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            * I struck a deal with her a long time ago that I had to include this exact dedication in my first published work. I’m too proud not to do it and too cowardly not to do it without this disclaimer.
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            Introduction

         

         I decided to write this book because, having driven organisational change from the inside for many years, my work as a consultant and coach helped me to realise that many business leaders dedicated to the idea of a better future of work were struggling to know how to drive those changes themselves. It was clear that many people share a passion for more human-centric approaches to creating and transforming organisations and a belief that the future of work would inevitably include a move towards a more human-centric philosophy.

         Many leaders are so overwhelmed with the work of today and the choices of tomorrow they fall back into old patterns. These patterns are inherited from their predecessors in many instances, who often inherited them from their predecessors. The rules, many of which were unwritten, came from predominantly Western, patriarchal, paper-based, slow communication ways of thinking. How could we reinvent work? How could we reinvent ourselves? What more could we achieve if we could shed our post-industrial skins? Asking these questions could open up never-before-considered possibilities about how we work and lead. Sounds exciting, doesn’t it? Overwhelmed leaders barely have enough time to ask the big questions, let alone come up with big answers.

         Seeking out new ways of working can be a scary prospect. But this fear can be relieved by the approaches outlined in this book. What follows considers the logic of what makes people productive, and occasionally ends up somewhere fantastic, although entirely within reach for most organisations.

         From the community of those dedicated to trying new things, plus my own research, has arisen collective wisdom and several ways forward in many disciplines. However, working within the future of work arena remains challenging for two reasons:

         
	The future is tough to predict, and futurists can be those who we go to for entertainment and a meagre ‘hit rate’.

            	Human-centric also means very idiosyncratic by its nature. Each company gets to design itself, and each employee gets to design their own work. Technology is the driving force, and it has created so many options it’s hard to keep up.

         

I will take the approach of identifying the challenges and sharing what some of the pioneers in these areas are doing. This includes the companies themselves or the providers who are creating the opportunity for transformation through innovative technology. It’s a dynamic space and I hope you will be as excited as I am.

         Of course, 2020 issued its own challenges, and I write this after the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on company structures are evident but still emerging and not fully understood. Millions of people began working from home (WFH) and forced thousands of organisations to embrace this. It wasn’t planned as remote work, but it was enough to prove it can be done. Many organisations reported an increase in productivity rather than a drop, although the cost to individual mental health was high for many. Everything became accelerated: divorce, birth, hiring, firing, and even talking to relatives halfway across the world became more routine.

         The biggest WFH experiment of all time proved it could be done and encouraged video conferencing companies such as Zoom, Microsoft and BlueJeans to innovate rapidly. They moved their investment plans away from the meeting room integrations of the hybrid workforce to support the rapid rollout of individual engagement functionality and platform stability. Those that scaled saw their adoption skyrocket, and those that didn’t were left behind. It’s hard to know who really won, but as an independently traded company, Zoom saw its stock double from the beginning of the pandemic and became synonymous with virtual meetings – people citing ‘Zoom Fatigue’ irrespective of which platform they are on.

         The challenge presented by the events of 2020 that required WFH for information workers was immediate, necessary and painful. The practice was previously tested in the loosest sense, but here it was under extraordinary circumstances, namely:

         
	Huge restrictions on choice and freedoms

            	Inadequate time for the individuals to prepare

            	Traditional companies not suited to remote work being unable to offer enough support quickly

            	Widespread grief at losing loved ones or being cut off from them

            	Often combined with homeschooling without the chance to prepare

         

The result was that many people suffered from depression and anxiety. Some of the worst set-ups could see lone parents, in small accommodations with limited outside space, homeschooling and taking video calls in their bedroom. It widened and worsened inequalities. In the office, perceived inequality had been closing, except for long job titles, expensive clothes and parking spaces. The tech CEOs of Silicon Valley showed us the boss could sit amongst everyone else, especially in the start-up. But now, the illusion of equality had dissipated again, with some people calling in from the perfectly equipped, well-lit, separate home office while others preferred their cameras off. There was the now quite famous case of the actor who auditioned from his flat on a video conference (a flat I thought looked quite nice) and, with the microphone not properly muted, heard the casting panel remarking on how pathetic his accommodation looked.

         What was missed in the scrabble for something that worked was the consideration of the human beings who scattered from the protection of the ‘place’ of work the barrier-less seclusion of a work/home set up that felt more like a prison than the actual four walls where work was done. The companies that did the best with these dramatic changes had the wellbeing of their teams guiding every decision rather than the availability of their systems being the key measure of success. We have started to see the impact of the Great Resignation (although we will discuss why that is a misnomer) and how the expectations of employers have changed as evidence that being human-centric is now a clear competitive advantage, at least in the talent stakes, if not the wider macroeconomic system.

