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INTRODUCTION


In 2017, our company, Acceleration Partners, made the decision to expand into the United Kingdom. One of the key decisions for our leadership team and our new managing director was how, and if, we could extend our remote working policy to the region – which had existed for our American employees for over a decade and had become a foundation of our award-winning company culture.


At the time, working from home was even less common in the United Kingdom than it was in the United States, so our new managing director was understandably concerned that remote work would not be easily accepted by potential clients and employees.


Our experience with employees who worked remotely for the first time when they joined our team was that they adjusted very quickly. However, we also understood the risks of entering a new market with a work style that went against traditional cultural norms. We ultimately reached a middle ground – securing a flex office space for our growing team to work together in-person and to meet with prospective clients.


Then a funny thing happened. Within a few months, hardly anyone on the UK team was using the flex workspace. Even though remote work was new to all the employees in that region, they had all adapted quickly and soon working from home had become their preference. Several of the UK team members enthusiastically communicated how much they appreciated being able to avoid their daily commute and shared that they could not see themselves ever returning to a full-time office environment.


Our global expansion experience illustrates what many companies have come to discover in their own remote work transitions. Some who have never experienced remote work wrongly assume it is untenable for their own organizations, and while remote work isn’t for everyone, the reality – as many have come to learn – is that it’s far more feasible than conventional wisdom might otherwise suggest.


Open Secret


For years, remote work has been gaining momentum, moving from a fringe business tactic to a model readily adopted both by employees and companies – even large, well-known organizations.


Even in the past decade, there has been a stigma surrounding remote work. People who hadn’t experienced that workplace model pictured employees slacking off, lounging in their pajamas and taking hours-long breaks throughout the work day.


Not only did this make prospective employees worry about working from home, but it made clients and customers wary as well. Early in our company’s history, we felt increased pressure to work exceptionally hard to prove that we could deliver top-tier service even without an office. Some remote companies have even felt the need to hide their lack of an office to customers, in order to appear more credible.


But times have changed, and this workplace model no longer needs to be a secret; companies with remote work environments are more comfortable sharing the practice openly with clients and see it as an emerging competitive advantage to attract the best talent.


The United States has led the remote working revolution, with remote work growing by 44 percent in the past five years and 91 percent in the last ten.1 However, the trend was beginning to catch on in other countries even before a global pandemic swept across the world in 2020 and forced nearly all companies to transition to remote work. And yet, despite having limited experience or preparation for that shift, a significant number of organizations found that, for the most part, they were able to conduct business as usual. Many of their sceptical employees also found remote work far more agreeable than anticipated.


The Commuting Crunch


Long before the COVID-19 pandemic, the drawbacks of office life were becoming more apparent. The average American worker spent 225 hours, or nine days, commuting in 2019, and commute times have risen steadily over the past 40 years.2 The average commute in the United Kingdom is 59 minutes each way.3 In India, it’s over two hours per day.4 That’s 7 percent of the entire day spent getting to and from work!


No matter where in the world people work, the commute keeps getting longer. This is especially true in areas where housing prices have continued to rise. In order to have an affordable place to call home, most workers have had to travel further to get to work.


And in most in-office organizations, the office environment doesn’t help reduce stress and frustrations. The great open-plan workplace experiment of the past decade continues to be debunked from a productivity standpoint. One study by The Guardian5 found that employees in open-plan offices lose an average of 86 minutes per day to distractions, are 70 percent more likely to take sick days and are more likely to leave the office earlier in the day. This adds up to a status quo where employees spend more time than ever commuting to work and getting less done while they’re there.


This is not a positive or productive trend, which is why, when millions of workers around the world were abruptly forced to work remotely from home, most employees were far more open to it than their employers may have realized.


Although COVID-19 triggered the largest remote work experiment in history, on a global scale, nonetheless, there’s every reason to believe this new work-from-home reality will continue. Companies as large as Twitter have already told employees they never have to return to the office if they don’t want to.6 Moreover, I believe the organizations that can build a thriving culture in a remote workplace will be the leaders of tomorrow and will attract the best talent.


