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PRAISE FOR


THE POWER OF REMOTE




“Every business on planet earth was affected by the 2020 global pandemic, and the biggest paradigm shift in business was the displacement of people out of the communal office to their urgently created home offices. We were forced to reinvent, restructure, and rethink our traditional working approach. The Power of Remote will give you the tools to navigate this new territory and create, support, and manage a thriving remote team.”


—Jason Vale, CEO, Juice Master Ltd.


“Managing remote work is one of the most important topics for businesses today. With so much misunderstanding around the shift from in-person to remote work, The Power of Remote comes at the perfect time—and with all the right information. A must-read!”


—Dr. Marshall Goldsmith, Thinkers50 #1 Executive Coach and New York Times best-selling author of The Earned Life and other books


“Remote work is neither new nor for everyone, but it is rapidly increasing and reshaping the future of where and how people will work. Drawing on rigorous research, relevant cases, and personal experiences, Cynthia and Shane offer insights, practices, and actions that enable remote work to work. Their thoughtful ideas will be useful for leaders who shape remote work, employees who work remotely, and consultants who guide remote work. What a delightful book!”


—Dave Ulrich, Rensis Likert Professor at Michigan’s Ross School of Business and BusinessWeek’s #1 Management Educator


“Companies all over the world are recognizing that virtual work is not a fad that will pass with time. People want the freedom to choose where to work depending on context and task. And with the right systems and work practices, companies can reap the benefits too. That’s where The Power of Remote comes in. Cynthia Watson and Shane Spraggs provide a detailed road map for evolving into a high-performing virtual team so that, as a leader, you can take advantage of this new way of working.”


—Lisette Sutherland, director of Collaboration Superpowers and author of the award-winning Work Together Anywhere


“The Power of Remote provides valuable advice and insight on working and succeeding remotely. Maybe more important, it contains context for the changes we’re going through, from people who’ve been there and done that.”


—Wayne Turmel, cofounder of the Remote Leadership Institute and coauthor of the bestseller The Long-Distance Leader


“The Power of Remote provides leaders with a much-needed road map to create remote workplaces where organizational objectives are met and employees feel a greater sense of connection to what they do and who they work with. From how to build a healthy organizational culture in remote work environments to changing how and what we communicate to foster greater employee ownership and collaboration, Watson and Spraggs offer tools and insights that will help expand your leadership toolkit to meet the changing needs and demands arising from this new world of work.”


—Tanveer Naseer, Inc. 100 leadership speaker, award-winning author, and coauthor of Leadership Vertigo


“The Power of Remote outlines all the problems employers are likely to face with hybrid and remote work and how to address them. The best guide yet for those moving to a more remote operating model.”


—Peter Cappelli, George W. Taylor Professor of Management at the Wharton School and best-selling author of The Future of the Office


“The Power of Remote is a valuable nuts and bolts review of the remote work revolution that could become essential reading as the remote work trend dominates the future of work.”


—Derek Gallimore, best-selling author of Inside Outsourcing
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Nobody on their deathbed has ever said, “I wish I had spent more time at the office.”


—US SENATOR PAUL TSONGAS




 


To those managers and staffers postpandemic keen to embrace remote work via hybrid or completely offsite, this book was written to help you realize the unprecedented efficiencies that this work style affords.
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INTRODUCTION


The New Remote Reality


Work is what we do, not where we are.


—US GENERAL SERVICES ADMINISTRATION, 2012


In the opening moments of the fifth season of the CBS series The Good Fight, which depicts the inner workings of a Chicago law firm, the pandemic has just begun to wash over the Second City, and the world is slowly turning upside down. At one point, two of the firm’s top partners explain to a room full of anxious associates how the office will cope with the new stay-at-home order. “We’re setting up a teleconferencing infrastructure,” says one. “So download a program called Zoom.com. Z-O-O-M.”


“Get on your computers,” the other chimes in. “Zoom.com.”