         This book will take time to explore the further impact of the normalisation of remote working. The gateways that it opens to globalisation even for smaller companies and asynchronous collaboration and innovation. Every aspect of work changes, just a little bit, if some or all of the team works remotely. I can have more choices about my environment. I can have my lunch break with my next-door neighbour (that’s not compulsory, of course). I can set up a base more easily anywhere. I can extend my vacation and work from a beach. I can visit a manufacturing plant in China and still meet with my customer in the US (although it might be a long day). The possibilities will continue to unfold for years to come, and the opportunities to make work more individual and more human are greater than they have ever been.

         2020 also saw a resurgence in attention on diversity and inclusion, particularly in the arena of race. It feels strange to say that diversity is part of the future of work when it is clearly ingrained in the past, present and future of not just work but everything. Putting it in the ‘way forward’ box seems somewhat reductionist. But one change I have seen is the need to demonstrate consideration and consultation in all new initiatives. In other words, when organisations tackle inclusion sincerely, it isn’t just about big, visible, diversity initiatives. It’s now about how what we do affects everyone all the time. Systems and processes designed by and for the majority will disadvantage the minority and keep the power where it is. This book will reflect that in earnest. Without looking directly at diversity, rest assured it is a core consideration of everything we discuss. We can’t and shouldn’t build a future of work that doesn’t involve everyone. Being human-centric means being more accommodating and understanding to our humanity and including all of humanity.

         This book will also tackle the sometimes-thorny issue of change. Change theory has been heavily influenced by a staged model (unfreeze–change–refreeze), which has surprisingly scant evidence to support it. It also made up the word ‘unfreeze’ when ‘thaw’ worked perfectly well! Ever since, change approaches have focused on creating chronological plans that oversimplify the frustrating complexity of change. Thankfully I have had the good fortune to work with leaders and consultants willing to challenge the accepted wisdom around change and embrace something new.

         In my own business Woden Consulting, which I started while still working full-time in leadership development and learning, I focus on the role of ancient or at least very old knowledge. I work at the intersection of the latest developments in psychology and sociology and almost philosophical or at least pre-Enlightenment learnings on what it means to be an effective human. I‘m particularly interested in understanding what ‘wisdom’ actually is and had one of the first published journal papers on the topic of Organisational Wisdom.

         Change, and particularly humans in change, is often treated as a problem. But the complexity of change challenges us to think more of them as systems in which leaders and people, in general, are integral and not separate.

         As well as tackling change as a process and its need to evolve, the value of understanding change is integral to a human-centric future. After all, any leader looking to move their company forward is an agent of change.

         Change and transformation are natural and always have been, even if they are not always voluntary. The caterpillar transforms into the butterfly but not before becoming a gooey mess inside a chrysalis. The challenge for today’s leaders is to look beyond the neatness of ‘caterpillar to butterfly’ and instead embrace the goo. It isn’t very poetic, but it is realistic.

         Unfortunately, there is an element of truth to human-being change resistance. The human brain is simultaneously blind to change in its environment (unless looking directly at it) and yet has a well-cultivated fear response to change perceived as ‘done to’ it. We will use this ttobuild more consultative and dynamic change. Agile project management is partly successful because it creates an atmosphere where surprises are minimised and perfection isn’t a goal – two things that can create blockers to change in the people going through change and the change champion respectively. We can extend these lessons and scale the approach to larger change projects and make them more human-centric, not out of moral obligation but out of practical necessity.

         Change is one of the most important topics to consider, and hence it is one of the longest chapters for two key reasons. The first is that if you are interested in transforming your organisation to be more human-centric and embrace new ways of working, you will inevitably be involved in change. If you take an old-fashioned approach to change while trying to instigate a new culture or climate in your organisation, it will be like walking uphill on shale: you might make some progress only to slip back down again. The second is that change in organisations, policy-making and almost any scale initiative has been decidedly un-human; in some instances I would even go as far as to say inhumane. To address the inequalities in how this is approached, we must rip it up from the root. Making change human-centric is as big a leadership challenge as it comes.

         One of my favourite subjects is leadership, and I have enjoyed exploring the idea creatively in this book. I must be a glutton for punishment as it’s as messy and contentious as a subject gets. Sometimes even controversial – I have lost track of the number of times someone asks ‘Was Hitler a good leader?’ (the answer, by the way, is a definitive ‘no’, but I appreciate the debate). Leadership continues to be an aspirational state for many executives, and honestly my view is that the constant striving to develop is part of being a leader. Sorry. Leadership books and gurus can help to some extent. Still, the data they use is often drawn from mostly English-speaking companies, almost all from older male leaders, and almost all from leaders’ biased testimonies.

         In leadership, we will go back to basics. There is no magic wand, and there is a lot of hard work. The good news is that if we strip back complex competency models, and look beyond the charismatic ne’er-do-wells, examples of good leadership are all around us. This book will help to extrapolate this learning for the future of leadership.