A Competitive Advantage


When I started Acceleration Partners (AP) in 2007, the decision to make our workforce 100 percent remote was initially an attempt to preemptively solve a pain-point.


We are a specialized agency in a segment of digital marketing known as affiliate or partner marketing. In this model, brands partner with individuals or companies (referred to as ‘affiliates’, ‘partners’ and ‘publishers’), and pay them on a performance basis for delivering desired outcomes. It’s an area of business that has grown considerably over the past decade but was more niche at the time, with small and diffuse pockets of talent.


We were winning large accounts and needed experienced account managers from the industry – talent that was scattered all over the country. There simply wasn’t enough experienced and available affiliate program management talent in any single city. We assumed it would be a temporary solution, but we enjoyed the competitive advantage and flexibility it provided our company, as did our employees.


Building our team by hiring remote employees from across the United States allowed us to access a far larger talent pool than in-office organizations forced to hire within a geographic area. By committing to a remote strategy, we were able to hire the people we needed, and offer them a flexible working style that increased retention and satisfaction.


This is an advantage that companies around the world can emulate, especially businesses that service clients or customers in multiple regions. As today’s technology makes it possible for organizations in a wide variety of industries to operate with dispersed, remote employees, it’s logical that companies around the world would use that capability to seek and acquire the best talent, irrespective of location.


For example, although our global expansion initially started in the UK, we leveraged our model to hire employees from across Europe (EMEA) to better service our clients in multiple countries. Those hires were easier and faster to onboard because we didn’t need to first invest in an ‘office’ in each market we serviced.


A More Even Playing Field


Hiring remote employees can also be an important step towards building more equitable workplaces. The reality is that the cost of living in cities such as New York, San Francisco and London is prohibitive for many professionals, especially younger ones already saddled with student debt.


The current norm of in-person offices in expensive hub cities tends to benefit those with more resources at their disposal. This presents a particular issue for people of color in the workforce, who are often facing economic disadvantages relative to their white counterparts. For example, in the United States, the average Black or Latino family owns under $7,000 in wealth, as compared to the $147,000 in wealth held by the average white family.7 This wealth disparity manifests itself in more student debt, less access to higher-priced housing and more dire consequences for taking entrepreneurial risks.


When companies aren’t limited to a talent pool in an expensive urban hub, it opens career opportunities for a wider range of people, regardless of their economic background.


While the ability to hire diverse pockets of talent is one great benefit of the remote work model, offering flexibility to employees is another crucial factor. The changing conversation and expectations around work–life flexibility continues to erode the appeal for a traditional, full-time job in an office.


There’s been a global shift in how we talk about work–life integration. Increasingly, workers want more flexibility and autonomy; they want to be able to travel, have more personal and family time, and even the freedom to launch their own side-hustle. The rise of the gig economy has also increased job liquidity as well as the availability of contract work that isn’t geographically dependent.


In the US alone, there are six million more gig workers today than a decade ago. Three million of those people reflect the shift of the labor force towards this type of work and away from more traditional employment.8


These are talented people who might otherwise be looking for full-time work in areas where they would have fewer options available. They are also prospective employees who can simply opt out of the workforce, choosing instead to dictate how and when they work if the alternative is not attractive.


Organizations that offer remote work can excel by appealing to this exact group of people. If flexibility is becoming an increasingly desirable workplace trait, flexible and remote work is the best way to meet that need in a sustainable way.


Remote Works


One distinct advantage that organizations have today is that the remote model is more accepted than ever. Ten years ago, remote employees had to overcome the misperception that, instead of productively working, they were focused on caring for their young children, or watching television, or running personal errands – or otherwise being unaccountable for their time and schedule.


It took years for remote organizations to overcome these external biases and prove they could deliver a high level of service, without an office. The image in many people’s heads of employees slacking off at home has been replaced by a track record of strong performance and results. The early adopters of remote work walked so that the virtual businesses of today can run.


