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Introduction
The option to work remotely—whether at home, at coworking 
spaces, while travelling, or elsewhere—has gone mainstream. 
Remote work allows companies to tap the global market for 
talent. It can give working parents the opportunity to spend 
more time with their children. It may liberate employees from 
soul-crushing commutes while reducing their environmental 
impact. And chillingly, it may allow your company to keep 
functioning during a public health crisis. Whether you’re new to 
remote work or you’re a seasoned pro, you’ve likely experienced 
its benefits and the challenges of getting things done away 
from the main office. From staying focused, to troubleshooting 
virtual meetings, to keeping your globally dispersed employees 
engaged, knowing how to be effective in a remote work culture 
has become a requirement. 

In this collection, you’ll find practical tips for collaborating 
effectively with remote teams, maintaining focus while working 
from home, managing remote direct reports, running better 
virtual meetings, and much more.

Each article includes expert guidance from leading researchers 
and practitioners, stories of people who have faced the same 
situations, and easy-to-remember tips. At the end of the 
collection, you’ll find tools to help you implement the advice. 
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How to Convince Your 
Boss to Let You Work  
from Home
Use empirical evidence to make your case.
by Rebecca Knight

NEASDEN CONTROL CENTRE FOR HBR

More and more people are working remotely, and many say it improves their productivity 
and satisfaction—while also saving them time and money. If you’re commuting to an office 
every day but would like to work elsewhere on a weekly basis, how can you convince your 

boss to let you do so? What arguments or evidence should you use? And what factors will increase your 
chances of securing a regular work-at-home schedule?

What the Experts Say
The 9-to-5, Monday-to-Friday schedule has its “origins in the Industrial Revolution,” says Nicholas 
Bloom, a Stanford University professor. “But times, they are a-changin’. We live in a different era.” Still, 
working from home has a bad rap. “Some people are deeply skeptical about it,” he says. “They refer 
to it as ‘shirking from home’ or ‘working remotely, remotely working. They think it means goofing off 
and watching cartoons.” But, in fact, research suggests the opposite: Working from home increases 
productivity, efficiency, and engagement. “It is possible to be as, or more, productive” at home as in 
the office, says Karen Dillon, coauthor of several best-selling titles, including How Will You Measure 

COPYRIGHT © 2020 HARVARD BUSINESS SCHOOL PUBLISHING CORPORATION. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 

This document is authorized for use only by THOMAS SOMMER (tsommer@leadershipoakland.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.

https://hbr.org/2012/08/are-you-taking-your-people-for%20https:/hbr.org/2012/08/are-you-taking-your-people-for
https://www.amazon.com/How-Will-Measure-Your-Life/dp/0062102419/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1325691722&sr=1-1


4

 
END OF ARTICLE BOX
EN SPACE BEFORE
CUT AND PASTE INTO BODY 

Your Life? Not only does working from home eliminate your commute, which for most people is “total 
wasted time,” but it also “allows you to be more focused and efficient.” Of course, “you’re only going 
to get this opportunity if you’re already valued and trusted,” Dillon says. So be sure you’re in good 
standing with your manager before making the request. Here are some strategies to convince your boss 
to let you work remotely.

Reflect on your motivations
Before broaching the subject with your boss, be clear on why you wish to work from home in the first 
place. Perhaps your motivation is purely professional. Back-to-back meetings, a constant stream of 
conference calls, and obligatory break room chitchat make it next to impossible to complete important 
tasks. Working remotely, on the other hand, “gives you the time and space to concentrate without 
distractions,” Bloom says. Or maybe your reasons are personal, Dillon adds. You’re feeling “the tugs 
of your life,” whether they’re child care responsibilities, fitness goals, or caring for aging parents, 
encroaching on your time and sanity. Working from home on a regular basis could “change the 
dynamics of your week.” Whatever your motives, you need “to be honest with yourself about what 
you’re asking for” and make sure your intentions are pure, she says. It would be unfair to “do a bait and 
switch” with your boss “by saying you want to work from home to be more productive, but really it’s 
that you want to be at home with your child and check email only occasionally.”

Devise a plan
Next, Dillon says, you need to consider what a realistic remote work schedule would look like. What do 
you want? Is it to work Tuesdays and Thursdays from home? Every other Friday? Or would flex hours 
suffice? And try to “imagine how your boss will hear your proposal.” Consider what will worry your 
manager, and then think of ways to preempt those concerns. For instance, you might need to have a 
backup plan for flexibility. “There should be no absolutes,” Dillon says. “Your boss needs to know you 
can make it to an important Friday meeting, even if that’s your work-from-home day.” You should also 
strategize about how you’ll manage “the optics” of working from home in terms of “being present 
on email and available by phone,” she says. “Your manager needs for other people to not see your 
schedule as a four-day week.” A tip: If you’re proposing to work from home a single day per week, try 
for Wednesday. This way, your boss won’t perceive your request as a means to elongate your weekends, 
Bloom says. “Wednesday is not a slacker day,” he says. “It’s the middle of the week, and it’s a day for 
concentrated work, like detailed analysis.”

Talk to your boss
Your proposal should be simple and straightforward, Dillon says. Explain to your boss, “Here’s what I 
am thinking, here’s why, and here’s what the organization will gain.” That last point is critical. “Don’t 
steamroll your boss with research, but there’s no harm in using empirical evidence” to make your case 
more compelling. You might say, for instance, “I read an interesting article in HBR that shows how 
allowing employees to work from home improves results.” After all, “it’s hard to argue with someone 
who is reasoned, reasonable, and prepared.” Even though it’s effective to frame your argument in terms 
of the benefits to your company, the personal gains derived from working from home, that fact that 
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you’ll be less stressed and therefore happier in your job, are also worth highlighting, Bloom says. “Many 
managers understand that people find working from home valuable and motivating,” he says. It’s a 
“cost-effective way to retain” your best people.

Give your boss time
As much as you’d like to leave your manager’s office having made the sale, it’s important “not to push 
for a yes or no right away,” Dillon says. If your initial conversation goes well, “present your boss with a 
one-page proposal—nothing elaborate—that details your plan.” And then back off. “Your manager needs 
time to think about the implications, or maybe get approval from HR. “Give them the time and space to 
do that.” Take solace in the fact that if you’ve made a convincing argument, “your boss will not want to 
lose a good employee.”

Be willing to experiment
One way to get your boss to warm to a regular work-from-home schedule is to suggest a three- or six-
month trial period, Bloom says. “A pilot is a low-risk way to see whether an arrangement like this can 
work,” he says. “Ask your boss if you can roll it out for a few months; if it doesn’t work, you can roll it 
back.” If your manager agrees to the plan, Dillon suggests “overcommunicating in the beginning” and 
“presenting your boss with a list of what you accomplished last week and your to-do list for the coming 
one.” After the trial ends, she recommends having “a calibration conversation” to discuss whether 
“your mutual expectations were met.”