         It is also probably worth taking some time to distinguish what I mean by human-centric, which I am trying to embody in the book itself. The principles I have applied to how I have written it – accessible, flexible, practical and allowing for individuality – are also what I condone across the various topics of this book. Moreover, each subject will ask, ‘If we put the effective function of all humans in the middle of this, what would it look like?’ This is not radical. After all, we have all probably come across the idea of human-centric design, particularly concerning technology. This use of the technology lens helps us understand why now is the time to discuss this. While human-centric design could have always been a recognised concept, it was for many years in business self-evident. There was no point in creating a hammer or weaving machine that didn’t have the human in mind; it would have resulted in something that spread sickness and injury and, more importantly for the owners of that machinery, inefficiency. The technology then exploded, and the capabilities of that technology, particularly in the digital age, could leave the human behind. Who cares if the language of the computer was obscure and impenetrable to the average person? All you needed was a technician to write the correct commands and it could do the work of 100 people. We are now in the ‘i’ revolution: the technology of the iPhone and the iPad means that babies are capable of interacting with and using computers – the culmination of separating the creator of the tool from the end user.

         In the world of work, we are at the same turning point. The ‘technology’ of work which is not just the underlying digital infrastructure but also the policies, processes and norms, is ripe for reinvention. What the pandemic showed was that fundamental assumptions can be challenging. The organisations in which we work are populated by people who are serving other people. That’s what an organisation is. We have the power to decide how that all takes place, and we have an opportunity to be more sophisticated in how we unpick and look at how ‘work’ gets done.

         My hope for this book is that it encourages leaders to be braver in asking the tough, big questions, and connects burgeoning ideas in the minds of those wanting change with the established companies and service providers at the forefront of this thinking. I hope anyone reading this will challenge more and think bigger. Moreover, I hope you are encouraged to create a world of work that is different and individual. Where knowledge-workers have work that fits around life and not the other way around.

         Why ‘Neverland’? As I started to talk about the future of work with leaders in various organisations, I often used work ‘Neverland’ to evoke the idea of ‘new magical worlds’ and counteract the more familiar, diminutive language of ‘new normal’ or ‘back to work’. In Neverland you get a world of your imagination. Not a perfect world but nonetheless one in which a landscape of your creation interacts with the desires-made-real of others. It is hard to believe such a place could exist and in the play from which it comes, Peter Pan1, belief plays a central part. When I started my career, I never would have believed that companies that only exist to one another virtually could be successful in anything other than the data business. Yet here we are in a reality, realised for some in the devastation of a global pandemic, where remote working has become the norm. To some extent, this book is a work dedicated to trying to help abstract ideas become more real – but also testimony to those companies who have followed that belief and are pioneering new, individualised, more human ways of working. Where what employees do every day is in some way a product of their will and imagination, just like Neverland.

         
            1 Peter Pan is the play and the novel that followed was originally known as Peter and Wendy but is now more commonly published as Peter Pan, which is how I will reference it throughout.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Remote Working and the Great Liberation

         

         I remember having a conversation with a manager when my car had been snowed in. I had a cute little Mini at the time and we had been taken by surprise by a snowstorm. Quaint Hollywood depictions of Christmas aside, you don’t often get them in the South of England. I had tried to dig it out for about an hour, but I was frozen. Even if I got it out, there was no guarantee it would be safe to get from where I lived to the main road that had presumably been gritted and was now safe to drive on. Not only that but I risked getting stuck on the wrong side of the River Thames if the snow came again. I rang into work to explain I would be WFH that day as I was essentially a knowledge-worker and had plenty to do without being sat at my desk in another county. What followed from my manager at the time was a sort of passive-aggressive guilt trip that resulted in me taking paid leave. That was 2014.

         Less than ten years later and that company has fully embraced remote working. In fact, I had been on the project to pioneer the practice for them in 2015 when the offices had run out of space. But that had only laid the technological and security principles, the real change took place in 2020 long after I had left – like many companies the COVID-19 pandemic had forced their hand and forever changed their mind.

         It’s strange to now see companies wrangling with systems, processes and behaviours for creating remote work when actually it has been going on for years for others. I remember talking to a Customer Services Director as far back as 2010 about how to take the whole contact centre remote. In fact, enabled by technology many companies have been founded and built on fully remote principles:

         
	10 up – a web design and development company they have 200+ employees and believe ‘The best talent isn’t found in a single zip code’. In 2017 was acquired by Lyft for an undisclosed amount.

            	Articulate – this well-established company has one of the most sophisticated and popular elearning creation tools. They are utilised by 99 out of the Fortune top 100 US for licensing of e-learning tools and creation of e-learning content.