If you’re considering joining a remote organization as an employee, starting a remote business as an entrepreneur or making your team permanently remote, you’re getting going in a much better position than the organizations that came before you.


Creating a high-performance, remote work culture isn’t easy, but organizations that commit to doing it with the proper foundation, playbook and procedures can reap exponential benefits. I know this from our experience at Acceleration Partners. Since we decided to go all-in on remote culture in 2011, we’ve grown over 1,000 percent in eight years and expanded our team to 170 employees across eight countries. We have won multiple ‘best place to work’ awards even though we don’t have luxurious offices, ping-pong tables in the breakroom or in-office baristas and masseuses. Clearly, these ‘perks’ are not what makes a great culture, though; in some cases, companies even use these sorts of fringe benefits to cover up a poor work environment and encourage people to never leave the office.


Instead of prioritizing investments in a physical setting, we can focus on investing in our team members – personally and professionally. Because we are not interacting in-person with each other on a daily basis, we excel by hiring people who value independence and flexibility and we invest in their development from day one. That is a key skill set for the virtual working environment.


We’ve even developed most of our own leaders – 80 percent of people in leadership roles at AP have been promoted from within.


Remote work is the new frontier for the business world. I know from firsthand experience that remote work, when done effectively, drives greater happiness and engagement for employees and is a key competitive advantage.


A Roadmap for This Book


Here’s what you can expect.


First, we’ll start at the employee level. We’ll explore the unique challenges, solutions and rewards of remote working and ways to ensure you’re happy, engaged and productive while working virtually. Knowing that so many people have been forced unwittingly into remote work by COVID-19, we’ll also dig into what you can expect if you find yourselves working virtually beyond the pandemic.


Then we’ll dig into the organizational playbook that business leaders can use to build a world-class remote culture. We’ll examine the structural principles needed for any top remote culture, including understanding what that culture is and how the right cultural foundation enables and supports remote work.


From there, we’ll dive into the specific strategies to apply in a remote environment. Most employees and businesses can and will excel while working from home if they have the right systems and processes in place. However, the same procedures and tactics that are often used in an office should not be applied in a virtual setting if one hopes to realize optimal results.


Depending on your role, you may be tempted to dive right into the first part of this book: thriving as a remote employee which helps you learn how to better navigate the remote workplace; or you may be inclined to skip directly to the next section: thriving as a remote organization which tackles the leadership and management aspects of remote work. Feel free to skip around, but the reality is that most of us will soon find ourselves on both sides of the remote work coin.




Part 1


Thriving as a Remote Employee




1:


REMOTE WORKING: WHAT’S IT ALL ABOUT?


When Sophie Parry-Billings decided to start working remotely, everyone she knew was alarmed.


‘Everyone I told – my family, my friends, my boyfriend – were all really worried about me working remotely,’ Parry-Billings said. ‘Because I’m just such a people person. I love being around people.’


Parry-Billings has worked for Acceleration Partners since 2017, serving as our Associate Director of Marketing in EMEA. Before joining our team, she had never worked remotely, even on a part-time basis. On top of that, she lived, and still lives, in London, where working from home was essentially unheard of in the business world at the time.


Parry-Billings’ peers were certain she’d feel isolated working from home, especially because she’d be the only person in her social circle doing so. But even though she had no experience with virtual work, she had an inescapable feeling that she’d enjoy it. So she took the plunge.


Although she’d had good experiences working in an office in the past, Parry-Billings’ most recent office job was a maddening environment reminiscent of a new-age workplace parody. She spent six months working in a large open-plan office, sharing a floor with 50 colleagues, working at long tables and dealing with endless distractions.


‘I hated that office. It was loud, it was cliquey, and they played music all the time,’ Parry-Billings recalls. ‘There was literally a Sonos speaker next to my desk, and I had no control over whether it was on or off.’


On top of that, Parry-Billings spent 90 minutes commuting daily, cramming onto the London Underground twice a day just to get to this distracting work environment.


She was living an all-too-familiar unpleasant office experience, un-aware that there were better workplace models available.


