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ASYNCHRONOUS COMMUNICATION 

Understanding the necessity in distributed environments and potential 
asynchronous strategies. 

If organisations intend to build sustainable distributed working cultures, asynchronous options 
need to be considered. Not only are online meetings more fatiguing, but some of the primary 
benefits of distributed working are disrupted by meetings: flexibility and productivity.  

Consider these two scenarios: 

SCENARIO 1: The company that chooses to go fully remote 

For those companies choosing a fully remote option, having access to a global talent pool 
is an immense competitive advantage. However, if employees at vastly different timezones 
consistently sacrifice personal time to attend meetings at odd hours, the strategy becomes 
somewhat brittle as retention proves challenging. While the sacrifice is possible in the 
short term, expecting individuals to consistently compromise does not scale. 

SCENARIO 2: The organisation that attempts the best of both worlds 

Many companies are exploring hybrid options, with possibilities being to work at various 
“hubs” or mandated “collocation” days a week. This often means that many people are 
located in similar time zones which overcomes one of the main challenges of remote 
meetings. But what of flexibility and productivity?  

Many companies turn to remote friendly options to give their employees greater flexibility, 
while also reaping the rewards of increased productivity with less interruptions from the 
typical office environment. Having to be online for back to back meetings inhibits both 
productivity and flexibility. What then remains the value of remote working? No doubt there 
will be some value, but the ultimate potential is held back. 



 

 

INTRODUCING ASYNCHRONOUS COMMUNICATION 

Synchronous communication happens real time, for example a meeting or a phone call. 
Asynchronous communication on the other hand is more like that ongoing message thread 
you have with a friend, there is no expectation of an immediate reply. This kind of 
communication holds a lot of potential for distributed organisations for many reasons: 

1. Making the invisible explicit: without the benefit of collocation and having 
immediate access to our colleagues, distributed organisations rely more heavily on 
good documentation. For example, how does a new employee come to understand 
the culture when they cannot see or feel it around them. Documentation that explains 
“How we do things around here” can be incredibly powerful in building and 
maintaining shared context. 

2. Living documentation: if documentation is not a part of the culture and not used 
frequently, it easily becomes stale and outdated. However, if the culture is to 
document conversations, procedures and all relevant information, documentation 
becomes a core piece of the culture and everyone takes ownership for keeping it 
updated and relevant. 

3. Deeper thinking and conversation: have you ever walked away from a meeting 
realising you forgot an important point? Often meetings just scratch the surface of 
topics, especially when there is limited time. Asynchronous options provide a way for 
groups to unpack a topic over time. 

4. Focus and productivity: asynchronous options can be scheduled on an individual 
basis. Different people can set aside different times to work on the conversation when 
it suits them, when they are not in deep focus work. 

It’s very important to note that we don’t advise an overnight switch to asynchronous 
communication, but rather a gradual transition. It helps to experiment and explore ways to 
introduce more asynchronous methods over time. Tooling setup is possibly the one topic 
which may need more of an upfront investment and planning, as many traditional tools are 
not adequate to sustain an comprehensive asynchronous culture.



 

HOW TO GET STARTED WITH ASYNCHRONOUS COMMUNICATION 

A template to get you started. Here are some important considerations: 

1. Choose a tool  

To begin a discussion asynchronously, you will need a tool that enables: 

○ Real time collaboration 

○ Commenting and suggesting 

○ Auto-saving and version history 

○ Security and privacy 

2. Purpose - How can you make it clear and explicit what you are hoping to achieve with 
this “discussion”? 

3. Method - How will people know what is expected of them? Briefly explain if certain 
commenting features are to be used, or if there is a certain protocol for adding 
information. 

4. Timebox - Given that most people are really busy, creating a timebox for the 
discussion will help manage expectations and give the discussion priority. 

5. Facilitate via text - just as you would in person, you can nudge the conversation 
along, help spark connections, ask questions and draw out participants to hear more 
voices. Just because it’s happening via text does not mean it’s not facilitation.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1jx4T7bCp7DTgFvar5TdpIAPS0VJrtGovxdVfUngMo9A/edit?usp=sharing

