
FOR REMOTE-FIRST STARTUPS

Building
Team Culture

https://cadencework.com/


This e-book aims to kickstart a conversation - that should have 
started months ago - about how startups and teams can create 
highly effective remote cultures. It’ll cover the key challenges, the 
drivers of an effective workplace culture, and how you can create 
successful programs and activities to address them.

WELCOME



21

15

12

9

7

4

CONCLUSION

IDEAS AND EXAMPLES

DRIVING ENGAGEMENT

THE CHALLENGES

THE NEW NORM

INTRODUCTION

6.

5.

4.

3.

2.

1.

C
O

N
TE

N
TS



If you work at a startup, you know that hiring 
is hard. Startup leaders, like Sam Altman and 
YCombinator, advise founders to spend between 
one-third to one-half of their time hiring. 1 

Yet startups don’t talk nearly enough about 
how to retain and keep the top employees 
they hire.

INTRODUCTION
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https://blog.samaltman.com/how-to-hire


More than 19 million US workers 
have quit their jobs since April 
2021. 2 This “Great Resignation” has 
coincided with the explosion of 
remote work, particularly among 
knowledge workers. 

But the amount of remote work 
opportunities, especially in startups, 
is not decreasing. In fact, quite the 
opposite! Most startups today offer 
some form of remote work. As just 
one example, Remotive.io saw a 
450% increase in the number of 
companies hiring remotely, from 
just 2,500 companies in 2020 to over 
14,000 companies (and counting!) 
in 2022. 3

Given these statistics, startups 
should place a higher premium on 
building strong company cultures.

The Great
Opportunity
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https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/great-attrition-or-great-attraction-the-choice-is-yours
https://blog.remotive.io/companies-hiring-remotely/


A company’s culture 
is the foundation for 
future innovation. An 
entrepreneur's job is to 
build the foundation.

CEO of Airbnb

BRIAN CHESKY

Company culture is a shared set of behaviors and beliefs 
among a team that guide how teammates work together.

The best company cultures provide a foundation for innovation and 
excellence. Cultivating a strong culture is the most important and impactful 
work you'll do as a People Leader.

In a remote world, building company culture is even more important. Physical 
offices are often used as shortcuts to team culture (think: ping pong tables 
or free lunch). But you don't need an office to build a strong culture. In fact, 
if done right, your remote team culture can be even stronger because you'll 
have been extra thoughtful to who you hire and the environment you build. 
We'll provide more tips and insights about how to do this below.

WHAT IS
COMPANY
CULTURE?
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THE 
NEW
NORM

Building a strong culture should be a 
top priority for every remote startup.

In this section, we’ll detail how remote startups can - and should! - 
leverage their unique characteristics to build exceptional cultures.

Employees join early stage startups because they’re motivated by 
its strong vision and founding team. For remote startups, this is 
even more true. Without a shared physical space, your company’s 
shared mission, values, and vision are what unite your team and 
bring them together. 

Use this knowledge to your advantage by investing in bonding 
activities for your team to create long-lasting bonds. After all, your 
early team has a lot in common: most obviously, they all have a 
much higher appetite for risk, since they’ve given up the stability 
and benefits of a larger company. 
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Having 
your video 
on totally 
changes the 
tone of a 
meeting and 
is critical for a 
startup.

“

team’s interests when building 
your culture and creating 
opportunities for folks to bond. 
That could look like sending a 
team survey and having each 
team member fill out their 
hobbies and interests. That could 
also look like having each team 
member volunteer to lead a 
different team activity and give 
them an opportunity to share their 
interests with everyone else. The 
opportunities are endless!

Earlier stage startups also have 
flat(ter) hierarchies than larger 
companies. This creates much 
more visibility across your startup 
and makes cross-team bonding 
much easier. Lean into this fact 
and invest in your cross-team 
relationships by creating both 
organic and manufactured 
ways for these folks to build and 
strengthen relationships with one 
another.

Finally, because earlier-stage 
remote startups are smaller, you 
can be more inclusive of your 

CEO of Hive
JOHN FURNEAUX
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CHALLENGE 1: TIMEZONES

Working with multiple time zones for globally distributed teams can be a 
nightmare. When it’s hard to find a convenient time for team members to 
gather, chat, and build relationships, communication and team culture suffers. 

This is because humans build trust via face-to-face communication. Research 
has shown that new team members build stronger relationships and collaborate 
better when they can see each other. 4

Many globally distributed startups forgo team meetings for asynchronous 
conversations via tools like Slack. This (if done well) can be great for getting 
work done, but terrible for building team relationships and culture. Ultimately, 
teammates need to see each other to build relationships and trust.

