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        Before You Begin
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            In midsummer 2010, I received a strange call from my manager. I was instructed to make myself available at 4:00 p.m. and to be in a place where I could talk freely without my fellow employees hearing. It was both mysterious and unsettling, but most of all it was intriguing.

            When I dialed into the rather large conference call, I realized the presenter was the much-admired CEO of our division. His first words were galvanizing: “If you are not able to keep a secret, please leave this call immediately.” And so it began.

            The next hour was spent detailing an audacious plan to completely shift the current business model for Kaplan Test Prep, the world’s leader in the field.

            On November 3, 2010 (just a few months from that midsummer call), Kaplan would essentially flip a switch and change from a brick-and-mortar organization, with 170 physical locations throughout the United States, Canada, and Europe, to a predominantly virtual company where almost 90 percent of all employees would work from home. While on the surface Kaplan would continue to service students as it always had, the organizational structure behind that service would transform completely.

            —Jim Shevlin

        

        

        

        That provides the background for this book. On a single day in 2010, a 70-year-old, industry-leading company completely embraced the remote workforce and implemented an entirely new organizational structure. Written after the fact, this book is about the lessons learned from that extreme transformation—by employees, for employees.

        This book is about being a remote worker, from the perspective of remote workers. By detailing the many lessons we learned transitioning from traditional offices to remote ones, we hope to help others understand how to enter, enjoy, and thrive in the wonderful world of working from home (or a library, or a coffee shop, or an exotic island). We have tried to write honestly and directly about the physical aspect of this type of work. We have tried to portray the mental challenges of this job. But most importantly, we have tried to provide words to convey the extraordinarily novel emotional and psychological considerations of working within this structure.

        The main thrust of this book is not about how to manage a remote workforce—at least, not directly. As their titles clearly indicate, many of the books available today about working remotely are focused, with varying levels of success, on this management challenge. But while this book is not primarily about how to manage remote workers, we believe it is a tremendous resource for managers because of what it does discuss: the remote worker, from the remote worker’s perspective. To manage remote employees, a manager needs to understand remote employees. In fact, the last section of this book is written specifically for managers, but it will only be completely understood by a manager who has incorporated the lessons from the earlier chapters. 

        The biggest revelation we experienced while researching this book was that, thus far, little consideration has been given to the thoughts and emotions of the remote employee; the psychology of the remote worker is rarely addressed. But, by definition, a remote worker must confront a number of challenges alone. As we began to structure this book, we realized we had to focus on the psychological world of the remote employee as a definitive element of the experience. Only by understanding this inner world of the mind could the reader make sense of the corresponding physical and functional aspects of working remotely.

        This book is written by the employees who made it through Kaplan’s radical transformation and thrived. By writing about an experience that is based on the collective realities of many brilliant and sharing individuals, we hope to portray a picture of what could and should be the reality for future remote workers everywhere.

        By employees, for employees. Let’s begin the journey.

    

Chapter 1

Secrets of the Right Mentality


    
Of all the transitions you’ll have to make as you move from a traditional office into the remote workforce, the psychological adjustments may be the most surprising. Many people already know that they need a comfortable physical workspace. This chapter will help you think about setting up a comfortable mental space as well.




        Settling into Your New Environment

        Working in a remote environment is something that you may not have experienced before. There are many similarities between working remotely and working in a more traditional office setting, but there are also many differences. When you’re a virtual employee, you shoulder more responsibility to understand your company’s culture and ensure you are living up to your commitments.

        What do you really know about the company you work for? When you started, what kind of research did you do? If its stock is publicly traded, did you check its performance on the stock exchange? Did you do an internet search of the company name along with keywords like “love,” “good employer,” and “quit”? Doing this type of investigative work before signing on with a company gives you both a sense of job security and some context for the information your interviewers provide. Gone are the days of a job for life. The best and brightest will likely work for several companies, so it’s important to control that process to be in charge of your career. Investigating potential employers is crucial.

        Far too often, this investigation, if it occurs at all, ceases once someone accepts a job offer. This makes sense in the short term—after all, the interview was a success, the new job is yours, and if you did that important research before accepting the position, you probably feel that you know enough about the company to rest easy about your decision and how your new role fits with your long-term goals.

        In reality, though, you don’t know enough about the company. You may know the likelihood of its longevity over the next few years, but you have no idea about the inner workings of the different departments you’ll soon be interacting with, what your boss is really like, or why your colleague, who is supposed to be showing you the ropes, is acting in such a cold manner toward you.