            	Autommatic – This company is the force behind apps such as WordPress.com, Longreads, Simplenote, Gravatar, Polldaddy. They employ 120+ people and in 2019 was valued at over $3bn.

            	Buffer – I’m a big fan of this technology company (and their blogs) which started life as an app that allowed scheduled/stacked posts to social media. They employ around 80 people and service over 60,000 paying customers and many more who use the app for free but help with generating ad revenue.

            	FlexJobs – a great example of a company living the brand (and may help you with your FOW ambitions) they help to find freelance, temporary and remote workers.

            	GitLab is one of the more famous companies (at least in the Tech industry) that has always been fully remote; they are a code collaboration platform for software developers. Valued in 2021 at $6bn

            	Toggl was one of the companies we interviewed in the Hello Monday Club for a learning session with a modern and not creepy take on time tracking. They are an Estonian start-up that is now a truly global team.

         

As you can see from the list above, entirely remote organisations are heavily biased towards tech, for obvious reasons, and also attract companies providing solutions that are energised by remote work. Rather than thriving in an echo chamber, everyone wants in on the tech that makes remote working easier. If your work culture is focused on in-person working it’s ignoring the fact that most collaboration amongst development teams already happens online through platforms like GitHub/GitLab. If you haven’t embraced a remote culture then utilising providers such as Toggl to supplement your projects with highly skilled freelancers in another country and timezone could feel like a stretch. On the flip side, many of the chapters in this book are only about how to take some of these ideas mainstream because of the profound shift of knowledge-workers to remote jobs after 2020 and the hard work by companies around the world to make remote working a sustainable solution.

         But the point here is to blow away the myth that remote or flexible working is something that can’t be used to build a ‘proper’ company. These companies in many ways are successful both despite a lack of face-to-face interactions, but in some and because of it. If we accept something about personal connection and collaboration is lost in remote working (and we get to exactly what this is later), we have to confront the fact that maybe it isn’t as significant as we thought and perhaps the benefits outweigh the costs.

         Considering the broader social change that has occurred, mainly around how we consume goods and services, the trend has been towards more flexibility and more choice. If we just look at health we have companies such as Personalised Co. and Nourished that are utilising technology to build individualised nutrition based on personal data and lifestyle. After completing a short questionnaire, users are ‘prescribed’ a personalised nutrient stack. With this in mind, it’s strange the number of companies that hold on to ways of working that limit choices for their employees. Many of these same companies by the way will annually survey their team to ask them how they are feeling and invest thousands in trying to create an ‘employee value proposition’ that attracts the best talent. In any system that has been established for a long time (and ‘going to work’ has been around a very long time) there is resistance to change. That resistance is often characterised by fear and later we will discuss why the thinking around change is faulty. But often the main issue is habits and assumptions which have built up around change and often create the foundations on which resistance is built. For example, the challenge of timezones in how you create virtual teams seems to be an obstacle until you realise collaboration can happen asynchronously, not everyone is working a 9–5 and most work takes place independently – the value of collaboration exists as long as it is empowered. If you have a situation that requires work to be done without collaboration it often happens regardless.

         In fact, very briefly on the value of meetings and collaboration, it’s worth taking time to categorise the reasons why meetings take place. I ran a survey some time ago in an international tech company that looked at the reasons for meetings. Collaboration was five on the list below checking in, connecting as a team, staying close to project work and sharing information. I would argue that all of those things are better done via a medium, outside of a meeting, through documentation. Not only that but collaboration is possible via virtual meetings and documentation as well as in-person meetings.

         Why meetings take place

         
	Checking in

            	Connecting as a team

            	Keeping on top of projects

            	Sharing information

            	Collaboration

         

The benefits of remote working

         The benefits of remote working are widely known. But the challenges with any widespread movement is to maximise the benefits while minimising the limitations and ensure the needs of some (highly influential people) don’t trump the needs of others.

         It’s worth saying that the ‘experiment’ is ongoing. People who never would have chosen to work from home or work remotely are, and will be until they leave their organisation and change roles. Conversely many people who would have asked for a more flexible work set-up, but were scared to, have been surprised by a stark turnaround in company policy and expectations. Both groups will continue to adjust to this new way of being with companies and the world at large continuing to learn more about how work gets done, enabled by ever-improving technology.

         But we can quickly categorise the potential benefits of a more remote culture (see table) some of which is self-evident, some of which comes from more robust studies, but all of which are worthy of consideration for companies trying to get this right.

         What I have left out of this are the benefits to society. In some ways, these are just the benefits outlined in the table but at scale, but they also include the potential environmental impact of less travel and a more globalised mindset.

