
TEAM LEADER AND INTERNATIONAL PROJECTS 
 
Maybe this is your first role as a Team Leader and your team is virtual, international. Or 
maybe you already were a Team Leader, but this is your first international team? This 
document may be helpful to you as you reflect on what you may need to do specifically to 
help your team succeed.  
 

1. Critical Skills for Supervising International Project teams  

 Patience – with time zone differences and different priority-setting by others 
you need to be patient, but also very specific on what you need and “how” 
you need people to respond to what you consider high priorities. 

 Organized – you need to schedule your team and individual meetings and 
ensure you are on top of all the activities that need to take place to meet 
key project milestones and deadlines. Plan your day, your weeks, your 
months to ensure you have the latest information and can anticipate what 
needs to happen next. 

 Ability to set and manage priorities – are you clear on which activities are 
higher priorities than others if you are to meet the team’s key deadlines and 
milestones?  

 Very knowledgeable of their technical areas.  Know and understand all the 
different parts of the project and how long it will take to do each activity.  

 Follow up – you have to relentlessly follow-up on promises you made to 
others with regards to decisions to communicate, approvals to share, 
documents to share etc. 

 Ability to take pressure.  Work well under pressure and do not pass on your 
own anxieties and frustration to your international team.  

 Understand, appreciate and be willing and able to flex in your interpersonal 
and leadership style while working with others who are different from you – 
culturally, functionally and in other ways. 

 Take ownership – the project is your responsibility; you are accountable. It is 
up to you to make sure your team is organized, informed, resourced, 
supported and willing and able to succeed in activities required for a 
successful project completion.  

 Effective communicator – it is not enough to show that you emailed or 
shared information with someone or some people. The question you need 
to ask is… did they understand and correctly interpret it? Which questions 
should you ask to ensure others interpreted your messages correctly and are 
acting accordingly?  

 Listens well – it is common to listen mainly to what you want to hear. As a 
team leader for an international project you need to listen to everything. 
The diversity of your team means that not every team member may be 
communicating bad news effectively. It is up to you and your leadership to 
ascertain the true status of activities and issues that team members are 
facing.  

 Contagious confidence – your confidence in the team’s ability to successfully 
complete the assigned project and/or tasks has to be visible and clear to 
others. They should be able to contact you to reassure them when they have 



doubts. And they should know that you will listen without judgment when 
they share concerns or obstacles to success. 

 Open to new ideas – you should be willing and able to let the ideas and 
suggestions from others into your thinking and onto the project. If you could 
do the project alone, you would never have had the team to work with. 
Listen to suggestions and be flexible to make small changes to 
accommodate good ideas to improve the project.  

 
2. Setting Goals and Expectations 

 Be clear and detailed in describing what is expected on the project and 
specifically per person. 

 Set the ground rules for how you are going to work together i.e. how you 
will communicate, when and how often.  Your availability – can they call you 
or e-mail you when at home and for what kinds of questions should they 
contact you regardless of the time at your time zone? 

 What procedures will be used to review progress on the project, KPIs etc.? 

 Know and understand the scope of the project and understand what the 
activities are that should be completed by remote team members.   

 Make sure each team member is clear on expectations, activity plan(s), key 
project documents.   

 
3. Giving Feedback and Coaching 

 Give clear and specific feedback on work completed.  What was done 
correctly, What reviews/corrections need to be done, What is the time 
frame for completion? 

 Ask non-threatening questions and bear in mind that your words and 
questions may be interpreted differently by non-native English speakers. 

 Ask simple questions that team members they can easily understand and 
interpret. 

 Look at the work being produced in real-time (as much as possible) and give 
immediate feedback when someone seems to be off-target with 
items/documents being produced.   

 Don’t wait to clear up misunderstandings or frustrations. Resolve conflict as 
soon as it starts to avoid escalations and negative impacts to the project. 

 Address areas where things appear to be unclear immediately  
 

4. Team  

 Find out about your team.  Be aware of the strengths and development 
needs of each member on your team. It is up to you to manage all of their 
efforts and you need to know if there are areas where a team member may 
need some extra coaching and support. For example, if one team member is 
not good with details, but brilliant at creating new ideas and solutions you 
may need to ensure that an extra check is performed before the work of 
that team member is shared with others.  

 When you are able to hire your own team members – be sure to hire for the 
right skills and the right mindset. The more your team members needs to 



interact with customers or vendors the more important it becomes that you 
hire someone with the right level of “people-smarts” or EQ. 

 Prepare everyone to work on the team. Spend time explaining the project, 
the overall objective, the key milestones and budgetary concerns and 
working relationships within the team and with other groups. 

 Have a face-to-face project kick-off meeting and ensure that all people 
joining the team at later stages receive a briefing on the key agreements and 
decisions discussed at the kick-off meeting.  

 Establish good one-to-one relationships on the team and schedule regular 
times to review progress and activities of key project team members.  

 
5. Communication 

 When explaining a complicated topic, go into very detailed specifics.  Do a 
demonstration if it relates to a very specific procedure to be followed. After 
the explanation, ask the team member to review it back to you and listen 
intently.  Make corrections to the message as understood.  

 Ensure there is easy access for all team members to all specific and relevant 
examples, templates, procedures, protocols, forms and any other important 
project information.  

 When dealing with an internationally dispersed team, you need to use more 
than one way to communicate. Look for opportunities to get face-to-face. 
Do not underestimate the importance of being able to look someone in the 
eye when you establish trust and report and share important messages. 
Phone calls, skype (or video conference), webex tools, emails are other 
options. It is important to make use of the various options offered by 
technology to communicate one-to-one or in groups. Note: Be aware of time 
zones when you set up conference calls. If it is unavoidable that some team 
members are inconvenienced when having a team call (late at night, early in 
the morning) be sure to alternate the timing of calls so that the 
inconvenience is also sometimes felt by other team members – not always 
the same few.  

 If any team members do not have English as their native tongue, 
communicate slowly, succinctly, avoid any local expressions or complicated 
sentence structures. Be aware of how your own accent may be tough for 
others to follow. Send the key messages in an email so that those who were 
not clear on everything you may have said can catch up by reading it. 

 Talk at least once a week to each key team member or direct report.  Do not 
only ask if everything is okay. Be specific with your questions and 
suggestions. 

 Never assume anything you say is clear and understood. 

 Communicate the what, when and how of the work.  Keep everyone on 
track.  If they were all at the same location, you could have dropped by to 
talk to your team members and would have easily spotted if someone was 
working on the wrong priority.  When you are not at the same location, you 
have to constantly communicate and check-in with team members to ensure 
everyone is working towards the same goals and priorities.   

 
 



6. Establishing a Good Start  

 A good start is critical.  Take time to get organized and understand the scope 
of the project. Talk to all stakeholders to also gather any information that 
may not have been written down – critical interfaces, important drivers for 
the project, links to other on-going projects etc. 

 Develop your project plan and get prepared for the first discussion with the 
team. This is best done in person to ensure the team has a great start: 
mutual trust, respect and understanding of the project requirements.  

 Establish your project budget early and monitor costs closely on a monthly 
(or weekly if appropriate) basis. Communicate with any team member who 
is exceeding budgets in commitments and overtime to keep your project 
without the agreed budget.  

 Spend time planning your project kick-off meeting. It sets the stage for your 
project.  

 
 

 
 


