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Introduction





Prior to COVID-19, only about 5.7 million people in the United States were considered “remote workers,” according to workplace research and consulting firm Global Workplace Analytics. However, when COVID-19 was officially declared a pandemic in March 2020, everything changed quickly. By the end of the year, Pew Research reported that 71 percent of American workers who said their jobs could be done remotely were in fact working from home.


By 2022, while the United States and most other countries continued to grapple with COVID-19, many people returned to their office jobs, but an unprecedented number of people across a wide range of industries (such as health care, technology, and financial services) continued to work remotely, and this is not likely to change.


In fact, freelancing platform Upwork estimated in its 2020 “Future Workforce Pulse Report” that by 2025, 22 percent of the entire U.S. workforce (approximately 36.2 million Americans) will be working remotely. This means that more employers than ever before will offer remote work as a viable (and sometimes preferred) option for their employees.


We’ve already seen that traditional offices for established businesses are being shut down. According to the 2021 “State of Remote Work” report by Owl Labs, 16 percent of companies around the world now operate fully remotely. This represents one of the biggest changes in how businesses operate since the Industrial Revolution back in the 1800s.


Countless people who once worked in a traditional office setting, either by employer mandate or by choice, have abandoned their offices or cubicles to work remotely, either from home or another location. These people, and you may be one of them, must relearn how to do their jobs while relying much more than ever before on technology. Remote workers need to acquire an entirely new skill set, alter their workflow, and adapt their mentality to successfully handle their professional responsibilities and communicate and collaborate with their employer, co-workers, customers, and clients.


So as people around the world talk about a “return to normal” as COVID-19 becomes less of an immediate threat to our health, for many of us this means a permanent “new normal” that includes remote work. This already represents an 87 percent increase in remote workers around the globe, compared to prepandemic levels.







What It Means to Work Remotely


Working remotely does not necessarily mean working from home. It refers to someone who works outside a traditional office operated by their employer, either on a full-time or hybrid basis (meaning that at least one day per week, they do their job outside a traditional office). While this might very well mean working from home, it could also mean working from a shared work space, a coffee shop, a hotel room, an airport, or even a car.


Thanks to new technologies and many companies’ recent efforts to adapt, a growing number of people in a wide range of industries can now perform their job from virtually anywhere. However, this often means abandoning the status quo and adopting new ways to communicate, collaborate, stay organized, stay motivated, and handle time management and scheduling while remaining as productive as ever—even when not under direct supervision.


The Remote Worker’s Handbook is your comprehensive roadmap for navigating the fast-evolving remote work frontier. This book will help you understand the pros and cons of working remotely, teach you how to overcome the many new professional challenges you’ll face, harness the power of the technologies at your disposal, establish a well-equipped home office or remote work space, and deal with the psychological aspects of working outside a traditional office.


As you’re about to discover, no matter how experienced and skilled you are at your job, becoming a successful remote worker will require you to learn and master an entirely new skill set that relies heavily on technology. Yes, this can be intimidating, but remember that millions of people were working remotely long before the COVID-19 pandemic. They already knew what you will soon discover: being a remote worker has some significant advantages and perks, which we will explore throughout this book.


There are, however, also some common pitfalls related to remote work. With the help of this book, you can learn to avoid them and save yourself time, money, stress, and aggravation, even if your employer does not provide you with the training and guidance you need to adapt to a remote work situation.


HR technology firm Quantum Workplace’s 2021 report “The State of Remote Work,” for example, shows that remote and hybrid workers have higher levels of engagement than people doing similar jobs from a traditional office, and both they and their employers agree shifting to remote work has had no negative effect on their productivity.


Meanwhile, according to social media management company Buffer’s 2022 “State of Remote Work” report, 97 percent of remote professionals would recommend working remotely to others, and 97 percent of those who worked remotely during COVID-19 would, if given the choice, continue to do so for the rest of their professional lives, on either a full-time or hybrid basis.







What The Remote Worker’s Handbook Offers


If you want to start working remotely right away, or if you’ve already had a taste of what it’s like, but for whatever reason, things didn’t work out, this book will help you succeed as a productive remote worker and truly enjoy the experience.