It sounds ridiculous today, when so many are saddled with “Zoom fatigue,” but in early 2020, that was our reality. While some of us had heard of or maybe even used Zoom, only a few could have imagined that within a matter of months, nearly the entire working world would have logged some time in a Zoom meeting, with many doing so multiple times a day.


The sea change began, of course, with the arrival of COVID-19. As the case numbers ticked up, businesses scrambled to adapt to lockdowns and office closures. Long seen as a significant risk, the completely distributed workforce suddenly became a necessity. Yet for the vast majority of firms, this was uncharted territory. Would it lead to disaster?


Even in the “before times,” most of us who worked in offices spent much of our workday tapping away at our computers in relative solitude. Occasionally, we’d log in from home to answer a few emails. But very few worked remotely full time or even dared consider such a possibility. Then, in a flash, companies shut their doors and told workers to stay home. Suddenly, poof! The impossible dream fell into our laps: working full time in the comfort of our softest pajamas.


The result has been a seismic shift in the way we view work. In the not-so-distant future, we might have only hazy memories of office life. COVID-19 proved, once and for all, the undeniable value of remote work. With a newly realized opportunity to work from home, as many as twenty-three million Americans planned to move in 2021, according to a survey of twenty thousand workers by the online freelancing platform Upwork.1 That’s more than three times the number of Americans who move in a normal year, and this was just in the first year after the pandemic’s arrival. As of the writing of this book in mid-2022, millions more have likely realized that remote work enables them to live in places with a lower cost of living and a higher quality of life, while countless others are enjoying less time in the office thanks to hybrid work arrangements.


COVID-19 has remade the workplace, and for the vast majority of firms, some degree of remote work is here to stay. Many companies will likely embrace a hybrid model in which workers spend a few days at home and a few days at the office. In a May 2021 study by Mercer, 70 percent of more than five hundred companies surveyed said that they expected to go hybrid.2 Two-thirds of the employers polled by Microsoft in March 2021 said that they were redesigning their workplaces to accommodate hybrid work.3 In The Nowhere Office, British analyst Julia Hobsbawm’s 2022 book on postpandemic work, she examined a future workplace that’s both virtual and physical.4 For the many workers who feel perfectly comfortable tapping away at their laptop in bed, at their desk, on the beach, or at a local café, a more apt label might be “the everywhere office.”


The genie is out of the bottle—expectations about where and how we work have shifted dramatically and irrevocably. A March 2021 survey of three hundred thousand workers in more than thirty countries found that nearly three of four enjoy the flexibility of remote and hybrid work.5 “The data is clear,” the Microsoft study declared. “Extreme flexibility and hybrid work will define the postpandemic workplace.”


Meanwhile, companies without flexible work options could face an exodus. A May 2021 survey of one thousand US adults revealed that 39 percent would consider quitting if their employer offered no remote work options. Nearly half of millennial and Gen Z workers expressed this view, which suggests an even greater shift in the near future.6 This helps explain why a record 4.3 million workers voluntarily left their jobs in August 2021, according to the US Department of Labor.7


We now know that remote work can cut costs and the daily commute while boosting productivity and morale. Still, without strong support from top executives, it has the potential to introduce vast uncertainty and erode the bottom line. Nearly one of five remote workers surveyed by OnePoll and Citrix in April 2020 said that their employers were either not very ready or not ready at all for the shift to remote work.8


There’s clearly work to be done, and the challenges are already significant. Many companies are just at the starting line when it comes to figuring out how to best incorporate remote workers. They are aware that it will involve establishing new systems, hiring the right people, and keeping communication flowing and goals on track. But few understand the strategies and processes required to accomplish these objectives. In the near future, a wide variety of businesses will need to design and implement the systems, structure, and training that ensure and support results-driven autonomous work.


Crucial questions will include the following:


How do we hire people well suited to remote work and train them so that they’re able to achieve as much outside the office as they did inside?