Even after her last experience, Parry-Billings didn’t actively seek out a virtual role when she joined our team. London has an ingrained office culture, where commuting into the city, going out for drinks after work and going straight from work to the club on a Friday night is quite common. Remote work was so rare in the UK in 2017 that people outside the company were stunned when Parry-Billings joined video calls from a home office. She was taking a chance, and stepping onto a professional frontier, when she started working virtually.


And yet, despite being an extrovert in one of the least virtual-work-oriented cities in the world, Parry-Billings adjusted quickly, and she has loved working from home ever since.


Parry-Billings especially loves having the ability to set a flexible schedule for herself, allowing her to focus on her health, wellness and personal relationships without sacrificing her work. When she worked in an office, she often left for work particularly early to avoid peak hours on the Underground. She ate a rushed lunch at her desk and would often eat junk food for dinner, simply because she was too exhausted from a full day of working and commuting to prepare anything else.


Since transitioning to remote work, Parry-Billings has enjoyed, in her words, ‘a drastically better quality of life’. She can make space in her schedule to exercise and cook healthy meals. She can set aside extended blocks of time for quiet, focused work, without worrying about loud colleagues or blaring music. She even can visit family who live in other cities more frequently, and for more extended stays.


‘Before, if I wanted to see them for an extended period of time, I would have to take a day off,’ Parry-Billings says. ‘Whereas now, I can work on the train and work at my parents’ house. I can spend more time with my family than if I was visiting them for one night over a weekend.’


Parry-Billings acknowledges that her remote work experience isn’t perfect. London isn’t known for offering spacious homes, and when she first started working from home, she had to keep her desk in her bedroom, as it was the only space she had available. She initially faced challenges separating her work and home lives, including struggling to set a clear time to stop working at the end of the day. While the benefits of virtual work outweigh any drawbacks in her eyes, there were some adjustments, even during non-pandemic times.


She emphasized that it was helpful that she joined a completely remote organization, rather than being one of a small number of virtual employees at an otherwise in-person company. We knew that virtual work wouldn’t be an established norm for our European team members, so we made a specific effort to make the onboarding process as smooth as possible for them, and gave them resources for a smooth adjustment.


As a manager, Parry-Billings has helped multiple direct-reports adapt to a flexible working environment. Our organization tends to attract conscientious, highly accountable people, and managers occasionally have to remind employees that they have the freedom to design a schedule that works for them, as long as they accomplish their tasks and communicate clearly with clients and colleagues. In the early days of working from home, Parry-


Billings needed some encouragement in this regard herself.


‘When I first started, it took a bit of a while to get in the groove of how flexible I was allowed to be,’ Parry-Billings recalls. ‘I would ping my manager, say, “hey, I’m going to do a workout.” And she would say, “you don’t need to tell me that, it’s fine.” That was her way of doing it.’


Trust is a foundational element of any positive work environment. This is especially true for remote organizations. Parry-Billings’ story illustrates that remote work is most beneficial for employees when they are given the trust and autonomy to leverage the flexibility that can come from working from home.


Of course, employees need to hold up their end of the bargain as well. Remote work isn’t an opportunity for employees to do whatever they want, take days off on a whim or work in bed all day. Working virtually will be difficult if you aren’t accountable to your colleagues, don’t dedicate yourself to getting your tasks done in an unstructured, unsupervised environment, and expect to excel without taking care to set up an appropriate, professional workspace for yourself.


‘You have to be a really disciplined person,’ Parry-Billings advises. ‘You have to be able to manage your schedule and you have to be able to focus while not in an office.’


Essentially, the formula for successful remote work is simple: take workers who are dedicated, disciplined and accountable, and put them in a trusting environment with well-established processes and good cultural principles.


The fact is the organization for whom you work partially dictates how fulfilled you’ll be working from home. From an employee’s perspective, remote work is immensely more rewarding when you are part of an organization that has a healthy culture, dedicated, collaborative employees and well-established best practices. Remote work isn’t something that any company can successfully transition to overnight, as Parry-Billings saw her friends learn when the COVID-19 pandemic suddenly forced most UK businesses to start working from home without the right systems.