Each chapter of the The Remote Worker’s Handbook covers a different aspect of how to achieve success, productivity, and happiness working outside a traditional office. In the past few years, the business world has changed a lot, and this evolution will continue. As a result, even if you opt not to work remotely yourself, you’ll likely have to work with others who are, so understanding how the process works is essential.


Failing to become proficient in the latest technologies and tools for communication, collaboration, and online security, for example, will leave you at a professional disadvantage and could put your job security in jeopardy or make you a less desirable candidate for any future jobs you apply for.


To make one thing clear from the start, becoming a remote worker can allow you to live a happier, prosperous, and more well-balanced life, but you will need to learn new skills, adapt to change, and get to know your own wants, needs, and work habits a little better. Will it be easy? Probably not at first. But in time, it’ll become second nature.


It’s also important to understand that as a remote worker, you may work from your home, a shared work space, or a wide range of locations as you travel. While your work responsibilities will remain the same, the equipment you’ll use and your work habits will probably vary depending on where you’re working.


To address this, Chapter 4, “How to Set Up and Organize Your Home or Remote Office,” focuses on the equipment, tools, and applications you’ll need anytime you’re working outside a traditional office space. As you’ll discover, simply having the right tools and equipment at your disposal is important—but so is a work space that allows you to be productive and to communicate and collaborate effectively.


Becoming a remote worker can provide you with greater freedom and autonomy than you ever thought possible while working for a company, or even when running your own business. We’ll begin our exploration into the remote working frontier with an overview of the pros and cons related to becoming a remote worker. That’s the focus of Chapter 1, “Pros and Cons of Becoming a Remote Worker,” so let’s get started! 











CHAPTER 1




Pros and Cons of Becoming a Remote Worker





People become remote workers for a variety of reasons. Perhaps you’re about to begin working from home as an employee of an existing business. Maybe you’re self-employed and will operate your own business from home. Whatever the case, if you’re accustomed to working from a traditional office, anticipate a rather significant adjustment period, during which you’ll need to master a wide range of new skills while adopting new work habits.


Ultimately, you’ll need to learn how to communicate and work effectively while staying focused and motivated—whether you’ll be working from home or from a remote work space. The adjustments you’ll need to make will largely depend on the type of work you do and your personal work habits. However, for many people, once this adjustment period is over and they’ve mastered the new skill set required for being a productive remote worker, the benefits of working remotely by far outweigh the drawbacks.


As you’ll soon discover, one key to success is having the right equipment on hand and creating a comfortable and distraction-free work space. You’ll also need to come up with a way to juggle your personal, family, and job responsibilities while meeting your deadlines, maintaining communication with your employer and team, and effectively managing your time.


Working remotely is not for everyone, although people from all walks of life, holding many job titles, and working in a wide range of industries have found it to be a welcome improvement to their lifestyle from a financial, psychological, and overall job satisfaction standpoint.


Unless you’re being forced to work remotely (due to COVID-19 or changes in your company’s operations), before you opt to become a part-time or full-time remote worker, determine if it is right for you by considering the pros and cons. Focus on your mindset, desires, skill set, job responsibilities, career goals, and work habits to see if it’s a good fit.




The 16 Biggest Benefits of Working Remotely


There are many pros and cons related to working remotely. This chapter focuses on the most common things people really love about it, as well as what some people don’t like about it. By understanding what to expect early on, you’ll develop realistic expectations about the challenges and changes you can anticipate in your home and professional life. Let’s start by looking at the most common benefits people experience when they begin working remotely.




1. No Commute


One of the biggest complaints people often have about working in a traditional office, especially if that office is in or near a city, is the commute. Not only does commuting eat up valuable time from your day, but it also costs money. And when you need to deal with bad traffic or poor weather, it can easily increase stress and anxiety. If you drive to and from work, this also causes wear and tear on your car and requires you to pay for gas, tolls, parking, and more frequent repairs and maintenance.


Carpooling with other people may reduce wear and tear on your vehicle and help protect the environment, but it also means having to coordinate schedules and eliminates any alone time you might enjoy during your commute.