Push for organizational change
“Allowing employees to work from home is increasingly a standard practice” at organizations around 
the world, Bloom says, but not all companies are so enlightened. If your request is denied, don’t take it 
personally, Dillon adds. It’s likely that there are “bigger cultural issues” at play; maybe your boss thinks, 
“If I do it for you, I’m going to have to do it for everybody.” So think of “constructive ways to take no for 
an answer.” You might talk to HR about implementing a new workplace policy or form a small group of 
colleagues “to investigate how other organizations handle this.” The goal is to “remove the burden of 
making the decision” from one single manager.

Just do it
There is an argument for “just taking the plunge” into remote working without explicitly asking for 
permission, Bloom says. “Luck rewards the brave.” The next time an opportunity presents itself—a bad 
snowstorm, a disruptive event (such as your city hosting a large sporting event or convention), or even 
a planned home visit from your local cable company—“seize the day” and be as “effective as possible” 
in your remote work. Demonstrating that you can be productive is “a successful backdoor strategy” 
to getting your manager to sign off on a permanent arrangement, Dillon says. “It proves that you can 
manage it.” Don’t be sneaky, though. “You don’t want your boss to think you’re abusing their good will.”
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Principles to Remember
Do: Don’t:

• Be honest with yourself about your 
motivations for wanting to work from home

• Make your case with empirical evidence. 
It’s hard to argue with someone who is 
reasonable and prepared

• Experiment with a three- or six-month test 
run, after which you and your boss discuss 
what went well and what needs fine-tuning

• Bother with an elaborate presentation of 
your argument; a conversation followed up 
with a one-page proposal is appropriate

• Be deterred if your request isn’t granted. 
Form a group of colleagues to investigate 
how other organizations handle employees 
working from home, and present your 
findings to HR

• Be sneaky. Take advantage of opportunities 
to demonstrate that you can work from 
home effectively and productively

Advice in Practice
EXAMPLE 1 
Propose a pilot and then ace it by being responsive and productive
Two years ago, when Mark Scott took the job as chief marketing officer at Apixio, a digitized medical 
records company, he knew that his commute would be bad. “But I didn’t realize quite how brutal it 
would be,” he says.

The 40-mile commute from his home in the East Bay to his office in San Mateo typically takes about an 
hour and a half—each way.

After about six months at the company, this “wasted productivity” was getting to him. In a previous job 
he’d worked from home four days a week, and he knew he needed to ask his current boss if he could do 
something similar in the new role.

While Apixio didn’t have a formal policy on working from home, Mark was confident that the 
company’s culture was “open, supportive, and adaptable” and that his boss would sympathize with 
him. But he also knew that he would need to “quell any concerns” about him not being physically 
present. “I lead the marketing team, and I am on the executive team,” he says. “Face time in the office 
is important.”

Mark suggested a pilot that involved him working from home every Tuesday. “Our staff meetings are on 
Mondays, so Tuesdays made a lot of sense,” he says. “I told my boss I’d like to try it out for a few months 
and see how it goes.”

He added that he would, of course, come in on any Tuesday he was needed. “I wanted him to know that 
I was committed to the team and that I would be flexible.”
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His boss agreed to the trial. All Mark had to do was “kill it” as a remote worker. “The best way to 
get traction is to demonstrate that you are accessible, productive, and responsive. The proof is in 
the pudding.”

The new arrangement was indeed successful, and Mark continues to work from home regularly, with 
support from his boss. “We never had a formal conversation about it, because it was going so well,” he 
says. “He said, ‘Just work from home when you need to. It’s fine.’”

Mark encourages his team members to work remotely on projects that require intense concentration. 
“Now even our CEO and CFO work from home from time to time,” he says. “Sometimes you just need a 
break from the water cooler chat.”

EXAMPLE 2 
Present evidence to make your case, and then be flexible and committed to the job
Wade Vielock had worked as a manager at Employer Flexible, a Houston-based human resources and 
recruitment company, for a year before he was transferred to San Antonio. At the time, the company 
had only a modest presence there, and Wade’s business agenda included making hires and building out 
the sales and service teams.

Two years later Wade earned a promotion, and his boss asked him to come back to corporate 
headquarters. But returning to Houston was not something Wade was prepared to do. “I have a wife 
and two kids, and I really didn’t want to pick up and move back” so soon, he says.

So he devised a plan. Wade would continue to live and work in San Antonio, both at the company’s 
office and at home, but he would spend three days in Houston every other week. He would also make 
himself available for special meetings at headquarters, even on short notice. “I realized that it’s a 
sacrifice for the company, so I have to be flexible,” he says.

To build his case to his boss, Wade used internal examples of successful remote workers. For instance, 
he pointed to his own direct reports, who often spent days at home when they need “heads down” time 
to write surveys or handbooks, and were getting high marks from clients as a result.

Wade’s boss agreed to a yearlong trial. “He said, ‘Let’s see how the role develops and reevaluate.’”

Wade stayed on schedule. When he was at headquarters, he often worked 12-hour days and made sure 
to have lots of one-on-one meetings with his team. When he was working remotely, he made sure he 
was “overly accessible.”

“I wanted to make sure [my colleagues] would see no difference in my delivery, regardless of whether I 
was sitting at my desk in Houston or my desk in San Antonio,” he says. “When you work remotely, you 
have to produce at 110%.”

After the year was up, Wade received a positive performance review. “My boss said, ‘You’re hitting your 
numbers and the [remote work situation] is a nonissue.’” Wade was even told that he might not need to 
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commute every other week and could cut it down to every three weeks instead. But he hasn’t made that 
switch yet. “I like the face time with my team,” he explains. 
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How to Collaborate 
Effectively If Your Team  
Is Remote
Err on the side of communicating clearly.
by Erica Dhawan and Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic

HULTON ARCHIVE/HAYON THAPALIYA/GETTY IMAGES

Remote communication isn’t always easy. Do you recognize yourself in any of these examples?

At 10 p.m., a corporate lawyer gets a text from a colleague and wonders (not for the first time) if 
there’s a protocol about work-related texts after a certain hour.

After a long and liquid client dinner, an advertising executive opens an email from his boss reminding him 
to submit his expenses on time. Annoyed by this micromanagement, he immediately responds with his 
uncensored thoughts.

On the weekly team conference call, a remote team member is confused about whether her colleague is 
really “on mute” when she delays a response to a question or if she’s just not paying attention and is using 
this as an excuse.

When it’s possible to be set off by a phone’s mute button, it’s safe to say that we’re living in challenging 
times. The digital era has ushered in a revolution in communication that’s equivalent to the one 
surrounding the invention of the printing press. It’s changing how we speak—often in bullet points. 
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And it’s affecting what we hear, as the jumble of information coming at us can lead to frequent 
misunderstandings and confusion.

People who work on remote teams face these challenges consistently. According to from Gallup and 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 22% of Americans work from home, while nearly 50% are involved with 
remote or virtual team work. This continuing shift calls for a new range of behaviors and skills.