         What is obvious from the list is the company has a few benefits, but if embraced their impact could be substantial. The employee on the other hand has the most to gain particularly if we assume that they have a lot going on outside of work – the risk (and it’s a risk, not a definite drawback) is those who rely on work for their socialisation will lose out the most. Loneliness is not an experience to be ignored and without due care, by the individual, team and employer, this can increase in the remote set-up. This leads us to the final point – the team benefits are also limited. There is something we can say about getting extra flexibility (without wanting to double-count the employee benefit) so the team can outsource tasks more easily to anywhere in the world and cover each other’s work more seamlessly. In other words, everyone being remote-first removes the reliance on location so any member of the team with the right skills can support team absences.

         
            
               

	COMPANY
            
                        
                        	EMPLOYEE
            
                        
                        	TEAM



	
                
                           
                           
	Reduced costs in travel and location (i.e., rent and upkeep)

                              	Broader talent pool to draw from – not restricted by location

                              	Higher productivity (self-reported during the pandemic)

                           


            
                        
                        	
                
                           
                           
	More flexibility to support ‘lifestyle’ needs (e.g., hobbies, caring requirements)

                              	More choice about place to live

                              	Reduced costs (travel, food on the go/in urban centres)

                              	Less time spent travelling (i.e., less time with restricted options)

                              	More flexibility around workweek (not technically a remote working benefit but an ancillary benefit)

                           


            
                        
                        	
                
                           
                           
	Contribution parity (i.e., the one person based in Dublin has the same opportunity to contribute as the five people in London)

                              	Better ‘fit’ talent

                              	Flexibility of ‘cover’

                              	Easier outsourcing of work (not a direct benefit but and ancillary one – tasks are easier to outsource rather than whole roles)

                           








         

         Resistance to getting remote work right

         If you are trying to move your organisation towards more remote working, like any change, there will be resistance. It’s important to understand and acknowledge this. This means that as much as the lack of imagination as to what constitutes an effective working pattern can be frustrating, it’s just as misguided to become such a remote evangelist that you don’t acknowledge the drawbacks.

         Extroverts

         The extroverts have ruled the roost for a while and despite being an introvert myself I don’t really resent it. It is fun to interact with people and throw ideas around. I just find it draining. Extroverts are more likely to feel like work is getting done when they are part of a team that they can interact with informally. They also are more likely to feel drained if they work in isolation. Of course, over time there may be a movement, based on this and other personality traits away from work that within the remote context is less energising. For some extroverts, they could be fulfilled in an analytical role (that doesn’t inherently require much interaction) because they got to spend time with colleagues in a workplace. Perhaps the world will adjust and there will be a greater density of people who really feel like they need interaction with others in roles where they are guaranteed to get it in industries such as facilities, retail and leisure. In the meantime, it is important to acknowledge that everyone, but perhaps some more than most, will need interaction with real people.

         
            CHARACTERISTICS OF EXTROVERTS

            Compared to introverts, extroverts are more likely to:

            
	Enjoy social situations

               	Seek out new experiences

               	Feel comfortable in groups

               	Have larger social networks and diverse interests

               	Prefer a full schedule

               	Solve problems with and through others

               	Talk to think

            



         The question is to what extent does this need to be in person? Could it be that they just need the ability to take long lunches and meet people outside of work during the week to get their ‘fix’ of other people? I know that if I want to see people outside of my family, in a week I’m mostly working at home, I have to make the effort to arrange it and of course, they need to be available and have similar flexibility. I can also go to a cafe and get the hustle and bustle of a different environment without needing to head off into the office, but there are certain calls I wouldn’t want to make from such a noisy, albeit dynamic, environment.

         Interestingly, at least one study that I came across found very few reported differences between extroverts and introverts in their interest in working in the office after the pandemic. Although on the whole, the consensus seems to be that there is a difference, perhaps in some circumstances the benefits of remote working, with extroverts that know how to manage their preferences, outweigh the drawbacks for even the most group-oriented among us.

         Selfishness

         Humans are basically designed to minimise their own effort. Millions of brain heuristics basically preserve effort as a survival need (more effort = more calories expended = more food needing to be hunted or gathered). In the first instance, we make choices that serve us. We are naturally collaborative as a species too, but when personal gains are immediate and benefits others require more thought and are a bit more abstract, we will often put ourselves first.

         This can mean that I can get my work done without coming into the office, I might just do that. What could be lost here is the natural mentoring that would take place when experienced, capable people are in the same space as newbies and can see them struggling. Of course, there are ways to offset this, but at least in the short term, people are more likely to think about how they get their project over the line than how they can help others. But that help may have been offered naturally and spontaneously in the office.

         Another extension of this selfishness is a lack of consideration for other projects. We know, for example, that we are less empathetic to people who we haven’t met and so in a remote environment it is more likely that we can screw someone over by prioritising our own work over theirs and never have to look them in the eye. On some level, all leaders understand this and since solving it for the remote requires extra work and structure this may be a significant driver to get people back in one place and acting in the interests of the team and company.