Startups are a grind. In addition to all the challenges of a “regular” startup – 
the uncertainty, long hours, hard work, and high stress levels - remote teams 
face other challenges. In this section, we’ll detail the top 3 challenges remote 
startups face when building team culture.

CHALLENGES 
OF BUILDING 
A STRONG 
REMOTE 
TEAM 
CULTURE
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https://blog.remotive.io/companies-hiring-remotely/


CHALLENGE 2: LACK OF A SHARED PHYSICAL SPACE

The lack of a shared physical space creates difficult constraints when it comes 
to culture-building. The obvious one is that it’s much more difficult to make 
virtual hangouts fun and engaging. Throwing your team together on a large 
group call just doesn’t work, and the low attendance numbers on recurring 
Zoom lunches or Zoom happy hours prove that. 

Virtual hangouts are also more difficult to organize. In a physical office, because 
team members can see each other, spontaneous gatherings and word-of-
mouth events are popular. For example, a colleague may see two other people 
playing a fun board game in the kitchen, and decide to join. 

This can’t happen remotely because you can’t see your team all the time. Your 
team events must be planned ahead of time, and you should take extra care 
to send more calendar invitations, email reminders, and messages so folks are 
aware. 
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CHALLENGE 3: LACK OF 
SHARED CONTEXT

In a remote startup, face-to-face 
meetings and communication typically 
only happens between members of the 
same team. Without spontaneous run-
ins between random colleagues, most 
team members talk to those they work 
most closely with. 

This lack of shared context reduces 
the trust and visibility they have about 
other teams. It’s often more difficult for 
them to see how their individual work 
impacts the greater organization’s 
mission and goals. As a result, they feel 
more disconnected and disengaged 
from their work. 

Continue reading to learn how 
driving employee engagement helps 
overcome these challenges.
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What Drives Employee Engagement?

Understanding the drivers of employee engagement allows you to cultivate an 
environment that empowers those behaviors. In this section, we’ll examine the 
top 3 drivers of remote employee engagement, along with a pro-tip to help you 
best create a thriving remote culture. 

Has a sense of belonging in the workplace

Is aware of how their work impacts the 
company

Trusts that their colleagues will help and 
support them when needed

You cannot have a strong team culture 
without engaged employees. An 
engaged employee is someone who: 

DRIVING
ENGAGEMENT
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Measure what matters.PRO TIP

COLLEAGUES

In a work environment built on trust, employees are likely to take more risks 
and think outside the box. They’re more comfortable with asking for help and 
admitting when they don’t know something. But trust is difficult to build in a 
remote setting because of the lack of face to face time. 

“Trust is absolutely essential for human survival… Until we feel that we can rely 
completely on the person to the left of us or the person to the right of us, we 
can't really achieve anything great.” – Simon Sinek, British-American author 
and optimist

WORK/MANAGERS

It’s important for employees to find personal meaning in their work and 
understand how their work impacts the company’s mission. 

From monthly revenue to daily active users, startups use lots of metrics to 
measure success. But they often get so caught up in these metrics that they 
forget to measure the success of their most valuable asset: their people.

While there isn’t a universally accepted metric for employee happiness, the best 
remote teams usually track a few things. First, they track employee happiness 
scores through pulse surveys. This can be done more officially through 
performance review tools like Lattice, or unofficially through 1:1 meetings, or 
even end-of-week Slack check-ins with teammates.

Another idea is to measure team attendance at remote social events. Tracking 
attendance sounds taboo, but here it’s not because you’re not penalizing anyone 
for not attending. Instead, you’re keeping tabs on how connected an employee 
feels to their team. If they consistently miss out on team events, something 
bigger may be going on that warrants a check-in. Sometimes, all we need is 
someone else to ask us how things are going. 
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of Actively Engaged employees feel that their 
job contributes to society, versus 44.6% of 
Actively Disengaged employees. 592%

Have managers actively tie the importance of each 
individual’s work to the company’s greater goals PRO TIP

When someone feels like their work is meaningless or not impactful, they 
tend to disengage and “check out”. This responsibility lies with an employee’s 
manager. Great managers foster a sense of belonging in the workplace. They 
tie each individual’s work to the bigger picture. In a remote setting, they’re 
observant and adept at reading between the lines to gauge their employee’s 
engagement and wellness.