But with the proper environment, structures, systems and principles in place, the possibilities are immense for remote employees. The fact is, no matter where they work, there are steps that workers can take to maximize their professional effectiveness, personal happiness and overall fulfillment while working from home.


As for Parry-Billings, she barely misses the office at all. Despite the fears of her friends and family, she’s learned that virtual work can yield both anticipated and unexpected benefits.


‘I feel like I just surprised everyone, and really enjoyed it,’ Parry-Billings laughs.


The Remote Work Foundation


I’ve shared that there are some misconceptions about remote work, including the belief that virtual employees are less productive. There’s an incorrect assumption that people who work from home are not accountable and let their home-life distractions spill into their work.


What we and many other organizations have actually found is that the opposite is more often the case. When employees struggle with spillover, it tends to flow in the opposite direction. For example, some employees find it difficult to set boundaries that separate their work life from their personal life when they work remotely. They struggle to unplug, take breaks, recharge and decompress at the end of the work day. Sometimes they even struggle to end their work day, checking their email late and leaving their laptop on their bedside table so they can check email one last time before bed.


Research during COVID-19 supports this. Employees who began working from home during the pandemic were twice as likely to send messages after traditional work hours as they struggled to disconnect from their jobs.1


To address this challenge, remote organizations must instill in all their employees – from an entry-level associate to members of the executive team – the importance of setting a solid foundation for remote work, maintaining a schedule, creating the right physical workspace, and setting professional and personal boundaries.


As with most things, a crucial step to success in remote work is putting yourself in the best possible environment, with the correct tools, from the outset. If you step into remote work by digging up the laptop you used in college and with the mindset of working from the couch all day, you’ll quickly find yourself frustrated and fatigued.


Technology


To start, you will want to ensure you have the right hardware and technological capabilities needed to succeed. If you’re frequently on video calls with clients, or regularly uploading or sending large files, it’s important to ensure your technology won’t slow down your productivity.


This starts with your internet connection. While a majority of people have high-speed internet today, speeds can vary dramatically, so it’s important to ensure you have the correct specifications. Most providers tout the download speed that an internet plan offers in their marketing, but upload speed is equally important for users who frequently use video calls or upload materials to cloud storage. Don’t assume your internet’s upload and download speeds are equal – it’s common for internet providers to offer excellent download speed but lower upload speed. Most organizations recommend upload and download speeds of at least 25 megabits per second for a single user. If you have multiple devices or other heavy-internet users, that number goes up quickly.


Many internet service providers offer fast, free speed testing of your network and device. The widely used tool Speedtest by Ookla also offers free, instant speed testing. If your upload or download speed leaves something to be desired, it’s worth contacting your internet service provider to see what faster options are available.


Free Speed Testing Resources




•	Ookla Speedtest – speedtest.net


•	Fast – fast.com


•	PC Mag – pcm-intl.speedtestcustom.com









	NUMBER OF DEVICES

	USE CASES

	RECOMMENDED DOWNLOAD SPEED






	1–2

	WEB SURFING, EMAIL, SOCIAL NETWORKING, MODERATE VIDEO

	UP TO 25 MBPS






	3–5

	ONLINE MULTIPLAYER GAMING 4K STREAMING

	50–100 MBPS






	MORE THAN 5

	ALL OF THE ABOVE PLUS SHARING LARGE FILES AND LIVE-STREAMING VIDEO

	150–200 MBPS2








Employees should ask managers and companies for guidance on any specifications on the laptop processing power, disc storage space and wireless speed that is necessary to meet company standards, keeping in mind that laptops that are used heavily seem to start to degrade in performance after 2–3 years. Some companies provide a document outlining the minimum technology requirements needed to do the job.


Here is an example of the guidelines we provide for new employees. We update them annually.




Required operating systems


Windows


Windows 10 64-bit Professional required (Windows Home version does not include security capabilities required).