         In talking to leaders about remote working I come across a general trend that the more senior you are the more likely you are to want people back in the office. I have ascertained that this is for a variety of reasons – in general, the more senior you are…

         
	… the longer you have been working in the old way

            	… the more likely you are to identify yourself with the company and all it represents including the location and it associated branding

            	… the more you earn and the less significant the cost savings are

            	… the more likely that your family is grown up and in need of less care/not living at home

         

But like any leadership decision this should be about the data not individual preference and circumstances. One of the best ways to overcome this, which we will look at later, is to commit to following the data and ensure that the employee perspective is captured in that data.

         Set-up 

         Going back to the point earlier that the worldwide remote working experiment happened as part of a pandemic, it is understandable if people resist remote working based on their actual experience of it. If that’s your only experience of WFH then it is hardly surprising it tastes a little sour. You were probably ill-prepared and ill-equipped to actually work from home. In fact, all over the UK, where I am based, this has been a particular issue – while we have generally high individual income on a global scale, we also have very expensive and traditionally small properties. If you have two or more working adults in that space and limited options to leave because you are in lockdown, this can be very tough.

         My lockdown experience in a medium-sized house in the country (sounds pretty ideal right – country walks on your doorstep) was marred with several power cuts and loss of wifi as well as homeschooling children and trying to sell the property while doing temporary work for a company whose offices I had never seen. My circumstances were not typical but did have the typical level of challenge. I had to keep telling myself while working on WFH projects and supporting other leaders in doing the same, that this was not normal.

         I tried at this point to get a garden office installed. It turns out that I wasn’t the only one and I was looking at a six-month wait. Not the greatest prospect when you are trying to sell. For a while, like many others, my wife and I were working at the kitchen table and in children’s bedrooms. This didn’t seem like the ideal I had been peddling and for those in similar (or worse) positions.

         Confusion 

         Another issue that was brought to my attention was the amount of confusion around what we actually meant by many of the terms we were using. Where there is an opportunity for HR and managers to introduce jargon they will, and ‘flexible working’ is no different. Even fairly early on in the book, I have introduced many of these concepts almost interchangeably, using my own logic for where and when I change terms. Below is a breakdown of some of the terms you will see but without explaining every one in detail (and I suggest you don’t) it isn’t surprising that employees (existing and prospective) can end up very confused.

         
            
               

	TERM
            
                        
                        	DEFINITION(S)




	Flexible
            
                        
                        	Unsurprisingly this is one of the hardest ones to pin down because it is flexible. Historically in many jurisdictions, this has a very specific definition related to a request to change hours (often to something other than 9–5, five days a week). The terms of the arrangement would then be relatively fixed, ironically and often a new contract drawn up. However, increasingly with employers being a lot more open to more varied working patterns, at least with knowledge-workers, we are at a point where flexible can mean flexible. In this instance, we are typically talking about giving the employee high levels of choice.



	Remote-friendly
            
                        
                        	This is another one that is tough to pin down but normally means something like, ‘We are very open to someone working remotely, but it isn’t our default.’ In other words, make sure that you are clear on your expectations because if you aren’t in the office a couple of days a week it might be frowned upon.



	Remote first
            
                        
                        	This is sort of the undeveloped negative of ‘remote-friendly’ in the sense that rather than having a reason for not being in the office, you now need a reason for being in the office. But, and this is important for the next definition, there probably is an office.



	
Remote or fully remote (classification of a role or company-wide practice)
            
                        
                        	This typically means that everyone in the company works in their own location, often in their own home. Being clear about this setup is important from an employer’s point of view because it can have tax benefits for employees and of course, they need to be realistic about their ability to work in this way. There is therefore unlikely to be a central office of any substance but there may be provision for co-working spaces for example.



	Virtual Team
            
                        
                        	This is another opportunity for confusion to set in. Virtual really means a team that works remotely, but in days gone by it also tended to mean a team that wasn’t a team because it didn’t report into the same boss (that’s the only way you can possibly work on a common goal right). Of course it can just mean a team that communicates entirely via electronic communication and that is the general consensus now.



	
Hybrid (classification of a role or company-wide practice)
            
                        
                        	It could mean a role with split duties such as operational and strategic but recently is more likely to mean one that is sometimes in the office and sometimes not. Hybrid companies and working environments then tend to reflect that – set up with the capacity for a number of workers but not all workers to be in the office. There is something about this term, and where I have seen it used that tends to indicate something fixed i.e., fixed working patterns, fixed expectations



	Semi-remote
            
                        
                        	In theory this could apply to an organisation but is more likely to refer to a role or team. When classifying roles this definition can be useful because having them as semi-remote with perhaps the company defining as and when an individual must be in the office is likely to mean that the company has to carry the cost of this. In other words, location is relevant but not massively important in terms of hiring as long as both parties understand the significance.