Why do remote teams demand new collaboration skills? What’s missing from our texts, emails, 
conference calls, and other digital communications? Body language. Even when we’re co-located, the 
tone of a text or the formality of an email is left wide open to interpretation, to the point that even 
our closest friends get confused. These misinterpretations create an anxiety that can become costly, 
affecting morale, engagement, productivity, and innovation.

Remote communication can distort the normal pace of our conversations. The delay between our 
messages can often postpone or hide emotional reactions to our comments. How many times have you 
written an email and, immediately after hitting send, felt concerned about how it would land? Would 
your boss see your late night email and consider it to be an intrusion on her private time? Would she 
tell you if it was? While we may have become used to these types of asynchronous interactions, they 
can still conflict with our normal rules for social interaction. Lacking an immediate response, we can 
become distracted, second-guess ourselves, or even grow frustrated with our teams.

To perform at the highest levels, remote teams have to find new and better ways to operate.

First, consider that there are three kinds of distance in remote collaboration: physical (place and time), 
operational (team size, bandwidth and skill levels) and affinity (values, trust, and interdependency). 
The best way for managers to drive team performance is by focusing on reducing affinity distance. 
Try switching most remote communication to regular video calls, which are a much better vehicle for 
establishing rapport and creating empathy than either emails or voice calls. And design virtual team-
building rituals that give people the opportunity to interact regularly and experience their collaboration 
skills in action.

When remote teams communicate well and leverage their strengths, they can actually gain an 
advantage over co-located teams. Here are some best practices to master:

Don’t conflate brief communications and clear communications
In our efforts to be efficient, we sometimes use fewer words to communicate. But such brevity can 
mean that the rest of the team wastes time trying to interpret your messages. (And then misinterprets 
them anyway.) Don’t assume that others understand your cues and shorthand. Spend the time to 
communicate with the intention of being ultra clear, no matter the medium. Indeed, you can never be 
too clear, but it is too easy to be less clear than you should.
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Don’t bombard your team with messages
Do you follow up on a task by email, text and phone? Do you tend to ask people if they got your 
previous message? Abusing those access points can be a form of digital dominance, a relentless and 
uncomfortable form of harassment. The medium you choose creates different demands on the time of 
the receiver. Using all of them for the same message is ineffective (as well as annoying). Choose your 
digital volume wisely.

Establish communication norms
Remote teams need to create new norms that establish clarity in communication. Companies such 
as Merck have created acronyms for their digital communications like “Four Hour Response (4HR)” 
and “No Need to Respond (NNTR)” that bring predictability and certainty to virtual conversations. 
Individual teams can also establish their own norms—e.g., to use or not use Slack, Google Docs, or 
Whatsapp groups. And norms can also exist on an individual level, such as people’s preferred response 
time, writing style, and tone. For example, some individuals prefer short and quick messages, while 
others favor lengthy and detailed responses; people also differ in their preference and tolerance for 
humor and informality.

While we often tend to regard human predictability as a defect, few qualities are more sought-after 
at work, especially in virtual collaborations. We are all unique, but our consistent behaviors help 
others predict what we do, and in turn help them to understand us—and we all benefit from being 
understood. You can make that easier for others by establishing a clear personal etiquette and sticking 
to it consistently.

See the hidden opportunities in written communications
Being behind a screen can create new opportunities for certain team members, making space for those 
who might be less inclined to speak out in groups. Text-based communication places less importance 
on interpersonal skills and physical appearance, offering an effective way to share power and decision-
making. Research shows that introverted individuals are less inhibited in online versus offline 
interactions. However, you need to watch out for virtual unconscious bias, where punctuation, grammar 
and word choice might reveal prejudiced attitudes towards certain groups.

And the absence of body language doesn’t necessarily mean that we’re not giving away more than 
we intend to when we communicate remotely. There’s still a great deal of meta-communication and 
virtual leakage that happens in digital environments, and it only takes paying attention to read between 
the lines. For example, the use of exclamation marks or a negative emoji after referring to someone’s 
gender, nationality, or religion is as powerful a marker of disapproval as a disgusted face.

Create intentional space for celebration
Old school birthday cakes are still important for remote teams. Creating virtual spaces and rituals 
for celebrations and socializing can strengthen relationships and lay the foundation for future 
collaboration. Find ways to shorten the affinity distance. One company we worked with celebrated new 
talent by creating a personal emoji for each employee who had been there for six months. You can find 
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your own unique way to create team spaces for social connection. How you do it is less important than 
whether you do.

As more and more of our interactions happen digitally, we will continue to experience new forms 
of miscommunication and misunderstanding. The solution will not come from new technologies 
(although, no doubt, developers will keep trying to bridge that gap). Instead, the solution is in 
understanding the new rules of engagement; in building a communication skill set that reflects the 
demands of our digitally-driven age. 
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How to Run a Great 
Virtual Meeting
Civility and respect must rule.
by Keith Ferrazzi

 GEORGES GOBET/GETTY IMAGES

V irtual meetings don’t have to be seen as a waste of time. In fact, they can be more valuable 
than traditional face-to-face meetings. Beyond the fact that they’re inexpensive ways to get 
people together—think: no travel costs and readily available technology—they’re also great 

opportunities to build engagement, trust and candor among teams.

Several years ago, my company’s Research Institute embarked on an exploration of the “New 
People Rules in a Virtual World” to explore how technology is shaping our relationships and how we 
collaborate. This multiyear journey also evolved my thinking on the subject, helping me recognize that 
virtual is not the enemy of the physical if key rules and processes are maintained and respected.

Going back through that research now, I’ve put together a comprehensive list of some simple do’s and 
don’ts to help you get the most out of your next virtual meeting.

Before the meeting
Turn the video on. Since everyone on the call is separated by distance, the best thing you can do to 
make everyone at least feel like they’re in the same room is to use video. There are many options to 
choose from, such as WebEx and Skype. Video makes people feel more engaged because it allows team 
members to see each other’s emotions and reactions, which immediately humanizes the room. No 
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longer are they just voices on a phone line; they’re the faces of your coworkers together, interacting. 
Without video, you’ll never know if the dead silence in a virtual meeting is happening because 
somebody is not paying attention, because he’s rolling his eyes in exasperation or nodding his head in 
agreement. Facial expressions matter.

Cut out report-outs. Too many meetings, virtual and otherwise, are reminiscent of a bunch of fifth 
graders reading to each other around the table—and that’s a waste of the valuable time and opportunity 
of having people in a room together. The solution is to send out a simple half-page in advance to report 
on key agenda items—and then only spend time on it in the meeting if people need to ask questions or 
want to comment.

