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Seat the team together (?)
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Example - before
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Programmers Testers
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Example - after
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Extra meeting room!Programmers + Testers

If ”us” and ”them” work together every day, then
gradually ”us” and ”them” becomes just ”us”.



Even better
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Team 1 Team 2



Cross-functional colocated team = Magic 
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But what if we 
CAN’T seat the 
team together?



Distributed teams are not a new thing
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So… a pandemic came along...
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Now what?
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What happens when the physical workspace moves?
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Office Home



What do these pictures have in common?
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Screen work doesn’t really require people to be in 
the same physical room
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Screen work doesn’t really require people to be in 
the same physical room
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Video conf
+ Screensharing
(or shared doc)



They kind of ARE in the same room!
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Digital room
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Digital room
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What is the Digital Room? Where is it?
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Common tools:
- Miro (boards, drawings)
- Google drive (docs, presentations)
- Slack (chat)
- GitHub (code)
- Zoom (video conf)

Future:
- VR? AR? Metaverse?

Digital Room = a set of tools and digital workspaces that create the 
feeling of being in the same location and let us work together effectively.



Humans are capable of mentally teleporting to 
another dimension (even without VR...)
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Digitally colocated 
teams



There’s nothing in the agile manifesto that requires 
people to actually be in the same physical room

• Our highest priority is to satisfy the customer through 
early and continuous delivery of valuable software. 

• Welcome changing requirements, even late in  
development. Agile processes harness change for the 
customer's competitive advantage. 

• Deliver working software frequently, from a couple of 
weeks to a couple of months, with a preference to the 
shorter timescale. 

• Business people and developers must work together daily 
throughout the project. 

• Build projects around motivated individuals. Give them the 
environment and support they need, and trust them to get 
the job done. 

• The most efficient and effective method of conveying 
information to and within a development team is face-to-
face conversation.

• Working software is the primary measure of progress. 
• Agile processes promote sustainable development. The 

sponsors, developers, and users should be able to 
maintain a constant pace indefinitely. 

• Continuous attention to technical excellence and good 
design enhances agility. 

• Simplicity--the art of maximizing the amount of work 
not done--is essential. 

• The best architectures, requirements, and designs 
emerge from self-organizing teams. 

• At regular intervals, the team reflects on how  to 
become more effective, then tunes and adjusts its 
behavior accordingly. 
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Physically or 
Digitally!



Teams!
stable, small, cross-functional, self-organizing, co-located
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(physically or digitally)



What about those big wall boards and standups?
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Move everything to the digital room!
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And you can teleport!Multiple digital rooms = Digital office!
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Lounge / Fika

Team A
Team B

Dashboard
Bug bash

Design workshop
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Transcending the 
physical office



Transcending the physical office

Henrik Kniberg



Parallel communication during meetings
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Passive participation
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Normally considered to be bad



You can be invisible!

Passive participation
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(”spectator mode”)

Digital room
Can be great!



You can conjure new rooms!

Temporary digital rooms
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Digital room

Opens up for informal communication!
Chit Chat! Gossip! That’s how we humans bond!



Transcending the limits of physical boards
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• No bad handwriting
• Not limited by physical materials
• Notes can be edited in parallel
• Easily rearrange columns/rows on the board
• People don’t block each other’s view
• Unlimited participants (well, almost)
• Anyone can zoom in or pan around
• No need to negotiate for wall space in the office
• Anyone can attend from anywhere
• Easy to keep backups and history



Mob programming: Easier setup when distributed
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https://medium.com/@tobias.j.froehlich/how-to-setup-your-mob-programming-station-6aec86fc5604

https://blog.altabel.com/2018/10/23/what-is-mob-programming/ https://www.agilealliance.org/resources/experience-reports/mob-programming-agile2014/
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The physical room 
still matters



Your work environent is only as good as your 
physical room and digital room together
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Physical room Digital room

Physical room

Physical room

Physical room



Working from home isn’t the same for everyone
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Trend: coworking spaces
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Be smart about transit
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Office

Office



Be smart about transit
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Office

Office



Be smart about transit
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Office

Office
Coworking
space

Coworking
space



Be smart about transit
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Office

Office
Coworking
space

Coworking
space



Be smart about transit
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Office

Office
Coworking
space

Coworking
space
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Cultural health



Assume positive intent
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Retrospective Prime Directive



Assume positive intent
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I have an idea for a 
new feature

She’s just trying to 
do the best for the 

product

Why does she
keep trying to 

stress us out?!?

I have an idea for a 
new feature

Cool, but I don’t think we 
can fit more features into 

this update 

Easier to do when physically close

Harder to do when distributed

LisaBob

Lisa
Bob

Cool, but I don’t think we 
can fit more features into 

this update 

He’s just trying to 
do the best for 

the product

He hates
my ideas



Counteracting culture rot
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• Create space for informal communication
• Create a feedback culture
• Meet and hangout physically sometimes



Time zones matter more than distance
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Embrace the silliness
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Psychological 
health



How are your teammates?
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Demotivation, Stress, Loneliness, Depression...

Henrik Kniberg

Physically colocated = Easier to notice Distributed = Harder to notice



Counteracting psychological health problems
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• Create space for informal communication
• Create a feedback culture
• Meet and hangout physically sometimes

• Acknowledge the problem
• Frequent 1 on 1s
• Don’t overwork (and turn off notifications!)
• Surveys 

• Ex: Confidence check, Stress check
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Leadership



WTF! You guys are 
building a BRIDGE?
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Suboptimization
WTF! You guys are 

building a TUNNEL?



Common reaction
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Someone needs to 
take charge!



Alignment & Autonomy
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Alignment

Do what 
I say!

Autonomy

Do 
whatever

False dichotomy



Alignment enables Autonomy
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High
Alignment

High Autonomy

Build a 
bridge!

Micromanaging
organization
Indifferent
culture

Entrepreneurial
organization
Chaotic
culture

Authoritative
organization
Conformist
culture

Innovative
organization
Collaborative
culture

We need to 
cross the river

Figure out how!
We need to 

cross the river

Low
Alignment

Low Autonomy

Hope someone is 
working on the 
river problem…

Aligned Autonomy!



Leader’s job:
Explain what problem needs to be solved.
And Why.

Henrik Kniberg



00:49

Hybrid is hard!



Hybrid is hard!
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Fully colocated
Everyone one is in the same (physical) room

Fully distributed
Everyone one is in the same (digital) room

Hybrid
Everyone isn’t in the same room!



People in the same location have richer communication
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How to handle this ”unfair” difference?

Option A: Don’t do hybrid
Option B: Try to remove the unfair advantage
Option C: Accept & leverage the difference



Broken hybrid
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Your prototype gave 
me a really cool 
idea! We could... Stop! We can’t 

talk about that 
here!

Jim is working 
from home, he 

would miss out. 
Save it for the 
digital standup 

instead.

How to handle this ”unfair” difference?

Option A: Don’t do hybrid
Option B: Try to remove the unfair advantage
Option C: Accept & leverage the difference
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Wrapup



Wrapup
Are distributed teams the new normal?

Yes, distributed & hybrid 
teams are the new normal
(you can’t put the genie back into the bottle)

Companies that are good 
at this have a huge 

competitive advantage
Distributed teams can 

work really well, with the 
right leadership and tools

Henrik Kniberg, 2022-11-23

Respect and 
counteract the 

downsides
Especially cultural health 
and psychological healthHybrid is hard

But we’ll probably figure it out 
some day...