	Hub and spoke
            
                        
                        	This refers to company set-up in remote teams/organisations. In team set-up it tends to refer to distributed agents, as in a sales team for example, coordinated by a central point of contact (manager or team leader typically). In referring to location it tends to mean that there is some sort of central office with satellite offices or coworking spaces.



	Work anywhere
            
                        
                        	Often more hyperbole than practical reality this term is typically interchangeable with ‘work from home’. But in theory, this means an organisation is committed to allowing an employee to work anywhere as long as they meet certain predefined criteria such as good technology connection and core working hours. The reality of being able to work from any country in the world, for example, has tax implications. Also ‘location independent’.







         

         The above table only includes some of the most common terms that I have come across. The definitions I have provided are broadly based on the consensus I have found. This doesn’t equate to an accepted definition with each company and often each individual in each company has their own take on each meaning.

         
            “All-remote means that each individual in an organisation is empowered to work and live where they are most fulfilled. By including the word ‘all’ in ‘all-remote’, it makes clear that every team member is equal. No one, not even the executive team, meets in person on a daily basis.”
GITHUB EMPLOYEE HANDBOOK

         

         Getting remote working right

         We are extraordinarily fortunate that there are a number of companies outlined at the beginning of this chapter that have not only been doing remote working for some time but have also innovated many of the solutions that we can use to make remote working a generally enjoyable and successful experience.

         Below I will show you many of the approaches that have either been highly researched or which I have worked with companies and teams to develop.

         Overall there are some central tenets that are essential for getting remote working right and often linked to other aspects of creating a more human-centric organisation. I call them the Future Work Maxims (you will see why):

         Maximise choice 

         The degree to which you can do this will very much be dependent upon the role. Knowledge-workers will have a lot more choice about when and where they work than those working on the frontline for highway maintenance. But the tenet here is to maximise choice and be clear on what those choices are. In remote working, this will often mean making choices about the type of work, when that work gets done, which work gets done by that person (yes you read that right) and of course where that work gets done. Assessing that across all of these dimensions is essential. This chapter (and other chapters too) challenges organisations and leaders to really consider how much more choice they can reasonably give their employees.

         
            In June 2021 the global accountancy and consultancy firm Deloitte announced that it would be instigating a ‘fully flexible’ approach to work. The CEO Richard Houston was quoted as saying “We will let our people choose where they need to be to do their best work, in balance with their professional and personal responsibilities.”

         

         Maximise accountability

         Many traditional companies worry about workers not getting things done. What we have seen so far is that if there is a common goal then following the first maxim results in increased productivity in a remote setting. In short, more choice means more productivity. But the common goals are important as well as a sense for the individuals that they are entirely accountable for delivering against that goal. This is not about not being a team player, because where a goal is a team goal it is the whole team that is accountable both as a team and as individuals. For example, if someone goes sick, the team needs to be able to organise to be able to cover that work or take account of their collective drop in productivity. Depending on your current culture this could be a big step to take.

         
            Nordstrom, a company that prides itself on maximising employee accountability, has an employee handbook that is effectively just one page with ‘Use good judgement in all situations’ written on it.

         

         Maximise clarity 

         For more progressive leaders and companies this may feel like a step back. However, to allow teams to work remotely without the ease of check-in that you get from being in the same location, you need to make sure that you are clear on expectations from a company, leader and team perspective. This means investing in a little overcommunication – repeating core messages, keeping things simple wherever possible and documenting what is agreed.

         Maximise understanding 

         In order for the above examples to work it relies on everyone in the company understanding how to work effectively in a remote environment. Those who are in key coordination roles need to be able to identify when collaboration is needed to move a project forward and instigate a process to make that happen. They need to understand the drawbacks of working remotely for fostering empathy with colleagues and work to overcome those, particularly when forming a new team or welcoming a new joiner. In 40 years’ time, much of this knowledge will be implicit, or the infrastructure will be in place to ensure everyone learns it as part of their career journey, but in the meantime, we need to be more conscious.

         Those are the maxims (an entirely unnecessary play on words there I realise). This gives you a simple team or organisational assessment that you can conduct either using a consultant that is skilled at doing so, or by asking enough employees and team members since in most cases it is their perception that is important.

         
            “By having clear expectations for communication, it’s easier for everyone to build trust in where we’re going and why.”
BASECAMP EMPLOYEE HANDBOOK

         

         There are some caveats that go with using the assessment below and these relate to the specific circumstances of your organisation or team. But the basic outline is the same. Of course, there are other things that might be worth measuring in your team such as ‘belonging’ but in my experience, they have less of an immediate impact on the success of remote working, I would also argue that many of the actions coming out of the assessment below will further encourage almost all aspects of employee engagement – if that is what you are aiming for. I also suspect that almost all employee survey companies are struggling to catch up – many of their indicators, while likely still correlated with employee engagement, will be weakened by unprecedented levels of flexibility and awareness of what choices employees can have.