This type of pre-work prepares participants to take full advantage of the meeting by thinking ahead 
about the content, formulating ideas or getting to know others in the group, which can help keep team 
members engaged, says business consultant Nancy M. Settle-Murphy in her book Leading Effective 
Virtual Teams. But one thing is critical: It has to be assumed that everyone has read the pre-read. Not 
doing so becomes an ethical violation against the team. I use the word “ethical” because it’s stealing 
time from the team—and that’s a disrespectful habit. The leader needs to set the tone aggressively that 
the pre-read should be done in advance.

Come prepared with the team’s opinions. Not only do you need to do your pre-reads, but once you see 
the agenda, make sure you discuss with your team what is going to be covered—that is, do your own 
due-diligence. What happens all too often is that people get on virtual calls with a point of view, but 
because they haven’t done any real homework before the call, they end up reversing their opinions 
once the call has ended and they’ve learned new information that they could have easily obtained in 
advance. If there’s a topic that seems to have interdependencies with people who work in our location, 
get their input ahead of time so you’re best representing those constituents in the meeting.

During the meeting
Connect people. People perform better when they are comfortable with each other, which affords 
a greater degree of candor and mutual interest. Your job as a leader, particularly when people may 
not know each other, is to make them feel connected so you can have a productive meeting. How? 
Do a personal-professional check-in at the beginning of each meeting. Have team members take one 
minute and go around to talk about what’s going on in their lives personally and professionally. Go 
first to model the approach for what doing it “right” looks like, in terms of tone and candor. Remind 
everyone to respect each other by not interrupting and to only say what they’re comfortable sharing 
with the group.

Encourage collaborative problem solving. A collaborative problem solving session replaces the standard 
“report-outs” that can weigh meetings down. It’s when the leader raises a topic for group discussion 
and the team works together—and sees each other as sources of advice—to unearth information and 
viewpoints, and to generate fresh ideas in response to business challenges.
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Give each person time on the agenda. Along with collaborative problem solving, giving each person 
time on the agenda fosters greater collaboration and helps get input from all the team members. Here’s 
how it works: In advance of the session, have team members write up an issue they’ve been struggling 
with and bring it to the table, one at a time. Each team member then gets five minutes on the agenda 
to discuss his or her issue. The group then goes around the meeting so everyone gets a chance to either 
ask a question about it or pass. After the team member answers everyone’s questions, people then get 
an opportunity to offer advice in the “I might suggest” format, or pass. Then, you move on to the next 
issue. It’s a very effective use of a collaboration technique that could easily be managed in a virtual 
environment.

Kill mute. In a co-located meeting, there are social norms: You don’t get up and walk around the room, 
not paying attention. Virtual meetings are no different: You don’t go on mute and leave the room to 
get something. In a physical meeting, you would never make a phone call and “check out” from the 
meeting. So in a virtual meeting, you shouldn’t press mute and respond to your emails, killing any 
potential for lively discussion, shared laughter and creativity.

As leaders, we need to establish a standard: Just because you’re in a virtual meeting and it’s possible to 
be disrespectful, it has to be understood that it’s unacceptable. We’re talking about civility and respect 
for people, so if you wouldn’t do it in person, don’t do it virtually.

Ban multitasking. Multitasking was once thought of as a way to get many things done at once, but it’s 
now understood as a way to do many things poorly. As science shows us, despite the brain’s remarkable 
complexity and power, there’s a bottleneck in information processing when it tries to perform two 
distinct tasks at once. Not only is this bad for the brain; it’s bad for the team. Managers should set a firm 
policy that multitasking is unacceptable, as it’s important for everyone to be mentally present.

Here are three ways to make sure the ban on multitasking is followed:

• Use video: It can essentially eliminate multitasking, because your colleagues can see you.

• Have the meeting leader call on people to share their thoughts. Since no one likes to be caught off-
guard, they’ll be more apt to pay attention.

• Give people different tasks in the meeting, rotated regularly. To keep people engaged, have a different 
team member keep the minutes of the meeting; track action items, owners and deadlines; and even 
come up with a fun question to ask everyone at the conclusion of the meeting.

Nick Morgan, president of consulting company Public Words Inc., recommends constant touchpoints: 
“In a virtual meeting, you need to stop regularly to take everyone’s temperature. And I do mean 
everyone. Go right around the list, asking each locale or person for input.”

Assign a Yoda. Candor is difficult even for co-located teams, but it’s the number one gauge of team 
productivity. To keep people engaged during virtual meetings, appoint a “Yoda.” Like the wise Jedi 
master in Star Wars, the Yoda keeps team members in line and makes sure everyone stays active and 
on topic. The Yoda keeps honesty from boiling over into disrespect by being courageous and calling out 
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any inappropriate behaviors. At critical points during the meeting, the leader should turn to the Yoda 
and ask, “So, what’s going on here that nobody’s talking about?” This allows the Yoda to express the 
candor of the group and encourage risk-taking.

After the meeting
Formalize the water cooler. Have you ever been in a meeting, and just when it ends, everybody walks 
out and vents their frustrations next to the water cooler? Make the water cooler conversation the formal 
ending of the virtual meeting, instead. Five to 10 minutes before the meeting ends, do what everybody 
would’ve done after the physical meeting—but do it in the meeting and make sure it’s transparent and 
conscious, processing people’s real feelings.

How? Have everyone go around and say what they would’ve done differently in the meeting. This is 
like the final “Yoda” moment—it’s the “speak now or forever hold your peace” moment. This is the 
time when you say what you disagreed with, what you’re challenged with, what you’re concerned 
about, what you didn’t like, etc. All of the water-cooler-type conversation happens right now, or it never 
happens again. And if does happen later, you’re violating the ethics of the team.

Most importantly in virtual meetings, civility and respect must be the norm. There have to be 
inalienable, ethical rules that you follow before, during and after a virtual meeting for it to be truly 
successful. And that means adhering to two fundamental principles: Be respectful of others’ time, and 
be present. Failing to do so steals precious hours from the team that can never be recovered. Co-located 
teams have enough problems building candor and trust; teams separated by distance really need to 
have great meetings to build these connections. 
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Resolve a Fight with a 
Remote Colleague
Pick up the phone.
by Amy Gallo

 

Whether you’re exchanging snarky emails, openly disagreeing on a conference call, or giving 
each other the silent treatment, it’s frustrating and painful to fight with a colleague when 
you’re not in the same office or time zone. Without the benefit of face time and forced 

togetherness, disagreements can easily be left unaddressed or quickly spiral out of control. What makes 
fighting from afar so problematic? What’s the best way to solve a disagreement with someone who’s in a 
different location? And how do you mend the relationship if you can’t look the other person in the eye?

What the Experts Say
There are several things that make conflict with a remote colleague challenging, says Mark Mortensen, 
an associate professor of organizational behavior at INSEAD. “The two main things that get in the 
way are the lack of shared understanding about how you work and lack of shared identity,” he says. 
When you don’t have things in common, you’re less likely to give the person the benefit of the doubt. 
Plus, you don’t know how the other person is reacting. Is he being quiet because he’s setting aside his 
feelings or is he actually stewing? “You’re not seeing body language, facial expressions, or hearing 
voice intonation,” says Pamela Hinds, a professor in management science and engineering at Stanford 
University. “By the time, you realize there’s a conflict it’s often much later than if you were sitting side-
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by-side.” Not all is lost, of course. “The same approaches that work face-to-face also work virtually,” 
says Mortensen. “They’re just not going to come as easily.” Here are a few things to think about and do 
differently when tension is brewing with a colleague miles away.