If you are going to be using an existing computer with Windows 10 Home Version, upgrades to the Professional or Business version are available from Microsoft.


Recommended computer hardware – minimum specifications


Windows


• Processor – Intel i5 (minimum requirement)


• Memory: 8GB RAM minimum (we suggest 16GB RAM for increased performance)


• Disk space – 256GB SSD Hard Drive (512GB is even better) is highly recommended


Recommended network equipment and bandwidth


Wireless standard


• Wireless standard 802.11x (n/ac preferred)


Bandwidth


• At least 25Mbps of internet speed upload/download (faster is better)


Wireless equipment (router)


• Any modern wireless equipment will work


Keep in mind


Optional but highly recommended: Add 2–3-year extended warranty (example: Dell Pro Support onsite next day, etc.)





Setting the Stage


With the explosion of video conferencing, it’s likely that you’ll spend a significant amount of time online when remote working, in your own version of a mini-stage – occasionally with a large audience. There are several worthwhile accessories that you should consider from the outset to help you be more productive and look more professional.


Especially in roles where you are externally facing, such as sales, executive leadership or client services, it’s important to appear as professional as possible. Even as it becomes more natural to join a video call with someone working at home, if your workspace is dark and disorganized or it’s difficult to hear you, it can send the wrong impression to people outside your company – or to your new boss.


First impressions matter. Here are some suggestions and resources to help ensure you’re making a good one in your virtual work environment.


Second monitor


Having a second monitor can be very helpful as it allows you to use more programs at once, compare and contrast materials and avoid the problem of hunching over a laptop all day.


Headset/headphones


For video calls, you should always use a headset rather than rely on the built-in speaker in your computer. Some prefer over-the-ear headsets with a microphone connected to it, others use Bluetooth earbuds such as Apple AirPods and others simply use the built-in microphone on their computer with inexpensive earbuds. The point is to use something other than the built-in speakers in your laptop when communicating with others on a work call. The built-in computer speakers often pick up your room noise and result in ‘noise bleed’ when the audio from the person you’re speaking with comes through your speakers and gets picked up by your microphone, resulting in a distracting echo. So, you hear them, but they also hear themselves at the same time, which is not ideal.


A good camera


Most laptops these days have good built-in cameras, but it can also be worth buying an inexpensive HD webcam that you can clip onto your monitor. Or, have your camera free-standing on a camera stand, which may offer better video clarity or control over the location and angle. Logitech has some great models.


Good lighting


Room lighting is an often-overlooked factor in remote work communication. There are several inexpensive lights that you can buy that go next to your laptop or even clip on the screen that can make a noticeable difference in your appearance. Ring lights aren’t just for Instagram influencers – they’re an affordable, easy way to ensure great lighting for your day-to-day calls. You may also find it helpful to incorporate natural light into your workspace, both to improve your lighting on video calls, and also to add a pleasant atmosphere to your workspace. If you are able to have your workspace in a room with a window, that can go a long way towards helping your home office feel more welcoming.


Work station or standing desk


For the sake of your long-term comfort while working from home, it’s important to ensure that your workspace is a place where you are comfortable working for long periods of time. You could consider investing in an ergonomic desk chair that will be more comfortable to sit in during a long work day, or you may even choose to purchase an adjustable standing desk, which allows you to stand for extended periods of time while you work.


Professional background


Ideally, the background that shows up when you’re on a video call should be clean, free of clutter and establishing that you are in a professionally organized space, even in your home. While working from home is becoming more normal, it could send the wrong message if an unmade bed with a pile of dirty clothes on it appears in the background when you join a video call.


Many video-call applications offer virtual backgrounds. However, depending on your lighting and set-up, these could create an odd effect where parts of your body keep disappearing and reappearing during the call, which could be more of a distraction. So test it out before settling on a virtual background.


If you are an executive, or in a role where you have frequent, high-leverage video calls, and don’t have a clean background setting, I would strongly consider purchasing a green screen. This option significantly improves the efficacy of virtual backgrounds and allows you to maintain a professional appearance no matter what’s going on in your home.
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