How can we ensure strong communication and goal-oriented collaboration among remote teams, especially when one team member might be in Alabama and another in Alicante?


How do we ensure that our managers are fully on board and that remote employees engage with their companies and their jobs?


How do we fully execute on projects across a distance?


Imagine an orchestra of musicians who have been rehearsing together in the same space for years. Suddenly, they’re practicing separately in different locations, connected only by video link. They may still find a way to make beautiful music—as we learned from the many fine Zoom concerts performed in 2020 by orchestras around the world9—but without devising and implementing systems to ensure better long-distance rehearsals, they are unlikely to approach the brilliance of their live concerts.


Businesses today face the same problem. When everyone is working in the office, it’s easy to call a quick meeting to keep the team focused. With workers in different locations, however, momentum can easily slow. This is because companies have yet to install the tools and strategies to ensure that remote workers remain as effective as they had been in the office. Despite the impressive productivity we saw from remote workers in the pandemic’s early days, a gap remains—one that could threaten productivity as well as employee engagement, well-being, and trust.


We, the authors of this book, have a profound appreciation for that gap because we’ve been helping clients achieve better results over distance for decades. Cynthia Watson knew about telecommuting before the term even existed. At ten years old, in the late 1960s, she watched spellbound as her older brother linked his home terminal in Palo Alto via telephone coupler to the legendary CDC 6600 at Stanford, just up the road. In the 1980s, as a systems analyst, she often worked from home by connecting TI’s Silent 700 to IBM’s 370 mainframe. Cynthia then switched gears to escape the office even more, pursuing a career in enterprise IT sales. In 1993, she wrote her master’s thesis on telecommuting and left office work behind for good. Over the past three decades, she’s consulted for and led several companies while pursuing a life without boundaries. She’s run large global projects and led high-performing teams while on the path to Machu Picchu, at Mount Everest base camp, and in a hut in Patagonia, as well as in countless cafés, conference rooms, and even, on occasion, her home office. Today, as Executive Chair of Virtira, a company dedicated to elevating remote team performance, she oversees the company’s training division and contributes to the evolving remote landscape through research and consulting. Long dedicated to never stepping foot in a traditional office, Cynthia endeavors to leverage remote work to expand career opportunities for women in large and small communities and promote sustainable green solutions.


Virtira CEO Shane Spraggs’s unparalleled expertise in organizational planning and project management is the perfect complement to Cynthia’s experience and vision. For more than a quarter century, Shane has been driving successful projects for some of the world’s leading brands, including Disney. An industry leader in shaping innovative project management strategies, he has brought his insights to a variety of top media and software start-ups. Shane’s leadership extends beyond the boardroom to postsecondary classrooms, where he continues to teach these methods to aspiring project managers. Often praised by colleagues and clients for his ability to evaluate complex organizational challenges and implement project-based solutions that ensure sustainable success with continuous oversight and improvement, Shane constantly challenges himself and the team to identify remote productivity improvements for Virtira’s clients, enlisting the same ambition he uses every morning to hike up Knox Mountain, his favorite trail in his hometown of Kelowna, British Columbia.


Remote work may be new and unfamiliar to countless workers, managers, and executives, but it’s our comfort zone, our wheelhouse. For more than a decade, we have been running a completely virtual and highly successful professional services firm. Ensuring the optimal performance of remote workers and teams—which, for many of today’s businesses, is suddenly a top priority—is our area of expertise.


Our mission is to transform new hires into top-performing members of top-performing remote teams, able to work cross-functionally with other top performers to complete projects, continuing the cycle. Achieving this requires moving away from traditional brick-and-mortar oversight and surveillance and embracing results-driven and flexible work models. Businesses can no longer rely on office-based processes. Managers must implement and support policies, processes, and tools that support flexible, autonomous work while keeping virtual teams aligned and accountable. One refrain you’ll find throughout this book is that working on a “remote island” necessitates more attentive management, from ensuring productivity to establishing strong communication and instilling culture and purpose. This is because it bears repeating that the more remote your workforce, the more structure you need to replace office walls with virtual ones.