Appreciate the upsides
“There are a lot of upsides to working at a distance,” says Mortensen. For example, you often let the 
small things go. “If we’re meeting in person, it might take one look at me to tell that I’m mad but on the 
phone, you might just sense that I’m a little more snippy than usual and maybe don’t make too much 
of it,” he says. Hinds agrees: “When you’re face-to-face, you tend to thrash it out even if your position 
isn’t that well thought out.” With distance, there is often forgiveness or even just ignorance. “You’re less 
likely to detect annoyance, eye rolling, and all the other cues that go along with conflict,” she says. “The 
focus tends to be much more on the work and the content of the work.”

Try to give your colleague the benefit of the doubt
Because you don’t have a shared context—you’re not sitting in the same building, experiencing the 
same weather, seeing the same things—it’s easy to make assumptions about how your colleague feels or 
why he is acting the way he is. If he’s always late to your weekly call, you might presume that he doesn’t 
respect your time or he’s not committed to the project. “Our natural reaction is to make personal 
attributions when something goes wrong, rather than situational attributions,” explains Hinds. Instead 
of thinking the worst about your colleague (“He’s so self-absorbed!”) ask yourself what else could be 
going on. Maybe he’s late because he has a meeting in another building right before yours. Perhaps he’s 
in a bad mood because it’s been raining for a week straight where he is. Admit to yourself that you don’t 
know why he’s acting the way he is and it may have nothing to do with you.

Move the conversation away from email
Chances are most of your interaction with your remote colleague is over email. This is problematic. 
A 2007 study by Syracuse’s Kristin Byron showed what we all know intuitively or have come to learn: 
using email generally increases the likelihood of conflict and miscommunication. “We’ve evolved 
as humans to pick up on contextual cues. I read your facial expressions. I can tell when you’re 
making a joke or not. When we’re not in the same place, I don’t have those cues at my disposal,” says 
Mortensen. If you’re arguing via email, stop. Pick up the phone and call your colleague, or schedule a 
time to do a Skype video call. “In order to resolve a conflict, both sides have to understand the other’s 
perspective. That’s much harder to do when you can’t see each other and the communication isn’t 
synchronous,” says Hinds.

Focus on what you have in common
When you’re talking with your colleague—by phone or video—start the conversation by highlighting 
what you have in common. You can talk about how you’re both parents of young children, for example, 
or the college you both went to, or your shared commitment to the job. “Remind people about shared 
experiences, shared victories, wins. Those will focus people on how we’re more similar than not,” he 
says. You don’t have to do this overtly by saying, “Hey, we’re both moms!” but you can ask about her 
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kids or tell a quick story about yours. “The more you make those things front and center, the more 
people will feel interdependent on each other,” says Mortensen.

See the other side
One of the key skills in resolving a conflict is perspective taking, seeing things from the other person’s 
point of view. So put yourself in her shoes and imagine what she’s experiencing. Why might she be 
upset? What about this situation is frustrating to her? “That will put you in a stronger position to solve 
the problem, and to mend the fences later on,” says Mortensen. You may be working with limited 
information if you’ve only met your colleague in person a few times, so ask questions like, “How are 
you seeing this situation? What might I be missing because I’m here and not there?” You can also 
encourage your colleague to see things from your vantage point by asking, “If you were me, what would 
you do?” “This is helpful in any conflict, but especially in distributed teams,” says Mortensen.

Consider cultural differences
“Language and cultural differences often compound the issue,” says Hinds. It can be hard to know how 
to handle a conflict with someone who is from a different culture, who may send different emotional 
cues, or with whom you don’t share a language. “If someone says, ‘No, it’s fine,’ it may not mean that. 
It may mean, ‘I’m in complete disagreement with that but I’m not going to say that,’” she says. This 
is particularly challenging for Americans: “In the U.S., we tend to be relatively direct and we’re not as 
adept at reading more subtle cues from less direct cultures.” If you’re not sure how to translate their 
behavior, find someone who can advise you, a colleague in the same office or from the same culture.

Bring in someone else if necessary
If you’re not able to solve the issue between the two of you, you may need to ask someone else to 
intervene. “It helps to involve a third person, someone who is not invested in the content of the 
conflict, to help you reflect and integrate both sides,” says Hinds. It doesn’t matter where that person is 
located, “as long as the people involved in the conflict agree that the person is reasonable.”

Use the fight to strengthen your relationship
One of the benefits of solving a conflict with a remote colleague is you then have a shared experience. 
You want disagreements to become water under the bridge but it’s helpful to talk about them as well. 
“Once you’ve gotten past the point where the fight’s really raw and you can speak about it in a neutral 
way, you can talk about what happened and that becomes a shared identity,” says Mortensen. Hinds 
agrees: “If the resolution went well and you’re both feeling good about it, that’s all you need. It’s very 
beneficial to the relationship.”

Make a visit
To prevent further conflicts, try to travel to your colleague’s office, if that’s feasible, or invite her to 
yours. It helps to see “how they interpret you, what it’s like to be the person in Japan working with the 
person in Boston,” says Mortensen.
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If you can’t visit in person, Mortensen suggests spending the first 5-10 minutes of a meeting talking 
about your work contexts. You can say, “Tell me something I don’t know about you or your office” or 
share information about your own situation—what your office looks like, who you sit next to, what’s 
happening outside. Consider giving your colleague a tour of your office on Skype or FaceTime.

Increase informal communication
Research by Mortensen and Hinds shows that casual, unplanned communication dramatically 
reduces conflict when you’re not in the same location. Take advantage of opportunities for informal 
interactions. Keep your instant messenger open to share personal snippets or jokes throughout the day. 
Take virtual breaks together, chatting on the phone while you both sip tea. Or you might leave your 
computer cameras on so that you can see each other throughout the day. “These video links between 
offices create a shared space and provide more opportunities for these spontaneous—but often very 
productive—workplace conversations,” says Mortensen.

