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Abstract: The paper discusses the issues and problems faced by individuals working in diverse or distributed teams
especially in the software industry. The research shows a feedback and trend of the teams that work in distributed
environments letting us understand the behaviors and figuring out solutions for the problems of communication. The
trend was already set in a few organizations that provided outsourcing services to their clients but after the recent issue
of the pandemic almost all organizations switched towards this trend and started focusing on working in distributed
teams and not on site. This ensured the safety of the employees as well as it let them keep their work and performance
undisturbed. But in the practice of working in distributed teams the major factor that affected the performance was the
problem in communication, either due to the available mediums (online meeting software products) or the internet
connections. The only factor affecting the performances somehow was the communication problem factor and we have
addressed this in our paper, moreover a survey is also done through a questionnaire with the people of software
industries in Pakistan and a result is generated for how the people feel working in distributed environments and what
hurdles they faced in communication.

Index Terms: Communication, Communication Hurdles, Distributed environment.

1. Introduction

In this paper we discussed the problems faced by teams working in a distributed environment locally. By distributed
environment it means that the teams are either placed in different regions or the individuals are all separately working
from different environments. The following research paper will find out the problems and try to give solutions for them
as far as communication of distributed teams is concerned. Working in distributed teams in many cases suitable for
companies and also the employs as far as resource mobility and transportation is concerned but the most annoying
problem in the process is the communication. Currently we don’t have any channel that offers a distortion-less and
smooth communication gate-way and this causes delay in the submissions and also affects the overall performance of
teams. Different surveys and reviews have already been done on the problems of distributed teams. Distributed teams can
have problems for communication either due to the communication channels/tools, language barriers Time zone
differences, trust issues and coordination issues. [1] The surveys discuss multiple solutions for the problems in distributed
teams. As the paper is about communication hurdles in distributed teams (locally) we will be trying to figure out
solutions regarding the tools for having scrum meetings and all the discussions involved in the agile process. The other
barriers does not really matter as far as the local market is concerned because we can’t have a language barrier as well as
no time zone issue. We will be focusing on tools and techniques for better communication with less or no distortion and
connectivity issues.

2. Background

Distributed teams refer to the group of employees working from different remote areas rather than being located at
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a central physical location/office/headquarter. This has become very common in the last few years specially with the
formal introduction of WFH “Work From Home” policy, which was limited only to some western countries before the
COVID pandemic, this has started to gain popularity and is becoming a norm even in middle eastern and Asian
countries now.

Although the technology is available to connect distributed teams in a matter of seconds and at times it is even
more comfortable to talk using the technology when it’s a matter of small discussions or a quick yes/no queries rather
than leaving your seat and walking up to the other employee. But the disadvantages and limitations still exist and it
can’t (and may never) be a complete replacement of physical interactions.

The goal for this paper is first to identify the hurdles faced by distributed QA teams. We’ll be studying and going
through the research work already done on this topic so we don’t actually go into re-inventing the wheel. We’ll be doing
our own survey and based on the responses will be compiling the result. We’ll be targeting the IT professionals with
special attention to the Developers and SQA teams.

3. Literature Review

In this literature review, we’ll be reviewing and sharing views on various sources presented in the resource section
on the topic i.e. communication hurdles in distributed teams or the teams working in distributed environment. For the
literature review an approach suggested by the supervisor was used where first different journals database were
searched for specific topic using the keywords. Then the topics shown as the result were skimmed (abstract section) to
see if these were of our interest. Those which were found to be relevant were downloaded and read in full to develop
our understanding on this. So, these were the three steps used for the literature review. Also, referred in the paper “A
Survey of Pakistan’s SQA Practices: a Comparative Study”.

1. Keyword searching in journal database.
2. Paper review by skimming through the abstract section.
3. Detailed study of the paper.

Although we did not use too many journals for the research but following were the two which were mainly used and
had enough material on this topic.

A. Objective

To review the research done on the topic “communication hurdles between distributed teams” using multiple
research papers, develop understanding on the topic, make and conduct a survey based on our own questionnaire,
collect responses and share the findings.

B. Overview

Coordination decrement is the term used by Stephen M. Fiore (2003) which he refers as the invariant of difficulty
arising when all members attempt to work together at their full potential (Steiner 1972). He further adds that we must
acknowledge that coordination decrement may occur to a much larger degree with distributed teams and teams of teams
(Fiore et al. 2001a). In absence of co-location the characteristics associated with interaction the coordination decrement
increases in the distributed teams.

On one hand distributed teams adds value to the organization in meeting the goals team interaction with distributed
teams creates a lot of issues not only with team’s performance but individual performance as well. Co-location provides
visual cues about the team mates action which is not the case in distributed teams.