You’ll find that once you install the systems we outline in this book, productivity will be a snap—perhaps even easier than in the office. With our model, workers are no longer forced to guess which task to tackle next. They are instead eminently familiar with their deadlines and their deliverables. This certainty instills a confidence that ensures less stress for all those involved. Eliminating uncertainty makes remote workers and teams more productive and results oriented. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.


If you’re part of a company with remote or hybrid staffers or that connects across a number of offices, this book will show you how to optimize remote work to ensure the best results. If you’re a newly remote worker looking to up your game, this book will provide a great deal of insight on enhancing your experience and boosting your performance. This book is not about working from home, per se—although it will help you do that better as well. It is, rather, about getting work done—and working better with others—over a distance. Even more, it aims to help business leaders adapt to our new workplace reality and ensure that all employees, whether down the block or Down Under, remain as productive as possible.


How to Get the Most out of This Book


This work has been divided into five parts. Each begins with an overview, followed by chapters on specific aspects of that part’s focus that conclude with a “pro tip” of practical advice.


Part I offers a broad overview of the past and present of remote work, with a quick glimpse into the future. The first chapter details the history of telecommuting from its beginnings to its near dominance today, while the second highlights the primary virtues and challenges of working remotely—laying the foundation for what follows.


Part II is your guide to building a team of remote stars, taking you all the way from finding them (chapter 3) and bringing them safely aboard (chapter 4) to ensuring the efficacy of their workplace (chapter 5) and, last but certainly not least, instilling within them a strong sense of company culture (chapter 6).


Part III provides a wealth of insight on achieving optimal remote performance, with chapters 7–10 focused on, respectively, the value of first impressions, strengthening communication and collaboration, making meetings more impactful, and the importance of accountability for your remote staff.


Part IV, the heart of the book, examines the elements of strong virtual leadership. Chapter 11 explains how virtual management diverges from traditional management and provides specific instructions, while chapter 12 examines the crucial nature of purpose and lays out how to align your team with core values. The next three chapters detail how to build ownership to increase engagement and even, in the best of circumstances, instill passion.


Part V lays out the tools we’ve developed at Virtira to ensure optimal performance and productivity for remote teams tackling remote business projects and to complete that often endless “last mile” in complex sales.


Feel free to read sequentially, from here straight through to the end, or use the book as a reference guide to deliver the insights you need when you need them. Whichever route you choose, we wish you happy reading and virtual success!




Additional Content
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Throughout the book, QR codes and links provide access to additional Virtira content, training manuals, and guidelines that have proved extremely helpful in our work.
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This is far from the first book promising to boost the productivity of remote and hybrid workers. But it is likely the first one written by two top executives with decades of experience combining remote productivity, project management, and corporate efficiency to solve the problems of virtual work. Unlike many so-called experts, we know how to do it right, and we have the track record to back it up.


Perhaps more importantly, this book arrives amid a seismic shift—perhaps the greatest since the Industrial Revolution drove us indoors—in how and where we work. It’s true that remote work had been steadily increasing in the years before the onset of the pandemic: telecommuting increased fourfold in the 2010s. Still, just over a third (36 percent) of more than nine hundred US workers polled in January 2020 said that they did some remote work every week.10 Today, the script has flipped, as just 40 percent of employees are expected to be on site full time as the pandemic recedes, and a full 90 percent of employers expect employees to work from home.11


The megapopular TV series The Office has been rendered obsolete because so few workers regularly toil in the same space at the same time. In today’s hybrid world, Jim and Pam might be forced to flirt via emoji. Nearly all of the five hundred employers (97 percent) surveyed by Mercer in May 2021 planned to implement increased work flexibility after the pandemic.12 And in early 2021, JPMorgan chief operating officer Daniel Pinto said that he saw zero chance that all workers would return to the office full time after COVID-19.