Principles to Remember
Do: Don’t:

• Highlight anything you have in common—
personal or work-related

• Put yourself in your colleague’s shoes and 
try to understand how she sees you

• Go visit your colleague in person, if feasible

• Fight over email—pick up the phone or get 
on a video call

• Assume the worst about your colleague—
admit that you don’t know why she’s 
behaving the way she is

• Just put the fight behind you—use it as 
a shared experience to strengthen your 
relationship

Advice in Practice
EXAMPLE 1 
Pick up the phone
Marissa Weiner and her colleague Tara only saw each other in person when Marissa visited their 
healthcare organization’s headquarters in Maryland (names and some details have been changed). Tara 
had a reputation for being difficult to work with, but Marissa wasn’t that bothered by her. “I was one 
of the few people who got along with her. I even defended her to other people who thought she was 
a pain,” says Marissa. But when the two women started working closely on an initiative that Tara was 
leading, things changed. Tara often sent emails, cc’ing other team members, openly criticizing Marissa’s 
work. They were curt and didn’t include any of the usual pleasantries. Tara often sent them late at night 
so Marissa would wake up to these harsh notes in her inbox. “At first I let it go,” she says. “Part of me 
knew that she didn’t mean to be nasty, that it was a style issue.”
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But she soon realized that she was stewing about it. “Truthfully, the emails hurt my feelings and I really 
didn’t like being criticized in front of my colleagues,” she says. On her next trip to Maryland, she asked 
Tara out to dinner. “I was very direct and told her that her emails were bothering me, that it felt like she 
didn’t respect my work.” Tara was taken by surprise. She said she hadn’t intended to offend Marissa.

She apologized and vowed to be more careful, but things didn’t improve immediately. “She still sent 
those emails but I would point it out to her right away. Instead of emailing her back, I would pick up the 
phone. When she can hear my voice, she is far less defensive,” she says. Marissa admits that it took a lot 
of effort to do this but “it was better than feeling resentful. I couldn’t change her behavior but I could 
explain how her behavior was impacting me.”

They are still working on the project and Marissa says it’s going much more smoothly. “We understand 
each other better and I’ve developed tactics to work with her. She still has a reputation but she also has 
a lot to contribute.”

EXAMPLE 2 
Don’t assume your colleague is disrespecting you
When Leah Briar, the New York-based sales development director of a West Coast media company 
was put on an important research project with Irina, a colleague who worked at headquarters in San 
Francisco, she knew it was going to be a challenge (names and some details have been changed). 
Leah had always been bothered by Irina’s tone of voice on the phone. “I never really liked her 
communication style, She has a weird phone cadence and pauses and hesitates a lot,” she explains.

Previously Leah had “just dealt with it.” But when she and Irina starting speaking daily in order to 
complete the research for a major event that was only several weeks away, her frustration grew and she 
didn’t hide it. During Irina’s pauses, she would often snap, “Do you understand what I’m saying? Are 
you there? Are we on the same page?” And Irina would snap back, “Yes, I’m here.”

“What I found infuriating was that she wasn’t clueing me into her process; she wasn’t narrating what 
she was going through, so I was left in the dark,” Leah recalls. Finally, after a week of tense calls, she 
suggested they use Skype and Irina agreed. “She was definitely feeling exasperated too. She couldn’t 
understand why I was being so impatient.”

The change made all the difference. “I could see her pauses physically. I saw that was hearing me and 
paying attention; she wasn’t multitasking or distracted. She was just thinking.” Irina seemed much 
more relaxed too. “Her tone of voice completely changed.” 
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How to Stay Focused 
When You’re Working 
from Home
Create “office hours,” and stick to them.
by Elizabeth Grace Saunders

OIVIND HOVLAND/GETTY IMAGES

No commute. No drive-by meetings. No dress code. Remote working can seem like a dream—
until personal obligations get in the way. These distractions are easy to ignore in an office, but 
at home it can be difficult to draw the line between personal and professional time.

Consider when you’re working on a project and get a call from a friend. You know you need to 
finish your work, but you feel rude for not talking when you technically could. Or think about when 
you’re planning your daily to-do list, but also need to decide when you’ll squeeze in your personal 
commitments. Taking the time to put a few loads of laundry in the washer midday can seem like a quick 
task—until you find yourself making up that work time late at night. In the end, it’s never entirely clear 
when you’re really “on” or “off.”

As someone who has worked from home for 12 years, and been a time management coach for remote 
workers, I’ve seen and experienced the good, the bad, and the ugly. I’ve found that the most focused 
and effective remote workers set up boundaries for themselves so that they can actually get work done.
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Here are some tips for how you can make remote work more productive and satisfying, whether it’s an 
everyday occurrence or an occasional day away from the office.

Establish working hours
It may sound silly, but if you want to have a focused day of work, pretend you’re not working from 
home. Before I became a time management coach, my schedule was chaotic. I didn’t have a set time 
that I would be at my computer, and I would often schedule personal appointments or run errands 
during the day. And since my personal life didn’t have boundaries, my work life didn’t either. When I 
was home, I would feel guilty for not checking business email at all hours of the day and night. I never 
felt that I could truly rest.

But a big shift occurred when I set up “office hours” for working from home (for me, that was about 
9 AM to 6 PM most weekdays) and clarified what was or wasn’t acceptable to do during that time. I’d 
ask myself, “If I was in an office, would I do this task during the day?” If the answer was no, I knew I 
needed to do the activity before or after office hours. Household chores, errands, and spending time 
with friends all became activities that needed to happen before or after work. Sure, I would still field 
an occasional call from a friend during my lunch break, or if I had an urgent task like an emergency 
car repair, I’d make it happen during the day. But these were exceptions, not the rule. In setting this 
boundary, I not only created dedicated work time but also found that I could focus on personal items 
guilt-free “after hours.”

Structure your day for success
Maximize the effectiveness of your time at home by structuring it differently than a typical workday. 
For example, if you work from home only one day a week or on occasion, make it a meeting-free day. If 
you can’t entirely avoid meetings, reserve at least half a day for focused work. Choose a time that works 
best for you, based on any required meetings and your energy levels.

Then define one to two key items that you want to accomplish during this time. These could be 
tasks that require an hour or more of uninterrupted attention, or they could be items that simply 
require more creative, strategic thinking than you may be able to achieve in the office environment. 
It’s also helpful to shut down your email during this period—or at least stay away from it for an hour 
at a time. Alert any colleagues of times that you’ll be disconnected, so they won’t be surprised by a 
delayed response.

Set boundaries with others
To make your efforts stick, be clear with the people who might see your work-at-home days as simply 
days you’re at home. Explain to friends, family, and other acquaintances that the days you’re working 
remotely aren’t opportunities for non-work-related activities. For example, if you’re home with your 
spouse, tell them, “I’m planning on being on my computer from 8 AM to 5 PM today. I’m happy to chat 
at lunch, but other than that I’ll be occupied.” Typically, when you set expectations and stick to them 
(say, really stopping at 5 PM), people understand your limits instead of assuming you’ll be available. (I 
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also recommend having a place where you’re away from anyone else who might be home, such as an 
office or bedroom where you can shut the door and be out of sight.)

In situations where you may have unexpected visitors, you’ll need to be diplomatic. If a neighbor pops 
by, be open for a conversation for a few minutes, just as you would with a colleague who stops by your 
desk. But don’t suggest they come in for a cup of coffee or have an extended discussion. Instead, use 
a graceful exit line like “It was so wonderful to talk with you, but I’ve got some work to finish up,” and 
then set a time to meet up after hours or on a weekend. Or, if your landlord says he’d like to stop by to 
do some repairs, offer a time or day that works best for you, rather than letting him take the lead.