         For each of the dimensions below all we ask is that the dimension is assessed for its current state and its perceived future state. Now, unless everyone answering the survey has read this book or follows a number of FOW thinkers, what is possible will probably be inaccurate. However, it is still important to know that the employees perceive a difference between how it is now and how it could be – this will drive expectations of improvement for themselves and their colleagues/company.

         
            
               

	STATEMENT
            
                        
                        	CURRENT LEVEL OF AGREEMENT (1-10)
            
                        
                        	POTENTIAL FUTURE LEVEL OF AGREEMENT (1-10)




	
1. I have complete control over how I do my work
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
2. I have complete control over where I do my work
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
3. I have complete control over when I do my work
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
4. My colleagues ensure I am successful
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
5. Getting my work done is the most important thing at work
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
6. The impact I have at work is more important than how hard I work
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
7. I feel responsible for the success of those I work with
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
8. The feedback I get improves the value I add
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
9. I understand the expectations of me in how I get my work done
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
10. I understand where to get reliable information when needed
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
11. I understand what I am ultimately working towards all the time
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
12. I know how to overcome barriers in work with my colleagues
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	
13. I know how to create personal connections with team members
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 







         

         At time of writing this assessment has not been validated at scale but can prove to be a very useful way for assessing the maxims. It has helped me to work with various teams with an initial benchmark.

         Getting record systems right

         I have worked in a number of companies where documentation is an issue. It’s an extension of the meeting issue outlined above. But in a remote world documentation (or at least writing stuff down) is an essential component to getting it right. To address this, let’s talk about documentation (thoughtful recording) versus capturing content separately.

         
	Understand the difference between reference (that which should sit within a searchable filing system like Google docs) and content capture.
        
               
               
	Reference – things that don’t change often/aren’t timebound, need to be found easily without all the context, needed for compliance.

                  	Content capture – that which is needed on a less permanent basis (typically the duration of a project/less than a year.

                  	Both are needed but it is getting the emphasis right (see diagram below).

               



            	Make everything as easy as possible – one company’s definition of low effort documentation may be very different from others’. The key is to know if you are in a culture of documentation or fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants, and dial-up or down accordingly.

            	When reviewing how you document, be wary of anything that is used to prove something was communicated internally. Even with external partners this tends to produce wasted effort. Put effort into actually making sure something is understood rather than planning for when things go wrong.

            	Understand regulatory expectations and take calculated risks – some lack of documentation or poor destruction policies can come with a hefty fine or cost your business, others are there as comfort blankets and should be scrutinised.

            	Understand the cost of maintenance – if you are going to write guidance on how to do something that very rarely happens it makes sense to future-proof it. In the diagram below assessed effort should include ongoing effort

            	Know the value of video – video is a great way to make something that isn’t long more engaging. Examples could be team agreement or expectations – you might document them somewhere but it would take 30 minutes for the team leader to record a five-minute video for all new team members.

            	The value of describing documents – systems like Google Docs for example include the ability to describe the documents as part of the file metadata, making it even easier to search but it can also be useful to have a wiki-style system that people can build context around the files system (hyperlinking or embedding the documents) so it is easier to track version (you can save old version to G drive and then update the new version of the wiki – giving you a live document as well as an archive one).

         


            
[image: ]The sweet spot of documentation allows for more efficient asynchronous working whilst reducing the bureaucracy of unnecessary documentation.

            

         

         This image shows one way of assessing your documentation strategy. Don’t let compliance, legal or finance teams design this for your company. They may have requirements that emphasise protection at all costs – but a fully protected company isn’t efficient and it isn’t human. You should, however, listen to their needs – they will help you understand the minimum viable product. The examples are far from exhaustive but you can see some which fall clearly outside of the ‘sweet spot’.

         The goal is to move everything to the left. All documentation should be as minimal effort as possible to serve its purpose. There are reasons why legal contracts have to have a lot of effort put in – they are in entirely their own language which you have to get right or else someone will make it their job to punish you for it. However, even here it is worth having a leadership approach.

         A great way to streamline (move to the left) meeting documentation is to use online collaboration tools. There has been a huge upsurge in these types of tools in recent years and new functionality and funding has increased since 2020, such as Mural, Miro and Klaxoon to name a few. My advice is that you should find one that gives you outputs you can actually use, and within the meeting get the participants to help tidy the data.

         Let’s remind ourselves why we are making what might seem like a huge initial effort – getting documentation right creates space for meaningful human interaction. That might sound grandiose but I have lost count of the number of times I have been involved in meetings that are effectively just about reviewing documents – an opportunity for human connection missed.
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