The pandemic forced businesses everywhere to hurriedly implement remote protocols. But were they the right ones? Worker morale and even productivity may have ticked up initially, but getting it right in the long term is a much more difficult needle to thread. Employers had no time to prepare for the great remote shift of 2020; thus, it’s unlikely that their new protocols incorporated best practices for remote hiring and onboarding, optimal remote project management, or an ability to balance hybrid schedules within teams while ensuring strong bonds between remote members. What’s more, this is semi-intentional, as many firms view a full embrace of remote work as a threat to their culture and established management style. Yet our decades of experience have convinced us that, with the right approach, remote work represents an unprecedented opportunity to boost productivity while building a more sustainable culture better suited to today’s dynamic working landscape.




 


CHAPTER 1


From Inception to After the Pandemic


We are now at a decision point as a society; we must decide whether the way of life made possible by the automobile since the turn of the century will (or can) continue, or if we should consider alternate or modified modes of working, communicating, and living.


—JACK NILLES, 1973


When the history of office life is written, 2020 is sure to be a swing year after which everything changed. But few know that the seeds of our pandemic-driven shift were planted half a century ago, thanks in part to Los Angeles’s legendary traffic.


Physicist Jack Nilles was designing satellites and communications systems for NASA and the US Air Force in the early 1970s when a planning official half-jokingly asked him to find a way to get more people to work at home and stop clogging freeways with their commuting.13 The question gnawed at Nilles, and when the 1973 oil embargo against the United States led to a surge in gas prices and prompted the University of Southern California to launch a study of the American commute, he signed on. “Given the capability of modern telecommunications and computer technologies to efficiently produce, transmit, and store information, it appears probable that many information industry workers could ‘telecommute,’” Nilles wrote in the resulting book. “That is, they could perform their work, using communications and computer technologies, much closer to home.”14


With this modest assertion, Nilles coined the term “telecommute,” conjuring the outlines of our remote future.15 The concept is elementary today, but nearly fifty years ago, it was revolutionary. In fact, the insurance company that agreed to participate in Nilles’s nine-month telecommuting study—which showed higher productivity and potentially millions in annual savings—decided against implementation. “The company said no, we’re not going to do that,” eighty-seven-year-old Nilles recalled in a 2020 interview. “From every direction, we got resistance. That was my early lesson that this was going to be hard to sell. They’re used to business as usual. I’ve been fighting that ever since.”16


Long before the pandemic forced an attitude adjustment, geopolitics gave the concept an early boost. The oil embargo imposed by the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) not only boosted Nilles’s research but also prompted two of the country’s most forward-thinking companies, AT&T and IBM, to later install remote terminals in many of their workers’ homes in an effort to curb commuting costs. Their programs were so successful that they remained in place decades after OPEC lifted the embargo.


As of 2009, 40 percent of IBM’s three hundred eighty-six thousand global employees were working remotely, and the company was saving about $100 million each year. In 2013, nearly all of AT&T’s employees (95 percent) and managers (98 percent) said that telecommuting had increased their productivity.


By that time, the idea had understandably begun to catch on. Personal computers had become tiny and cheap, the internet was ubiquitous, and the transition to virtual work seemed a no-brainer. At home we could suddenly do everything we could do at the office except share a coffee with a coworker. In 2000, the Department of Transportation passed a law requiring its agencies to establish telecommuting policies that would allow eligible employees to work remotely as much as possible.17 In 2005, Best Buy implemented a program that offered flexibility when it came to working location—and soon had four thousand employees working from home.18 In 2010, then-president Barack Obama signed into law the Telework Enhancement Act, which required every government agency to develop a plan to approve employees for remote work.19 Several agencies soon proved that they could manage just fine with more than 75 percent of staff working outside the office.20 Over the next decade, remote work grew fourfold.21 Then came the pandemic, which increased remote work another 250 percent.22


The road has not been without its potholes. In 2013, Yahoo! CEO Marissa Mayer shocked the tech world by pulling the plug on working from home. “To become the absolute best place to work,” Mayer announced in a human resources memo, “communication and collaboration will be important, so we need to be working side-by-side. That is why it is critical that we are all present in our offices.”23 Yahoo!’s remote staff pushed back.