If you do need to take on non-work-related requests during the day, set expectations for how much 
time you have, based on what your schedule is like in the office. For example, if your family asks you 
to run errands, estimate what you can do during a lunch hour, then commit only to that. For example, 
say, “I’m happy to pick up the dry cleaning and some milk at lunch, but I won’t have time for full-
scale grocery shopping until after work.” Or break down errands into smaller pieces, such as, “I can 
drop off the car at the mechanic today, but won’t get to calling about the health insurance question 
until tomorrow.”

When you explain your limits, you don’t need to do so apologetically. Lay them out factually, having 
the same respect for your time working from home that you would have if you were on-site. As you 
consistently communicate and live by these expectations, other people will begin to expect them, and 
you’ll find yourself having more time for focused work.  
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5 Ways to Work from 
Home More Effectively
How to stay focused and productive.
by Carolyn O’Hara

CONSTANTINE JOHNNY/GETTY IMAGES

More people are foregoing a lengthy commute and working from home. Whether you are 
a full-time freelancer or the occasional telecommuter, working outside an office can be a 
challenge. What are the best ways to set yourself up for success? How do you stay focused 

and productive? And how do you keep your work life separate from your home life?

What the Experts Say
The days when working from home conjured an image of a slacker in pajamas are rapidly disappearing. 
Technological advances and employers looking to lower costs have resulted in more people working 
outside an office than ever before. By one estimate, telecommuting increased in the U.S. by 80% 
between 2005 and 2012. “The obvious benefits for workers include flexibility, autonomy, and the 
comfort of working in your own space,” says Ned Hallowell, author of Driven to Distraction at Work. 
And done well, working from home can mean a marked increase in output. A Stanford University study 
last year found that the productivity of employees who worked from home was 13% higher than their 
office-bound colleagues. People often feel they make more progress when working from home, says 
Steven Kramer, a psychologist and author of The Progress Principle, and “of all the things that can boost 
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people’s work life, the single most important is simply making progress on meaningful work.” Here’s 
how to work from home effectively.

Maintain a regular schedule
“Without supervision, even the most conscientious of us can slack off,” says Hallowell. Setting a 
schedule not only provides structure to the day, it also helps you stay motivated. Start the day as you 
would if you worked in an office: Get up early, get dressed, and try to avoid online distractions once 
you sit down to work. Whether you just started working at home or you’ve been doing it for months or 
years, take a few weeks to determine the best rhythm for your day. Then set realistic expectations for 
what you can accomplish on a daily basis. “Make a schedule and stick to it,” says Kramer. Make sure you 
give yourself permission to have downtime. If you have to work extra hours on a project, give yourself 
some extra free time later on to compensate.

Set clear boundaries
When you work at home, it’s easy to let your work life blur into your home life. “Unless you are careful 
to maintain boundaries, you may start to feel you’re always at work and lose a place to come home 
to,” Hallowell says. That’s why it’s important to keep the two distinct. One way to do that is to set 
aside a separate space in your home for work. You also want to make sure your friends and loved ones 
understand that even though you are at home, you are off limits during your scheduled work hours. 
“If the doorbell rings, unless I’m really expecting something, I’ll ignore it,” says Kramer. That not only 
helps you stay focused, but makes it easier to get out of work mode at the end of the day. “Schedule 
your time with your family, and with yourself,” says Kramer. “Put those on your daily calendar as 
seriously as you would your work.” And don’t worry about stopping for the day if you’re on a roll with 
a project. Pausing in the middle of something will make it easier to jump into the task the next day—a 
tip that is valid for everyone, but especially those working from home. “Ernest Hemingway would try 
to leave in the middle of a paragraph at the end of the day,” says Kramer, “so when he sat down again, 
getting started wasn’t hard because he knew where it was going.”

Take regular breaks
It may be tempting to work flat out, especially if you’re trying to prove that you’re productive at home. 
But it’s vital to “take regular ‘brain breaks,’” says Hallowell. How often is best? Researchers at a social 
media company recently tracked the habits of their most productive employees. They discovered that 
the best workers typically worked intently for around 52 minutes and then took a 17-minute break. 
And these restorative breaks needn’t take any particular form. “It can be as simple as staring out the 
window or reading the newspaper,” says Hallowell, anything to give your brain an opportunity to briefly 
recuperate. “The brain is like any other muscle. It needs to rest,” says Kramer. “Go for a walk, get some 
exercise, stretch. Then get back to work.”

Stay connected
Prolonged isolation can lead to weakened productivity and motivation. So if you don’t have a job that 
requires face-time with others on a daily basis, you need to put in the extra effort to stay connected. 
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Make a point of scheduling regular coffees and meetings with colleagues, clients, and work peers. Get 
involved with professional organizations. And use online networking sites like LinkedIn to maintain 
connections with far-flung contacts. Since visibility can be an important factor in who gets promoted 
(or scapegoated) back at the office, check in as often as you can with colleagues and superiors. “Tell 
people what you’re doing,” says Kramer. Share some of the tasks you’ve accomplished that day. “It’s 
critically important not just for your career, but for your psychological well-being,” he says.

Celebrate your wins
When you’re working on your own at home, staying motivated can be difficult, especially when 
distractions—Facebook, that pile of laundry, the closet that needs organizing—abound. One smart 
way to maintain momentum is to spend a moment or two acknowledging what you have been able to 
accomplish that day, rather than fixating on what you still need to do. “Take some time at the end of the 
day to attend to the things that you got done instead of the things you didn’t get done,” says Kramer. 
You might also keep a journal in which you reflect on that day’s events and note what you were able to 
check off your to-do list. The daily reminder of what you were able to finish will help create a virtuous 
cycle going forward.

Principles to Remember
Do: Don’t:

• Make a schedule and stick to it

• Focus on what you’ve accomplished at the 
end of each day to keep yourself motivated

• Create a dedicated workspace and let your 
family know that you are unavailable during 
work hours

• Try to work all day without regular breaks—
your productivity and motivation will suffer

• Isolate yourself—go the extra mile to meet 
up with colleagues and peers to talk shop

• Neglect to check in regularly with 
colleagues and bosses—it’s important to 
make yourself ‘visible’ even if you aren’t in 
the office

Advice in Practice
EXAMPLE 1 
Stay organized and adjust
Freelancing from home for Heather Spohr, a writer and copywriter based in Los Angeles, wasn’t her 
choice. After 10 years in the corporate world, she was laid off from a six-figure sales job in 2008, but 
“I had a baby at home, so I just sort of shifted my focus,” Heather says. Today, she writes articles for 
everyone from parenting and banking sites to “car companies, drug companies, beauty companies, you 
name it,” she says.
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Despite wanting to keep regular working hours, Heather often finds that the pressures of finding new 
writing jobs in addition to executing the ones she’s already landed often push her into overtime. “It can 
be very hard maintaining a schedule because freelancing is so feast or famine,” she says.