        In a traditional office environment, a lot of your knowledge about the company’s history and culture occurs through a natural process of osmosis. You overhear conversations in the next cubicle. You run into a colleague on the way to the printer and take a few minutes to discuss why they look so frustrated. Lunch provides a great opportunity to learn the backstory of recent changes. While this can easily spill into gossip, it quickly provides a good understanding of why things are the way they are.

        When you’re part of a remote workforce, that intrinsic knowledge is much harder to come by. It will come eventually, but by the time you have a full picture of the company’s history and its major and minor players, a significant amount of time will have passed (more than would have in a non-virtual work environment). There’s no point in waiting that long and struggling unnecessarily as you start out. The solution is to take action.

        If your company provides you with a relevant company history, it’s an excellent sign of a company that cares. If you don’t receive such a history, or the one you’re provided is superficial at best, then it is up to you to obtain a history you can use. Ask for a summary of recent changes that affected the organizational structure of the company and your division. Ask for the background on any personnel changes that are relevant to you in your new position. Requests such as these are a big part of setting yourself up for success in the remote workforce.

        Without this knowledge, you’re going to be guessing at how to best perform your duties and maneuver among colleagues and departments. But there is more at risk than just that. As we’ll discuss in later chapters, networking in the virtual work environment begins much earlier than in the traditional workplace. Knowing the lay of the land from the past to the present allows you to start mapping out your career right away and avoid falling into the hidden traps created by events that took place before you ever arrived.

        
			
			
				
				
            If you are in the process of onboarding, you can ask your HR department if they have a video or a manual or other collateral that discusses the history of the company, including when your role or department went remote. If you are not in the process of onboarding, or your HR department doesn’t have any materials, then you may be able to gain this information in other ways. You could informally ask people to share their stories—how did they get hired into the role they are in now, when did they join the company, etc. This activity will help you build a picture of recent company history, and help you build your network, all at once.

            —Teresa Douglas

        





        

        

        Knowledge and trust are keys to success as a member of the remote workforce. Know what you’re getting into before signing on with a company, and know what you’ve gotten into once you’re there. There is a baseline level of trust that every employer-employee relationship needs to have, but in a remote workforce, the stakes in this circle of trust are significantly higher. It is incumbent on you, the remote worker, to both understand the implications of this change and embrace the dynamics that now exist. Your company has given you freedom and responsibility, and you must understand both the opportunity and the trap that lie therein.

        As you will discover, the world of working remotely can give you greater day-to-day autonomy, more control over your work-life blend, and a greater ability to craft your job in ways that you may have previously thought unimaginable. These are all exciting possibilities. Frankly, only time will tell whether you can do these things well while working from home. In the remote workplace, temptations are plentiful. You will need to manage yourself, internalizing the employer part of the contractual bargain and weighing each and every decision you make throughout the day as both employer and employee.

        Until you begin to work remotely, it may be difficult for you to understand the extraordinary trust that your company has placed in you, and it may be hard for you to comprehend just how much effort and thought you will have to exert to understand the implications of that trust. As you begin (and continue) to work in the remote workforce, you must periodically ask yourself whether you are up to the challenge and determine whether you are fulfilling your duties.

        It is not unheard of for people to agree to work remotely and then spend their days ignoring their responsibilities until their company inevitably lets them go. In a similar vein, not all managers thrive in this environment, where trust is crucial to success. A lack of trust often leads to micromanaging and, ultimately, the resignation or dismissal of the remote employee. However, these stories say much more about the individuals involved than they do about working remotely.

        There are also many workers on the opposite end of the spectrum: those who fulfill all of their work obligations appropriately and use the flexibility remote work offers to lead a more abundant life. There are remote workers who train for marathons, foster children, and fulfill other life dreams they may not have been able to without the flexibility offered by remote work.

        It is common for companies to be overcontrolling as workers migrate away from the office. It is equally common for remote workers to initially feel as though they are on the outside looking in as they get acclimated to new communication patterns and new logistical arrangements. Discuss these things openly and honestly with your manager and your peers alike. Work through your tentative feelings as you enter this new world.

        Your company has gone all-in on your abilities, your maturity, and your discipline. Seize this opportunity. Fulfill the contract you have made. Build your particular remote existence within the parameters established by your company and reap the benefits that result.

    


        Preparing to Work More

        What kind of worker are you? Are you someone who looks for any job that gives you a decent salary? Are you after a particular line of work that you will enjoy, regardless of the financial benefits? Or maybe you want anything that keeps your evenings and weekends completely free. These are important questions to ask yourself before getting into the virtual workforce, because one thing is certain in this environment: You will work more.