“Why?” one telecommuter responded.24 “[In the office, we] have to put up with numbskull self-important programmers constantly yakking to each other LOUDLY from the next set of cubicles about non-work-related stuff and being distracted every twenty minutes by some bored soul coming over to my desk to go for coffee or foosball, or just to talk about the spreading ennui of knowing [we are] working for a company whose glory days [are] long over.” Ouch.


Yet Mayer’s edict stuck and soon began to alter the perceived wisdom. Tech firms suddenly seemed determined to keep everyone under the same roof. Best Buy ended its work location flexibility program, and in 2017, one of telecommuting’s first movers, IBM, insisted that all its workers had to be physically present in the office. The next year, the US Department of Education recalled its teleworkers in an effort to boost collaboration.25 Google may have had much the same thinking when it built its famed Googleplex compound, which opened in Mountain View, California, in 2004. Spread across two million square feet of office space and extensive grounds, perks and amenities included gourmet cafeterias offering cuisines from around the world, dozens of snack rooms, volleyball courts, massages and ball pits for stress release, gyms with regular yoga classes, and more.26


The plan, of course, is that employees find the place so enticing that they never want to leave. Google even operates a fleet of Wi-Fi-enabled biodiesel shuttle buses providing free rides to work for area employees. Once workers arrive at the Googleplex, they can eat pretty much whatever they want, whenever they want, from all of the cafés and snack bars, which are also free. Many new arrivals have gone overboard and put on a few pounds, a development that has come to be known as “the Google 15.”27 Bikes are parked indoors, and workers can toil alongside their pets—one even brought in his boa constrictor.28 The staff-seducing wonders of the Googleplex likely inspired Apple to build its $5 billion Apple Park, which opened in 2017 a few miles south of the Googleplex in Cupertino. The donut-shaped, Norman Foster–designed main building, which is among the world’s most energy efficient, was soon dubbed “the Mothership” because of its resemblance to a UFO. The compound one-ups Google with housing for twelve thousand employees, a one-hundred-thousand-square-foot fitness center, an underground one-thousand-seat auditorium, and seven cafés, the largest of which can seat three thousand people.29


As with Mayer’s edict, Silicon Valley’s ostentatious commitment to on-site staffing began to reshape thinking in other sectors. After all, the thinking went, if Big Tech had turned its back on telecommuting, then office-bound staff must be the best way forward. This was not much of a leap, as it largely confirmed many corporate leaders’ suspicions about remote work. Top managers and executives have long been of the view that if they could not see staffers at their desks, they should assume the worst—that the vast majority, wherever they may be, are being unproductive. This dovetailed with the business world’s tendency to prefer the familiar and resist change in an effort to curb risk. “There’s a lot of inertia in the way people work,” says Stanford professor Erik Brynjolfsson, who studies productivity in the digital economy.30 “And it’s actually quite hard to change the processes, the culture, the training, the types of work and tasks that people are doing. And so unless there’s a shock, most people will tend to continue to do things the old way.”


That shock came in March 2020 with the pandemic’s arrival in the United States. In just a couple of months, the share of the American workforce working remotely leapt from 5 to 60 percent. When, a few months later, jobs site Monster.com asked human resources professionals which policy areas changed most as a result of the pandemic, increased telecommuting accounted for both of the top two responses.31 Despite its suddenness, the shift seemed largely seamless, as morale spiked and productivity held steady.