Using mass transit eliminates the need to drive yourself, but besides having to pay for a monthly commuter pass (often out of pocket), you need to get to and from the bus, train, or subway station and then work around the mass transit schedule.


By eliminating their daily commute, remote workers often gain at least one or two extra productive hours in their day. As you’ll discover shortly, some people use this time to focus more on themselves and their family. For example, by using your former commuting time to exercise, meditate, get more sleep, pamper yourself, or just take part in activities you truly enjoy, you could improve your overall happiness and stress level.







2. Minimal Supervision and More Independence


As a remote worker for an employer, you’ll still have a supervisor, manager, or boss to answer to. However, this person will not be constantly looking over your shoulder or micromanaging your day-to-day activities, like they can in a traditional office setting. You’ll still be expected to handle all your work responsibilities and meet your deadlines, but it will now be entirely up to you to stay focused, set your schedule, and communicate or collaborate with others using the remote working tools at your disposal.


This is one area where some people especially have problems adapting, because to be a successful remote worker, you need to be a self-starter, have excellent time management skills, and stay organized. Many of the smaller tasks you might once have been able to delegate to someone else may now become your responsibility as well. You’ll also need to learn how to avoid common remote-working distractions that could negatively impact your productivity.


On the positive side, by improving your independent thinking, time management, and problem solving, you’ll become a more valuable employee. And if you learn how to accomplish all your work responsibilities more efficiently, you could enjoy even more free time in your daily life.







3. More Flexible Schedule


Depending on what you do, once you begin working remotely, being “on the job” during preset hours may become less important. And because you can stay in contact with your boss, team, and clients through tools on your smartphone or tablet, you’ll likely find you will no longer be chained to your desk.


Yes, you’ll still have the same responsibilities—not to mention some additional responsibilities that relate specifically to remote workers—but generally speaking you will have greater control over and more flexibility in your daily work schedule. So by implementing enhanced time management and organizational skills, you’ll get more work done in less time, take more breaks throughout your day, or finish a bit earlier in the day than you could when you worked from the company’s office.







4. Less Office Politics


Whether it’s a co-worker who spreads gossip, tries to sabotage your work, takes credit for your accomplishments, or is always either giving advice or criticizing you, there are always people in a traditional office environment you would prefer to avoid altogether. There are often also rules, protocols, and etiquette guidelines that may or may not make sense, but that you must adhere to within an office setting.


While office politics are a very real pitfall of working from a traditional office, when you’re working remotely, you’re not surrounded by these annoying people and typically are bound by far fewer rules. Sure, you may still need to interact with difficult co-workers via virtual meetings, video calls, emails, and text messages, but the distance makes this much easier. And because all communication is archived, it’s much easier for someone to get into trouble for saying or doing something offensive or unacceptable.








5. No Dress Code


Depending on the type of work you do and how much interaction you’ll have throughout your day with co-workers and clients via video calls and virtual meetings, working from home in your pajamas is rarely possible—nor is it the best approach from a psychological standpoint. To be productive as a working professional, you’re better off dressing the part. Formal business attire is certainly not needed, but dressing in casual business attire that’s comfortable but looks good is an excellent strategy. While you can work in your pajamas, you may find it harder to stay focused on your work, and if your boss or an important client requests an impromptu video call, it’s best to be prepared and look professional—not like you just rolled out of bed.


However, working remotely does allow you to dress much more casually and comfortably. Not only can this reduce your clothing budget and dry-cleaning bills, but it will also allow you to dress in a way that better fits your taste and personality.







6. Significant Financial Savings


Besides saving money on your commute and wardrobe, when you work remotely, you can often save on food, coffee, and snack expenses, because you do not need to go out to eat for lunch every day and can save a fortune by not spending upward of $6 for each cup of coffee at Starbucks. With a Keurig machine, for example, you can still enjoy gourmet coffee at a fraction of the cost of visiting your favorite coffee shop.


Also, by working from home, you’ll be able to spend more time with your kids (and pets) and supervise them, so paying for things like afterschool programs, activities, and dog walkers could be less necessary.


