.
The second benefit addresses response time. Underneath each number or address I am
going to ask each team member to make a commitment about response time. For
instance, if you leave me a voice mail I will get back to you with 24 hours; if you send
me a fax I will respond with 48 hours. One of the most consistent frustrations I hear from
people in distributed teams is the lack of timely response to their communications.
Committing to each other at the outset what kind of response can be expected helps
eliminate this problem, builds trust, and gives other team members a basis on which to
question a failure to maintain these agreements.

The third benefit enables participants to inform the rest of the team about any preferences
they have concerning specific communication channels. For example, because I live in a
rural area with poor cell phone communication, and don’t want to be disturbed by a cell
phone when I am training or consulting with clients I prefer that people use my landline. I
check that voicemail account regularly while I rarely check messages left on my cell
phone.
Finally, here’s a list of best practices for team web conferences:
• Start on time
• Provide a timed agenda 24 hours in advance
• Have all participants introduce themselves
• Clearly define the goal of the meeting
• When people speak have them state their name
• Be sure to use tools such as hand raise, chat, screen share, etc.
• Make sure you have a secure and reliable audio connection via landline, cell phone or
VoIP

Define the Goal
“Projects don’t go wrong, they start wrong.” The CEO of a
leading programmable chip manufacturer where I’ve taught
project management for years was famous for that quote. I
couldn’t agree more. One of the most consistent causes of bad
implementation occurs when the implementers are unclear about
what the ultimate goal is to begin with. Redoing and undoing
faulty implementation is a very expensive way to correct poor
communication!

“
Much of this can be avoided with a thirty-minute conversation with the core team at the
outset of the project. The purpose of this conversation is to craft a sentence of less than
thirty words that will define what we’re going to do, when we’re going to deliver it, and
what it’s going to cost. This sentence defining the triangle of constraints is called a
Project Objective Statement or POS.

Even if this statement is determined by the customer or upper management and handed
off to the project manager intact this conversation remains vitally important. Here’s why.
Let’s say the statement reads: Install XYZ software in all regional offices by May 1,
2011. If you sent an email to everyone on the team and asked people to let you know if
they have any question about this statement, the answer, either directly or simply by lack
of response may be “no.” But if you get all of the core team members on a phone call or
online meeting and ask each person what they think this statement requires them to do
you will likely discover that beneath the superficial agreement many questions still exist.
What must be done to fulfill this requirement? Team member one says that one Friday at
4:30 PM she will drive out to the first regional office, install the software on the server,

run the test protocols on a remote server, and if she can repeat this process in the other
five offices before 10 PM the POS will be satisfied. Team member two is not so sure.
What happens when people come to work on Monday? They will find, new unfamiliar
software showing up on their screens. They may encounter bugs or conflicts with existing
programs. The team will need to be on call until the close of business Monday. Team
member three thinks those issues will continue all week. The project won’t be complete
until the following Friday. What about tech support? Wouldn’t they be responsible for
those issues? Nobody is clear. Beneath the superficial understanding all these questions
exist. If they are not surfaced in this thirty-minute conversation, they may not be noticed
until they lead to poor execution.
This thirty-minute conversation must also consider how this project goal would respond
to unexpected disruption. Let suppose we have five months to complete this project. The
schedule will be tight. Then, two months into the project, a natural disaster strikes. The
local infrastructure is disrupted and we lose a month out of the project schedule. How
should we respond? Can we bring the project in a month later than originally expected? Is
the delivery date set in stone? If so, how shall we respond? Should we reduce the scope
or add resources?
Scope
Adjust

Time Resources

X
X

Backup

Fixed

X

The Trade Off Matrix is a means of
documenting the agreements we make about
how to respond to this unexpected disruption.
Many people tell me that they have a
discussion like this in the early stages of
project planning, but very few document what
they agree to. If you don’t document what
you’ve agreed to do it’s almost like the
conversation never took place.

Document Assumptions
Another simple practice that pays big dividends, but one that
teams rarely take advantage of, is the documentation of all
assumptions that arise during the planning process. When the
team states that it will begin testing on February 1 they are
assuming that the test equipment will be available no later
than January 31. The 2/1start date will be recorded on your
dependency diagram, but the assumed equipment availability
(since it’s an external dependency) will not.
Unless you capture that assumption on a cumulative list, it will most likely be forgotten.
The assumptions list not only reminds you to check for accuracy with the individual

contributor; it also enables you to confirm upper management support when you get
approval on final plans.
When your plan states that you will complete task X in ten days, the assumptions list
reminds you to check with upper management about actual resource commitments. That
ten-day duration depends upon your having three engineers dedicated to that task full
time. If your boss is only prepared to allocate those engineers halftime the duration of
that task needs to be doubled.
Creating the assumptions list takes no additional time or effort beyond writing down
these linkages as they arise in the midst of your planning. The major hurdle is simply
remembering to do it.

Collaborative Planning
Once we’ve clearly defined the goal, identifying all the
tasks necessary to accomplish that objective is the next
step. That list of tasks with expected durations attached is
the Work Breakdown Structure or WBS. Many project
managers, especially those working in a distributed
environment, send out an email request to all individual
contributors working on the project for a list of tasks that
each of them are responsible for with the expected
durations for each task.
durations for each task. The project manager then combines these submissions into a todo-list we call a work breakdown structure, and sends the compiled document to
everyone on the distribution list for comments.
Project managers assume, through this practice, that they are getting broad participation
in the planning of the project. This is rarely the case. Since the individual contributors did
not participate in the overall planning of the project they feel no responsibility for the
larger endeavor (that’s the PM’s job). Therefore, when they receive the WBS they simply
scan for their tasks, and will only comment or respond if they have an issue with duration
adjustments made to their particular tasks.
No matter how smart and competent the project manager, most projects are just too big
and complex for any one person to be able to track all the moving pieces and catch all the
missing details. That’s why involving the core team in generating the WBS is so
important. The input from multiple perspectives, with varied expertise and
responsibilities gives the team a much better chance of catching missing details and
surfacing unchecked assumptions. The shared work environment now available through
online meetings and similar services makes this type of collaborative planning almost as
easy in a distributed team as it is for those that are co located. If you haven’t tried this
collaborative approach to generating the WBS I promise you that the payoffs are
significant.

In Summary
The root cause of project breakdown and the prescription for breakthrough results can be
summarized as follows:
1. The stressful conditions of distributed projects causes a disconnect between what
people know to be best practices and what they actually do. This disconnect is a
persistent blind spot.
2. We then focus on external causes to explain the litany of predictable project
breakdowns, which leaves us innocent but helpless. Asking what we ourselves are
doing or failing to do that contributes to these breakdowns is the necessary first
step to resolving them.
3. The next step is the development of clear communication and effective
collaboration, all of which depends, first and foremost, on strong relationships
grounded in mutual value, trust and respect. Developing and maintaining these
relationships in a virtual team requires specific practices.
4. The four suggested practices include:
a. Optimizing Virtual Meeting
b. Using the Project Objective Statement & Trade Off Matrix
c. Documenting Assumptions
d. Collaborative Planning
5. The reason for spending the additional time and energy that this may require is:
No matter how smart and competent the project manager, most projects are just
too big and complex for any one person to be able to track all the moving pieces
and catch all the missing details. Catching unchecked assumptions and missed
details in the planning stage is much faster and cheaper than correcting failed
implementation because these details slipped through the cracks.
If you would like to view the on-line webinar for this presentation the link is:
http://mfile.akamai.com/23543/wmv/citrixvar.download.akamai.com/23543/www/4
38/968/4489853931628438968/1-4489853931628438968-12ca8f30840.asx