This prompted many companies to reevaluate their positions on remote work and relearn the 1970s lessons of IBM and AT&T all over again. For one, a remote workforce would save them a bundle on rent, which is significant in pricey hubs like New York, London, and Silicon Valley. Second, embracing remote work opened up a nearly bottomless labor pool, as potential staffers no longer needed to live near the office. Companies were suddenly able to hire the best people, wherever they might live. This may explain why many top tech firms now plan to allow their staff to work remotely for as long as they’d like. After telling workers that they’d need to be in the office at least three days a week after the pandemic, Amazon shifted its stance and handed the remote decision to team leaders.32 Twitter has said that its employees can work from home permanently, while Airbnb, Atlassian, and Canva have outlined similar policies.33 And after spending more than $1 billion on its Frank Gehry–designed campus, Facebook expects more than half of its workforce to be remote by 2025.34


Still, some companies are holding fast to in-office work. As summer 2022 arrived, the world’s richest man decided to turn the clock back a decade or three. “Anyone who wishes to do remote work must be in the office for a minimum (and I mean minimum) of forty hours per week or depart Tesla,” Elon Musk told employees in a leaked all-staff email.35 Rather than a reversal of what’s come before, this underscores the extent to which certain segments of the corporate world are still coming to terms with our new virtual reality.


Tellingly, a forward-thinking CEO, Scott Farquhar of Atlassian, saw an opportunity in Musk’s diktat. “News from @elonmusk and @tesla feels like something out of the 1950s,” tweeted Farquhar, contrasting Musk’s approach with Atlassian’s, which told employees in mid-2020 that they never needed to come back to the office.36 He added that in the past year, 42 percent of Atlassian’s new hires lived at least two hours from an office. “This is the future of how we will work. Highly distributed. Highly flexible,” explained Farquhar, offering a link to Atlassian’s careers page. “Any Tesla employees interested?”


Despite a few holdouts, the office exit door has been kicked wide open and looks set to stay that way. Yet this happened so fast that few companies had time to do their due diligence and implement remote policies. Remember that in early 2020, many business leaders still viewed the idea of employees working off site as a curb on oversight and a threat to the bottom line.


That’s why many companies that were relative newcomers to remote work invested, in the pandemic’s early days, in employee-monitoring software. Such programs monitor URLs and keystrokes and might even keep a webcam trained on the worker, putting employees under more scrutiny than they faced in the office. This Big Brother–like setup naturally breeds stress, resentment, and distrust in virtual workers, most of whom are already well aware of what they need to get done and when.


More importantly, these monitoring and surveillance tools measure activity, not achievement. An informed approach to supervising virtual teams should begin with the idea that productivity is best gauged by results and output, not hours and activity. Yet consider Hubstaff, a popular monitoring tool for remote workers. Once the employee clocks in, the app starts recording time and worker activity: every second that passes is one in which the worker is either active—moves the mouse, uses the track pad, or types on the keyboard—or inactive. The Hubstaff report sent to the employer highlights the number of hours the employee works and his level of activity.37 The worker, meanwhile, is congratulated if he’s able to maintain an activity level of 50 percent or better. But this is a low bar that in fact says nothing about productivity. A worker could achieve an activity level of 90 percent while spending 100 percent of his time trolling friends on Twitter. Or he could nap while his five-year-old plays video games. Or even use a remote tool to make the mouse move.38


These tools not only are antithetical to healthy and productive self-management but also threaten to turn staffers into mindless droids who become experts at tricking spyware rather than at doing their jobs. Hours and activity levels tell employers very little of value, and requiring that they be recorded is condescending and distrustful. “Monitoring software that takes screenshots of employees’ computer screens, reports which apps people are using, or squeals on them if a cursor has not moved for a while,” the Economist concurred in March 2022, “are tools of mind control, not management.”39


This might explain why remote workers feel comfortable doing nonwork tasks for nearly a quarter of their reported working hours (nine of forty), according to a 2021 Amazon survey of nearly one thousand telecommuters.40 This is precisely where the traditional management mindset needs to shift.