Stephen M. terms this as Team Opacity i.e. a phenomenon where teams members must deal with an increased level
of abstraction forced upon them by their distributed nature. According to him the awareness of team member actions
decreases due to distribution. It’s actually due to change in data from rich environment to a data lean and cognitive
environment (An environment where formerly perceptual cues are supplanted entirely or interpreted via, for example,
video media).

Another research conducted on communication and coordination in collaborative software development where the
evaluation of the qualitative comments was performed by the authors, their results indicated that communication and
coordination problems can arise if not properly managed among the teams but at the same time, team can also work
effectively despite of lean communication. It stated that members using the lean communication mode are more prone
to problems and can break communication with their team members.

4. Methodology
The methodology we are following for this research is a questionnaire based survey. The results and hypothesis are

given after the responses from public related to the field were gathered. The target audience for this research are usually
the Software quality engineers or either at least anyone from software industry who have been working in a distributed
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environment especially during the covid-19 lockdowns. A questionnaire is provided to each participant of the survey
which is read and answered by the participants as per the experience of them working in distributed teams. The
questionnaire was partially custom and partially adapted from an already published paper.

In the end an opinion based question is also kept to know the end results of them as far as working in distributed
environments is concerned. The results were then collected and analyzed to make sure what the experience of all the
participants is and what they think regarding working in distributed environments.

5. Results

The results are made on the basis of responses gathered from the public after distributing the survey questionnaire.
The results are graphically displayed to show the responses from the people.

We received 111 responses altogether from different people working in different field of work, majority of them
were from the software industry. As shown in fig. 1.

INDUSTRY ID

111 responses
SOFTWARE 109 (98.2%)
news 11(0.9%)

Media 1(0.9%)

Fig.1. Industry of Respondents with Percentages

The responses received for the questions start from fig. 1.2 and go on respectively.

What product do you use for professional communication while working in distributed
teams?

111 responses

@ Skype

@ Microsoft Teams
Zoom

@ Google Mest

@ workplace

@ Workplace

Fig. 2

The first question was related to the product used by individuals for communication purpose while working in
distributed teams. 38.7% of the responders used skype as a tool for communication. 27% used Microsoft teams, 16.2%
of the total responders were using Zoom while 15.3% used Google Meet.

Teams are not available at the same time while working in distributed teams

111 responses

@ Agree
@ Neutral
Disagree

Fig. 3
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The second question was related to time management, which asked the responders that do they think teams are not
available on time? 52.3% agreed to the statement. 29.7% stayed neautral which mean they neither agreed nor disagree,
whereas only 18% disagreed the clause.

It is not possible to talk to the dev on call immediately, QA sessions always take at least 24hrs
while working in distributed teams.

111 responses

@ Agree
@ Meutral
@ Dizagree

Fig. 4

The third statement stated that QA sessions take almost 24 hours due to communication issues with development
team. 57.7% agreed to this statement. 27.9% stayed neautral while 14.4% disagreed.

No previous notice of releases while working in distributed teams.

The fourth statement stated, there was no previous notice of releases. 51.4% agreed to this statement. 22.5% stayed
neautral while 26.1% disagreed.

111 responses

@ Agres
@ Neutral
@ Dizagree

Fig. 5

A team does not know the routine of another while working in distributed teams.

111 responses

@ Agres
@ Meutral
@ Dizagree

Fig. 6

The fifth statement stated, that teams didn’t know routine of other teams. 55.9% agreed to this statement. 21.6%
stayed neautral while 22.5% disagreed
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Lack of prioritization of bugs open by ops while working in distributed teams.
111 responses
@ Agres

@ Neutral
@ Disagree

Fig. 7

The sixth statement stated, bugs opened by ops lacked prioritization. 52.3% agreed to this statement. 33.3% stayed
neautral while 14.4% disagreed

There is no formal communication channel between the teams for feedback while working in

The seventh statement stated, there was no formal communication channel for feedbacks while working dispersely.
46.8% agreed to this statement. 28.8% stayed neautral while 24.3% disagreed

distributed teams.
111 responses
® Agres

@ Meutral
& Disagree

Fig. 8

Dispersed teams are more productive.
111 responses
® Agree

@ Neutral
@ Disagree

Fig. 9
Quality of communication does get affected when it hap-pens over internet rather than face
to face.
110 responses
@ Agree
@ Neutral
@ Dizagree
Fig. 10
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Online communication is more comfortable than physical or face to face communication.