According to job search platform Zippia, the average remote worker saves approximately $4,600 per year by not having to commute to work, dress in formal business attire every day, and regularly go out to buy lunch and coffee.







7. Fewer In-Person Distractions from Co-Workers


When you’re surrounded by co-workers in a traditional office environment, it’s all too common for people to constantly socialize, ask questions, solicit advice, interrupt phone calls, or request impromptu meetings about insignificant topics. These interruptions and distractions are reduced when you work remotely, because most meetings are prescheduled and other interactions are handled through messaging, email, or video calls. You can decide when to respond to these messages and calls, so it’s much more difficult for others to disrupt your workflow and focus.







8. Potentially Better Work-Life Balance


By eliminating your commute and developing better time management skills, you should be able to free up time in your day, determine your own work hours, and better separate your work life and personal life. However, achieving a proper work-life balance is entirely up to you, and it will take discipline. By working from home, for example, you’ll be able to see your kids off to school and greet them when they get home. In other words, you have more opportunities to be active in the lives of your kids, yet still hold down a full-time job.


When you work remotely, it’s your responsibility to make yourself log off your computer at the end of the workday, so you can focus on your family and personal responsibilities. But on the other hand, during your workday, you can spend time with your kids and pets during breaks and use the time you would otherwise spend commuting to focus more on yourself and your loved ones. Since your home is now potentially your office, you may start to feel obligated to constantly check your incoming emails and voice messages after business hours, respond to Slack messages during dinner, or participate in a work-related business call when you’re off the clock and supposed to be watching your child’s baseball game or dance recital. When and when not to respond to work-related situations, especially during nights, weekends, and holidays, is part of what it means to develop a clear work-life balance.







9. Positive Environmental Impact


Not having to commute to and from work means you’re using less gas, creating less pollution, and not contributing to traffic problems. This doesn’t just have a positive psychological effect on your life—it also makes a positive impact on the environment.








10. Fully Customize Your Work Space


As a remote worker, you can fully personalize and customize your work space by choosing where you work, how you decorate that space, and what equipment you use. Being able to set the temperature in your home office and adjust the lighting will also help ensure your comfort.


Something as simple as choosing the ideal office chair and desk for your work space can have a tremendous impact on your everyday comfort and productivity.







11. Develop Better Communication, Time Management, and Organizational Skills


Out of sheer necessity, working remotely will require you to fine-tune your verbal and written communication skills. After all, while in-person communication may become less essential in your daily routine, you will rely heavily on phone calls, video calls, virtual meetings, text messaging, and email, as well as the cloud-based collaboration tools built into many of the applications you’ll be using.


Because your schedule will be much more flexible and nobody will pay too much attention to when you’re sitting at your desk, it will be your responsibility to manage your time efficiently. You’ll be expected to juggle a broader range of tasks while still meeting your deadlines. Thus, you must be able to avoid common distractions, overcome technical snafus, and complete your work in a timely manner.


Working remotely will also require superior organizational skills, since you’ll likely need to manage your own meeting schedule, keep track of more digital files, and complete tasks that were once handled by an office support staff—without allowing anything to fall through the cracks.


Learning these skills is relatively easy. Mastering them is a bit more challenging, because you may need to alter your workflow and change your work habits while getting used to a new collection of applications. If you dedicate yourself to adopting these new skills, they’ll become second nature in no time, and they’ll make you a more valuable employee—or a more efficient business operator.








12. Tax Incentives


The federal government (and perhaps your state) offers a nice selection of tax incentives to remote workers (particularly those who are self-employed or work freelance), including deductions for operating a homebased office and having to purchase your own equipment.


You’ll even be able to write off at least a portion of your home’s utility bills, mortgage interest/rent, real estate taxes (if applicable), various insurance fees, internet fees, and other work expenses. Unfortunately, the tax deductions are not as generous for remote workers who are not self-employed.


You’ll want to speak with an accountant once you begin working remotely to determine exactly what types of tax incentives and deductions you’re entitled to. To learn more, visit bit.ly/3rRkmPu.