Remote workers should no longer be treated like lost sheep in need of herding but as bold fledglings leaving the nest and in need of encouragement to fly.


This will of course be a major shift for companies with little remote worker experience. Countless managers have long been comforted by the sight of a room of associates stiff backed at their desks. These same managers now wonder what their remote workers might be getting up to. But leadership styles need to evolve along with the contemporary business world—a world in which virtual teams occupy a central role.
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Are your remote workers caged or free to fly?





Performance metrics that gauge output—projects completed, pages written, candles sold, calls made—not only are more respectful of staff but also actually indicate productivity. Europe seems to appreciate this, as governments there have begun to enforce reduced oversight for virtual workers. In Portugal, bosses can be fined for messaging their employees outside work hours, while French workers have the right to ignore emails sent during nonwork hours.41 In Canada, the province of Ontario is mulling a law much like Portugal’s, but US workers shouldn’t expect similar regulations anytime soon.42 “We have a long history in the United States of not having policies that make it easier to work and have a life, or work and have a family,” says Julie Kashen, director of women’s economic justice at the liberalminded Century Foundation.43 No surprise, then, that California has taken the opposite tack, with a 2018 law that forces employers to pay workers for all the time they spend working, wherever they may be and whatever the time.44


Regardless of the government’s take, empowering remote workers is about focusing on results rather than on keystrokes, on what gets done rather than on how long it takes. Managers who watch their workers’ every move and spoon-feed them overly detailed instructions while expecting them to develop self-reliance are not only delusional but also bad at their jobs. Remote workers thrive when trusted to make their own way, when they have some measure of decision-making control. Too short a leash erodes their ability to get from point A to point B. When employees are no longer harassed with constant monitoring, their spirits and productivity tend to rise. This applies to Zoom calls as well.
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”Zoom Fatigue” Causes





In April 2021, Virtira surveyed more than seventeen hundred managers and employees and found that nearly half (49 percent) experienced “Zoom fatigue,” an increasingly common term that refers to a worker’s exhaustion with the frequent need to be on camera and to appear at least moderately enthusiastic during meetings.45 By now it’s quite clear that near-constant surveillance tends to drain rather than boost enthusiasm.


One Step at a Time


Just like remote workers, managers need to be held accountable as well. Setting schedules and targets, establishing efficient and effective processes for team communication and project oversight, and generally keeping remote workers aware of their responsibilities are all musts for sustaining optimal productivity. That’s not micromanagement; that’s just plain old management. Keeping telecommuters informed about expectations, deadlines, deliverables, and uncertainties is half the battle when it comes to boosting remote performance. Yet many businesses and managers today fail to give remote workers the knowledge and tools they need to succeed. Instead, they weigh their remote workers down with micromanagement. If the worker needs to be micromanaged or has a hard time figuring out how to be productive on his own, he’s probably not cut out for remote work. That’s why this book emphasizes that remote employees must be given the tools, training, and management oversight that enable them to work independently.


The first objective, therefore, is hiring workers who perform well remotely and are able to align with company culture and values. Employers today likely expect every worker they hire to be perfectly productive inside and outside the office. But that’s much easier said than done. For starters, three in four job candidates say that hiring done virtually makes it more difficult to assess the company’s values and culture. This suggests that as virtual hiring increases, and it undoubtedly will, so too will the risk of making ill-fitting hires. In addition, most companies’ hiring procedures could become more complicated as they become more remote.


It would be fantastic if there were a hiring panacea—one simple step that could ensure that every hire you make will be a star, wherever they end up working. But that’s not the reality, which is why a late 2020 Upwork study found that more than 60 percent of firms lacked either the workers or the skills to complete their work.46 Many firms are struggling with this new reality, so in the coming chapters, we detail hiring practices that can find and retain those most inclined to succeed in remote roles.
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