        This concept can be hard for people to grasp, as from the outside the assumption is that you have more free time. After all, there’s no boss in the room to watch over you. You have fewer distractions from coworkers, fewer clients coming in with questions, and just less noise all around. But the reality is actually the opposite. With fewer outside distractions, the right type of worker can suddenly have eight hours of pure work time. It’s amazing how much time gets used up with random interruptions that are commonplace in an on-site office environment. Once those are removed, all that is left is for you to work. Granted, there are other potential distractions, but it’s important to understand that contrary to popular belief, working from home means working more.

        Let’s take a moment to consider your new workspace. You now have fewer reasons to get up to accomplish tasks. Things like walking across the hall to get supplies or to the copy room to get a printout are all but eliminated, as hard copies are rarely required when working remotely. In the event that you do need to print something, the printer is usually right next to you. Those couple of minutes spent on the move in a traditional office environment can turn into something much longer when they present the opportunity to run into a colleague or supervisor. Any situation involving leaving your desk—getting coffee in the break room, running a suggestion by your boss, heading to the conference room for a meeting—provides an opportunity for distraction. In the virtual workforce, most of these actions are done with a click or two of your mouse.

        The other major difference is that when you work from home, it’s much harder to separate your home life from your work life. You no longer go out into the world and enter a different building to start your workday. Instead, work is just . . . there. Switching off becomes much more challenging, and it can be easy to start earlier, finish later, and find yourself working on weekends. It becomes harder to tell yourself that things can wait when in the most literal sense, they don’t have to—the computer is right there.

        The tendency to work more in this environment isn’t necessarily a terrible thing, but you need to recognize and manage it carefully to get the right level of satisfaction out of your job and your work-life blend. Ultimately, you have more freedom in how you work, so use that to your advantage. Schedule regular breaks in your routine: Set an alarm to remind yourself to get up and stretch, walk to a nearby coffee shop, or work on a craft project. The activity you choose is less important than the act of taking regular breaks. Just knowing you have a 10-minute break in your day to do something you enjoy can keep you happy and productive in your role.

        
		
		
			
    	
       When you work remotely, your office is really wherever you and your laptop are. I’ve learned that this makes my technological boundaries just as important as physical ones in a typical office. For example, I don’t have my work email go directly to my phone, allowing my phone to remain a personal device while my laptop is a work device. This helps me to feel unplugged when my work laptop is closed, and sends a clear signal that I’m only available for urgent needs when I’ve shut down my computer for the day.

            —Christine Terrell

    




        

        

        

        Identifying what you want out of your virtual workforce job will help establish a base level of satisfaction. Know that you will be working more and recognize what that is: an opportunity. It’s an opportunity to immerse yourself more fully in exciting work with fewer distractions than you might experience while working in an office. You can take great satisfaction in helping your colleagues and clients in a more timely and efficient manner and make your job something more than just a 40-hour-a-week way to keep the wolf from the door.

        At the same time, recognize that this is a double-edged sword you need to wield wisely. Schedule breaks for yourself and set limits so you don’t end up burning out. Walk into this working situation with eyes wide open, being prepared to both work more and reap the benefits of doing so.

    


        Dealing with Reactions of Friends and Family

        
            [image: ]
            A month or so after I started working from home, I began getting calls from my mother in the middle of the day. At first I was concerned. We lived on different coasts, and a call in the middle of my workday used to mean that something momentous had happened. Someone was in a car accident, or sick, and I needed to either buy a plane ticket or call a relative in the hospital.

            These turned out not to be those kind of calls. My mom missed having me nearby and thought that I would now have time to chat. I would gently let her know that I was in the middle of my workday, but it would still take 45 minutes to get off of the phone, and she would forget and call me again the next time she thought of it.

            I found that the only solution was to not pick up the phone during work hours. She always left a message, and I could listen to it right away and decide if I needed to call back immediately. If not, I made a note to call her in the evening when I had time to talk. Gradually the midday phone calls stopped, and we went back to our regular routine of talking after my business day was done.

            —Teresa Douglas

        

        

        

        No one really understands what other people do for work. We have a much better idea about traditional jobs, the ones children are taught about in school: police officer, nurse, construction worker. But even with those jobs, it can be hard to picture what really happens. When do police file paperwork? How do nurses structure their days? What do construction workers actually do, when so much of their job appears to consist of standing about, waiting? It’s not a surprise, then, that it’s hard to visualize what a claims adjustor or regional sales director does day to day. Now take that confusion and multiply it by a factor of 10. Welcome to the way friends, family, and even some coworkers view the life of a remote worker, regardless of the job title.
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