&

110 responses

@ Agree
@ Meutral
Disagree

Fig. 11
Clarity in communication lacks when it occurs over any online channel.
110 responses
@ Agree
30.9% @ Neutral
Disagree
Fig. 12
Responsiveness is a major concern in online communication.
110 responses
@ Aaree
@ Heutral
Disagres
63.6%
Fig. 13

The results revealed that most of the people thought that dispersed or distributed teams are not that effective, while
some of them had a neutral response towards the question which means they had no opinion for that specific question.
Moreover the communication clarity and response towards working face to face was also quite similar that majority of
the reviews said that clarity in communication lacks in online medium.

6. Conclusion

The paper was targeted to highlight the problems faced by individuals while working in distributed environments.
Issue that caused this major shift for all companies to implement working in dispersed teams was the recent pandemic.
We tried focusing on highlighting the communication hurdles the teams usually face while working as dispersed teams.
It could either be a communication between members of a same team or communication with the members of different
units such as dev and SQA teams. Issue that arose while working dispersedly was the dependency on others caused due
to communication gap either due to the mediums available for managing the meetings or because of the quality of
internet available locally. As we focused only on the local scale our survey and its results are also targeted towards the
local audience or the local software industry individuals. As described in the results it is quite visible that most of the
responders were not in favor of working in dispersed teams, the numbers in result show that majority people were
convinced that communication over and online channel is not that much affective. Moreover different other issues were
also highlighted through the survey, a time gap or a time mismatch was also a considerable factor which affects the
performance of teams and the organizations as well, 52.3% of the responders agreed to the point that teams are not
available on same time. As far as SQA is concerned, the bug reporting also gets affected just because of these
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communication hurdles, 57.7% of the responders for the question related to SQA were agreed that it takes almost 24
hours to complete a QA session.

The future work for the research includes other cultural diversities to be discussed for the hurdles in
communication by the teams in distributed environment. The approach for the future work involves targeting the
international community rather than targeting the local software industry.  Although the survey was based on the
hurdles faced in the communications between distributed teams but were more focused on the channels used for the
communications and the problems associated or surfacing due to use of those channels.

During all this we intentionally avoided touching the soft skills and cultural diversities of the distributed teams.
There can be a separate list of issues that may arise (or at least shall be considered) due to the cultural differences
among the distributed teams. The cultural difference topic itself is a quite dynamic in nature and need a separate survey
just to cover the specific issues related to it when it comes to distributed team’s communication.

In the future work related to this survey we can touch the issues arising due to the cultural diversities among the
distributed teams. We may even take specific cultures which are quite far from each other not only geographically but in
customs and traditions as well, say America and Japan.

We have already shortlisted a couple of research papers e.g. “Real-time collaborative editing behavior in USA and
Japanese distributed teams DOI: 10.1145/1978942.1979109” looking at how distributed teams from cultural differences
are collaborating over real time editing tools. E.g. Live Deck. Difference in behavior and attitude of team members were
uncovered using such research papers and we may work on the same patterns.

Further, not only the communication between peers or colleagues from two different cultures shall be considered but
we shall also try to include or consider communications between managers and their sub ordinates where both the
manager and sub ordinate belong to a different culture. Similarly, the survey can also touch the effect of cultural
differences on the outcomes of communication specially when there is a negotiation going on.

To conclude it can be said that working dispersedly is not bad as it allows some flexibility to the workers as well as
to the employers but the only thing affecting is the communication gap caused due to multiple reasons. The gap once
fulfilled could result in a very productive approach.

7. Annexure

Survey Questionnaire: The survey questionnaire was partially adapted as Q2-Q7 were taken from an already
published paper named “Communication challenges and strategies in distributed DevOps”[15]. Rest of the survey
questionnaire consisted of questions that were self-made as per the topic of the research. Following is the compiled
questionnaire that was distributed:

Q1. What product do you use? [14]
o Skype
o Microsoft Teams
e Zoom
¢ Google Meet
o Other

Q2. Teams are not available at the same time [15]
e Agree
o Neutral
e Disagree

Q3. Itis not possible to talk to the dev on call
Immediately, QA sessions always take at least
24hrs [15]

o Agree

o Neutral

e Disagree

Q4. No previous notice of releases [15]
e Agree
o Neutral
e Disagree

Q5. A team does not know the routine of another [15]
o Agree
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o Neutral
o Disagree

Q6. Lack of prioritization of bugs open by ops [15]
e Agree
o Neutral
e Disagree

Q7. There is no formal communication
channel between the teams for feedback [15]
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree

Q8. Dispersed teams are more productive
e Agree
o Neutral
e Disagree

Q9. Quality of communication does get affected when it happens over internet rather than face to face.
e Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree

Q10. Online communication is more comfortable than physical or face to face communication.
e Agree
o Neutral
e Disagree

Q11. Clarity in communication lacks when it occurs over any online channel.
e Agree
o Neutral
e Disagree

Q12. Responsiveness is a major concern in online communication.
e Agree
o Neutral
e Disagree
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