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“There’s no escaping fate, it just keeps going. 
Day and night, the future just keeps coming 
at you.”



The world governments' response to the Coronavirus has been 

unprecedented, and has disrupted many parts of our personal and working 

lives. Where we once traveled into the city daily, teams are now 

predominately working from home with occasional visits into the office 2-3 

times a week. 

This e-book summarizes patterns and lessons learned from distributed and 

remote teams as they struggled to make distributed working productive and 

enjoyable. Most of the teams I work with use most of the patterns described 

in this e-book.  

I hope you find these patterns helpful if you or your team are struggling with 

distributed work.



Practices



Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics 

“For the things we have to learn before we 
can do them, we learn by doing them.” ”



1. Have an agreed Social Contract.  

A Social Contract is an agreement between team members about how 

the team will work together and the expected behavior of all members. 

It is unique to a particular team and is not something transferable to 

another group. Social contracts may include agreed-upon core hours, 

conflict resolution, standard tools, and practices. 

Every team member is responsible for ensuring they follow the Social 

Contract and reminding others of their agreement. Establishing and 

enforcing a Social Contract helps establish boundaries, reduce 

complexity, and enable the team to communicate effectively. 



2.Use virtual team rooms 

A virtual team room for core business hours is a great way to ensure the 

team communicates throughout the working day. Teams create virtual 

team rooms using zoom meetings, google hangouts, or even Apple 

FaceTime group videos. All of these technologies work well. 

To use a virtual team room, team members join the team room at the 

start of the work day and broadcast themselves working throughout the 

day. They can unmute themselves and talk to the team if they have a 

question. Having a single reference to quickly see who’s available and 

being easily able to speak to the entire team helps reduce communication 

barriers. 



3.Prefer video over audio 

Audio is excellent and helpful for distributed work, but video is even 

better. Video allows us to see non-verbal cues, such as gestures, 

posture, and body orientation. And these convey much more contextual 

information than just audio alone. The additional information helps the 

listener to understand what you’re trying to communicate.  

So, when speaking with a colleague, I prefer video over audio.



4.Reduce the number of timezone (and differences in 

timezones) 

Working across multiple time zones is challenging. It gets more difficult 

the more significant the differences in time zones. Having a time zone 

difference of a few hours is not that difficult to accommodate, but 

working across time zones that are 12 hours apart means that someone 

will have to be working either very early or very late. It’s complex, and 

there’s no simple, easy workaround.  

Try to minimize the number of time zones and differences in time 

zones for your teams. 



5.Celebrate differences in life. 

Social Contracts promote standard work practices and help set 

expectations for workplace behavior. They establish consistency and 

reduced communication issues. 

But everyone's life is different, so let us celebrate those differences. I 

love seeing other people's pets during the working day! It's great to see 

who has a cat or a dog, or even a bird. 

And comparing notes about what different people have for lunch is an 

easy way to learn about other cultures and the types of food they eat. 



Tools



Steve Jobs

“You cannot mandate productivity, you 
must provide the tools to let people 
become their best.”



6.Video conferencing tools 

Video conferencing tools are the bedrock of distributed working. They 

are essential for communicating with your team, management, or 

customers. Popular tools include Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Google Meet, 

and Cisco Webex.  

The two most commonly used tools by businesses are Zoom and 

Microsoft Teams. I’ve used both. Zoom works well and has a simple, 

easy-to-use interface, while Microsoft Teams integrates well with other 
Microsoft products and works seamlessly in that environment. 

https://www.zoom.us/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-AU/microsoft-teams/group-chat-software
https://apps.google.com/meet/
https://www.webex.com/


7. Kanban tools 

Kanban boards are the best thing since sliced bread, and many Scrum 

teams will rely heavily on them. There are hundreds of tools on the 

market, from the simplest possible solution to very complex enterprise 

tools. Commons tools in the market include Jira, Azure DevOps, Trello, 

Asana, Pivotal tracker and Kanbanize 

Jira and Azure DevOps are the two most comprehensive tools on the 

market and have large audiences. They are also very complex, and using 

them can be tricky. If you’re starting with Kanban boards, consider 

using Trello, which is free for small teams and much simpler to use.

https://www.atlassian.com/software/jira
https://azure.microsoft.com/en-au/solutions/devops/#overview
https://trello.com/
https://asana.com/
https://www.pivotaltracker.com/
https://kanbanize.com/


8.Retrospective tools 

Retrospectives are a fundamental part of Scrum, but how do you 

conduct a retrospective with a distributed team? You could always hold 

a zoom conference call, but alternatively, you could use an online tool 

such as EasyRetro or Retrium. Both tools offer a variety of different 
retrospective formats and styles.  

Finally, If you’re looking for a fun retrospective style for an in-person 

meeting or a zoom conference call, FunRetrospectives.com has a list of 

fun and creative retrospective ideas. 

https://easyretro.io/
https://www.retrium.com/
http://FunRetrospectives.com


9.Collaboration tools 

Before 2020, collaboration tools were a niche market, but COVID and 

the necessity for distributed work have brought them into the 

spotlight. Collaboration tools generally offer an online canvas that 

multiple people can edit simultaneously.  

There are hundreds of collaboration tools; some are free, and others 

are not. Miro is the dominant tool in this space. mural.co requires a 

subscription, but it’s a reliable and professional product. And Microsoft 

offers Microsoft Whiteboard, which integrates into the suite of 

Microsoft products (Office 365). 

https://miro.com/
https://mural.co/
https://whiteboard.microsoft.com/


Self



Chuck Palahniuk

“I’m living the life I love, I tell myself, and 
loving the life I live. I tell myself: I deserved 
this. This is exactly what I wanted.”



10.Regular physical activity 

Studies have shown that physical activity benefits the body and brain. Apart 

from the physical benefits such as weight loss, improved cardiovascular health, 

and stress reduction, studies have found that physical activity helps cognition 

and improves one's mood. 

I found it easiest to get physical exercise if it was part of my daily routine, either 

at the start of the day before anyone else was awake or during the lunch hour. 

It doesn't have to be an extensive amount of activity. I found that even just 30 

minutes a day made a difference to my mood and outlook on life.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5928534/


11.Spend time in nature.  

Like regular physical activity, spending time in nature also benefits the 

body and mind. It makes you feel good, helps reduce stress, and boosts 

your immune system.  

In one study, adults who spent a two-night trip in forested areas had 

increased white blood cell activity and more vital immune function. 

This increase in immune function was partially attributed to 

phytoncides, aromatic compounds emitted by plants and trees. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12199-008-0068-3


12.Have rules around separating work and play when                              

working from home 

Having rules for separating work from play are essential to being 

productive at work while still having space for your own life.  

Rules to help you be more effective with work include; establishing core 

hours dedicated to work; and not interrupting a family member during 

those hours.  

Rules to protect your personal time include; avoiding emails outside of 

core work hours and always taking time for a break in the middle of the 

day. 
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