Make sure to keep meticulous financial records and copies of receipts if you plan to take advantage of the tax deductions associated with working from home. Some people find it easier from a record keeping standpoint to open a separate bank account or use a separate credit card exclusively to cover their home office and work expenses.







13. Increased Job Satisfaction


Whether it results from a more independent and flexible schedule, being able to achieve a better work-life balance, or the money you’ll save by not having to commute and eat out for lunch, there are many reasons 97 percent of people questioned for a 2022 study conducted by Buffer say that they’d choose to work remotely for the rest of their career, even if it were just on a part-time basis.


By eliminating many of the minor (and sometimes major) frustrations of working from a traditional office, many people find their jobs to be even more rewarding and emotionally fulfilling.







14. Fewer Absences from Work


There’s something to be said about being able to roll out of bed and start work from your home office in a matter of minutes when necessary. By not surrounding yourself with other people during your workday, your chances of being exposed to germs and getting sick drop dramatically. However, if you do catch a cold, you’ll likely still be able to work from home and be productive. This will reduce your number of sick days and full-day absences from work each year.







15. More Time with Kids and Pets


Whether it’s before school or after they get home, as a remote worker with a more flexible schedule, you’ll likely have additional time to spend with your kids. You’ll also be able to take your dog on walks throughout the day, better bond with your pet, alleviate their separation anxiety, and potentially save hundreds of dollars per month by not having to hire a dog walker.







16. Potentially More Personal Time


One scheduling strategy some remote workers implement is to use the time they previously spent commuting as personal time. How you define that is up to you. You can take time to enjoy a hobby, spend time with a pet or family members, meditate, listen to music, catch up on the latest news, converse with friends, read a book, or focus on some type of personal growth or enrichment activity.










The 14 Biggest Drawbacks of Working Remotely


Being a remote worker certainly has its advantages. There are, however, also some potential pitfalls. The good news is that if you understand and can identify these drawbacks and how they might affect you, it’s very easy to eliminate or diminish the negative impact each can have. Let’s look at some of the most common complaints people have about remote working. As you go through this list, try to determine which might apply to your situation. Then consider all your options for addressing the issue—always with the goal of ensuring your happiness and productivity.




1. Finding a Comfortable and Conducive Work Location


Working from home is only one option for remote work. Some remote workers wind up in a shared work space that is not affiliated with their employer. For people who are constantly on the go, their most frequent work space might be a coffee shop, hotel room, airplane, airport, or public library.


If you will be working from home, it’s essential to create a work space that’s conducive to your work habits and workflow. It needs to be comfortable, spacious, well-lit, and maintain a proper temperature, while giving you easy access to all the tools and equipment you need. Chapter 4, “How to Set Up and Organize Your Home or Remote Office,” covers everything you need to consider when choosing where to work and the equipment you’ll need to get your work done.


As you’ll discover, problems with your work space will affect your productivity, attitude, and physical comfort. Even what seems like a minor inconvenience at first could lead to a larger issue if not properly dealt with.




10 THINGS TO CONSIDER WHEN CHOOSING YOUR WORK SPACE


[image: image]


Let’s look at 10 things to consider when deciding on your work space. We’ll explore the true impact of each of these considerations a bit later. Right now, just start thinking about where you plan to work from, what you’ll need to enhance your work space, and what potential problems you might encounter in your selected location.




	
Accessibility to tools and equipment you need. If, due to space limitations, your desk is in one part of the room but your printer is on the opposite side of the room, this will be a hassle every time you need to get up from your desk to retrieve a printout. Consider all the equipment and devices you’ll need to keep plugged into an electrical outlet and how close your desk is to that power source. Ideally, you want to avoid extension cords, power strips, and other cables stretching across open areas of your floor or getting tangled behind your desk.


	
Décor. Whether it’s the color of the walls, photographs, artwork, houseplants, or other décor, the things you look at day after day will have a psychological impact on you. If you don’t like the way your work space looks, this can affect your mood and productivity level.