Your managers should be proactive about reminding their team about the 
company’s greater goals and how their work contributes. You can never do this 
too much. Add a “why it’s important” paragraph to each product spec. Actively 
mention the importance in project meetings, retrospectives, and 1:1s.
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https://bonus.ly/employee-engagement-guide/what-is-employee-engagement


of people in the 
workforce in August 
2021 intend to look 
for a new job in the 
next 12 months. 6

55%

Be Proactive With Employee Engagement

As a startup, employee turnover may not be a pressing issue right now. 
However, as startups grow, distinguishing between engaged and disengaged 
remote employees becomes a much harder task. And it will benefit you in the 
long run if you take a proactive approach to employee engagement. Proactive 
engagement is the only genuine form of engagement.

Below, we give some of our favorite virtual team-building activities. We 
recommend hosting one at least once a month - and bi-weekly if you can. 

For startups, engaging your employees 
should be a priority from day one.

Employee engagement is not a “one and 
done” solution. Rather, it’s a continuous 
process that you should always refine and 
improve.

ENGAGEMENT IDEAS
AND EXAMPLES
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https://hbr.org/2021/10/how-companies-can-improve-employee-engagement-right-now


Custom Team Trivia is all about your company and the 
people that make it great.. ok fine, and the occasional 
pop culture question for all the Taylor Swift fans out there. 
But, mostly about your people!

CUSTOM
TEAM
TRIVIA

16B U I L D I N G  T E A M  C U L T U R E



We'll take care of all the research, design, 
and scheduling needed. All you have to 
do is show up!

Let Cadence plan and host
your next game of Trivia!

View Event

Customize! Use the 
info you gathered 
and curate a set of 
questions to use 
in your team trivia 
event.

At the end of each 
round, everyone will 
regroup and the host 
will walk through the 
correct answers and 
tally up the score. 
Easy peasy!

3

6

Send out a poll to 
your team members 
to collect this info. 
(Typeform or Google 
Forms are great 
options) 

Every team will have 
three 8-minute 
rounds to deliberate 
over a set of tailored 
questions in their 
own Zoom breakout 
rooms

2

5

Gather information 
about your team. 
Things like place 
of birth, language, 
cuisine, art, literature, 
music, etc.

Schedule a time 
to host your trivia 
event, invite your 
team, and on the day 
of the event, break 
your group up into 
teams of 3-5 people

1

4

How to play Custom Team Trivia:
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https://connect.cadencework.com/event/tr


We’ve all done scavenger hunts in real life, but how about 
virtually? This is a simple idea that can be really fun when 
executed well. As a fun side benefit, it gets your team up 
and out of their chairs - much needed during long days of 
working remotely and sitting at a desk! 

VIRTUAL
SCAVENGER
HUNT
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Theme your scavenger hunt for the holidays by 
adding in festive items for your team to search for!PRO TIP

Send people the 
prompt, and have 
them take 1-2 
minutes to search for 
an appropriate item! 

At the end, whoever 
can find the most 
items from your list 
“wins”! 

3

6

Choose examples 
like “a red appliance 
that can fit in your 
hand” or “an object 
that means a lot to 
you”. 

For bigger groups, 
you should consider 
splitting folks off into 
breakout rooms for 
this portion. 

2

5

Create a list of fun 
household items 
that people might 
have fun looking for.

Then have everyone 
come back and 
share a few words 
about what they 
chose and why.

1

4

How to pull off a Virtual Scavenger Hunt:
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Arrange a DEI 
lunch & learn
Invite employees to a 
scheduled call with one 
tasty instruction: prepare 
and bring a dish that 
holds some sort of cultural 
meaning for you and 
explain why this dish is 
a significant part of your 
culture!

Host a game of
DEI Trivia
As fun as movies and pop 
culture are, trivia themes 
can be great learning 
moments as well! Test 
your team's knowledge of 
DEI terms (appropriation, 
tokenism, and insitutional 
racism are just a few), 
literature, arts, and history.

Start a DEI
Book Club
A book club is a great 
way to introduce your 
employees to important 
DEI topics. Choose a book 
that your team will read 
together and have team 
members discuss what 
they’ve learned from the 
book.

DEI IDEAS
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You should approach building a strong remote culture with the 

same mindset for building the startup itself: 

Talk to your team and iterate

It's important for Founders and other People Leaders to set 
high expectations for their People Leaders to make culture a 
priority from the start. Always experiment with new approaches 
that strengthen the connections between your employees and 
constantly iterate on those approaches using feedback from the 
employees themselves.

When people are connected and trust those around them, 
they're more productive, they feel a sense of belonging, and they 
never want to leave. So, get the company culture thing right and 
the employees become your company's competitve advantage.

CONCLUSION
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Website : www.cadencework.com
Email : melissa@cadencework.com

THANK
YOU!

https://twitter.com/cadenceconnect
https://www.linkedin.com/company/cadence-work
https://cadencework.com/