	
Ergonomic design, height, and comfort of your desk chair. You’ll be sitting in the same office chair every day, for between eight and ten hours per day. It needs to be comfortable, be able to adjust to the perfect height for your desk, and provide support to your lower back and arms. If the chair does not properly fit your body type or can’t be adjusted properly, in the short term you’ll be uncomfortable, but over a period of months or years you could develop problems with your back, neck, shoulders, arms, and wrists. If you spend money on only one thing in your work space, make it your chair. If you’re working outside your home, choose a location with a comfortable place to sit. If the seating situation isn’t ideal, be sure to stand up, stretch, and take short walks often throughout your day to minimize the negative physical impact on you.


	
Height and size of the desk. In addition to the size, adjustability, and comfort of your desk chair, you also need to choose a proper desk and work area. Whether it’s a traditional desk, your dining room table, a folding table, or a small table at a coffee shop, your work area needs to be the proper height and provide enough space for you to work comfortably. If your work area is small (such as when you’re a frequent air traveler in coach class), the size of your laptop will become an important consideration.


	
Lighting. If your work area is too dimly lit, it will cause eyestrain. If it’s too bright, it might wind up causing headaches. Similarly, if you’re surrounded by the wrong type of lighting for extended periods or the position of the primary light source is not correct, this can also cause fatigue, headaches, and other eye issues. For example, fluorescent lighting in your home office is the worst option.


	
Noise level. Some people can concentrate with crowds of people around, the TV or music playing in the background, or other noisy distractions. Plenty of people, however, are bothered by too much noise. Consider the ambient noise level where you plan to work. How will it affect you? Will the noise impact your phone calls and virtual meetings? What can be done to control or eliminate the noise? Could you wear headphones with a noise-cancelation feature in order to concentrate?


	
Number of distractions. When working outside a traditional office, you’ll encounter many distractions from other people, pets, ambient noises, and other causes you might not be able to control. First, identify what these distractions might be in your chosen work space, and then determine what you’ll need to do to reduce or eliminate them. Having a door you can close, setting ground rules for when other people can enter your work space, or installing inexpensive sound dampeners on the walls might be viable solutions for reducing distractions.


	
Proximity to power and internet. Most remote workers rely on equipment, such as their computer, that needs a power source and continuous access to a strong internet connection. If your chosen work space lacks an ample number of electrical outlets or the wifi signal is too weak, it can affect your productivity level. It might make sense to have additional outlets installed in your home office, move your modem closer, or add wifi signal boosters to your home. If you’ll be working outside your home, you’ll likely want to carry a power strip with you and make sure your smartphone can generate a personal wifi hotspot to ensure internet connectivity.


	
Temperature. If you’re too hot or too cold or the air quality is too dry, too humid, or has a bad smell, this will impact your ability to focus and be comfortable while you’re working. When working from a basement, garage, or attic, pay extra attention to air quality, especially issues relating to mold and mildew.


	
Size of the space. Forcing yourself to work from an area that’s too small will be uncomfortable and frustrating. Again, a lot has to do with your personal work habits and where you’re working from, so pay attention to your space needs and be sure to cater to them—especially if you’ll be working from that location for more than a few hours at a time. For example, if you traditionally place paperwork next to your laptop while you’re working, the table or desk you choose needs to accommodate this.














2. Sharing Your Work Space with Others


During the shelter-at-home period of the COVID-19 pandemic, many people were forced to share a work space with a spouse, a roommate, and/ or children. They had to fight for desk space and internet bandwidth and struggle to focus amid the constant distractions.


Even if you’re extremely social, it’s important to evaluate your work habits and determine if you do better surrounded by other people or if you’re more productive having a work space to yourself.


Some people find that working from home, when they can be alone during their workday, is ideal. Others find it disconcerting. If you’re one of the latter, a shared work space or a coffee shop may be a more congenial atmosphere for you.







3. Not Having Access to an In-Person Secretary or Assistant


Being a remote worker often means that you’re responsible for all the tasks that a secretary, office assistant, or personal assistant might have done for you in the past, such as managing your schedule, taking dictation, photocopying, filing, screening calls, or making coffee. You’ll need to learn how to handle these and other tasks on your own so that you can maintain the same level of efficiency.
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