To give more structure to her working life, she sits down each Sunday evening after her kids have gone 
to bed and maps out of the following week. “I’m huge on lists,” she says. “I make daily schedules and 
prioritize tasks. Then everyday I revise that schedule because things come up.” She also makes it a 
habit to include an hour of flex time into her daily schedule. That way, “if my sitter’s going to be an 
hour late, it’s not going to wreck my day,” she says. “Once I started doing that, my stress level dropped 
considerably.”

She insists on taking regular breaks, setting a timer that goes off every 45 minutes. “Then I give myself 
5 to 10 minutes to get up, get a snack, look at Twitter, play Candy Crush, whatever,” she says. “At first I 
felt guilty for doing it, but I would remind myself that when I worked in an office, I’d get interrupted so 
much more than that. Even with these breaks, I’m still getting more done.”

What Heather finds most challenging is the isolation. “I’m very social and extroverted, and I love being 
surrounded by people,” she says. To combat loneliness, she schedules time with fellow writers and 
friends for face time. She has also found a thriving network of other work-at-home writers in various 
online discussion groups. “There are lots of people I’ve clicked with through Citigroup’s Women & Co. 
group and LinkedIn, and there will be chat rooms I’ll pop into to say hello and connect,” she says.

EXAMPLE 2 
Maintain work-life boundaries
When Catherine Campbell launched her own branding and strategy business in Asheville, North 
Carolina, earlier this year, she already had some experience working from home. Her last job, as 
marketing director for a copywriting agency, was a virtual one, but she knew that launching her own 
company would require more discipline. “Managing my time and not overworking was going to be the 
biggest challenge,” she says.

From the start, Catherine set strict rules for keeping her work life distinct from her home life. “It’s 
all about boundaries and mindset,” she says. She never uploaded work emails to her phone, so that 
she wouldn’t be tempted to check messages at all hours of the day. She is only available on Skype by 
appointment and explicitly states in her email signature that her working hours are 9am to 5pm EST. 
“When you leave a traditional office, you’re often done for the day,” she says. “You have to approach it 
the same way when maintaining a home office.”

She also tries to block out the first hour of each day to check email, do her own promotion and 
marketing, and make a list of daily goals.” Allowing what I call a quiet hour for myself just to get focused 
and to knock out some of the smaller tasks allows me to really jump into the larger client work for the 
rest of the day,” she says. She also makes it a point to leave the house everyday, rain or shine, at 5pm. “I 
go for a walk, pick up my son, go to a networking group, grab that last item for dinner, or meet with a 
friend or colleague to talk shop,” she says.
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She also doesn’t sweat the times when she has to work late on a project because she gives that time 
back to herself later on. “It’s what I would call ‘smart scheduling,’” Catherine says. “You say to yourself, 
OK, I have this extra client this week or this project emergency so I’m going to work these two nights. 
But then I’m going to cut back on Friday and get out of the office at 2 pm.”

“Working from home is always a fine line,” she says. “You have to learn how to give and take with 
yourself so that your business doesn’t take over who you are.” 
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How to Manage Remote 
Direct Reports
Start by setting expectations.
by Rebecca Knight

INTERIM ARCHIVES/GETTY IMAGES

Geographically dispersed teams are increasingly common in the modern workplace—perhaps 
you’re based in your company’s New York headquarters and your team works out of offices 
in Denver and Charlotte or maybe you’re in San Francisco and manage telecommuters in LA 

and a group of developers in Minsk. How do you overcome the challenges of supervising employees 
in different locations and time zones? What steps should you take to build trust and open lines of 
communication? How should you establish routines? And how do you help remote workers feel 
part of a team?

What the Experts Say
One of the biggest misconceptions about managing remote workers is that it requires an entirely 
different skillset. “We have a tendency to overcompensate and approach remote workers and virtual 
teams as these mythical beasts,” says Mark Mortensen, an associate professor of Organizational 
Behavior at INSEAD. “But you shouldn’t think about them in a fundamentally different way. They are 
still people working in an organization to get stuff done. Treat them as such.” That said, managers must 
put in extra effort to cultivate a positive team dynamic and ensure remote workers feel connected 
to other colleagues. It requires a “proactive approach,” says Keith Ferrazzi, the founder and CEO of 
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Ferrazzi Greenlight. So, whether your team is comprised of people in far-flung locations in faraway time 
zones or employees who work from home (or a combination of both), here are some pointers to keep 
things running smoothly.

Set expectations
“As the manager, you need to set clear, deliberate expectations in advance and establish ground 
rules for how interactions will take place,” says Ferrazzi. If you fail to do this, “things will break down 
immediately.” He recommends “establishing clear lines of accountability” from the outset of the 
working relationship by setting monthly, quarterly, and yearly performance goals as well as “targets for 
what ‘hitting it out of the park’ would mean.” Then, just as you would with employees working down 
the hall, “you should check in regularly on progress” through an agreed-upon schedule. Mortensen 
adds: be sure to make it clear that you’re “applying the same metrics to the rest of the team.” Remote 
workers “need to know that they’re not being treated differently and there’s no inequity.”

Visit on a predictable schedule
There are no rules governing precisely how often you need to see your remote workers in person, but 
Mortensen recommends visiting them regularly especially in the early stages. “If you can get yourself 
to their location when you first start working together, that’s invaluable,” he says. “Seeing people one-
on-one, face-to-face sets the tone and gives people a sense of comfort.” As the arrangement stabilizes, 
“predictability is more important than a particular frequency,” he says. “If your direct report knows 
you’re there every six months, it helps build trust.” When you’re at their location, make an effort 
to “understand their environment and get a sense of what it’s like” to work from afar. “Join in on a 
conference call to the home office so you can get a glimpse of [the situation] from their perspective,” 
Mortensen says.

Encourage communication
The key to managing relationships with remote employees, says Ferrazzi, is to “set an appropriate 
cadence” of communications—including how quickly employees need to respond to email; what 
follow-up steps should be taken; and on which days check-in calls should occur. “If you, the manager, 
don’t create good, open communication channels, the remote worker will feel, well, ‘remote’ 
and forgotten,” he says. It’s also important to establish frequent, recurring team meetings that at 
least attempt to accommodate everyone’s schedule, he adds. In light of time-zone constraints, it’s 
considerate to set up the meetings on a rotating schedule so that no one team member or region is 
unduly burdened or disrupted. Encourage the use of instant messaging, blogs, wikis, and other online 
collaboration tools and apps. Your team must “understand that they have an obligation” to stay in 
regular contact, says Mortensen.

Spark impromptu interactions
Unplanned conversations between coworkers are “important for flows of knowledge throughout an 
organization,” says Mortensen, which is why you—the manager—have a responsibility to “literally 
create water cooler moments.” Video links between offices “create a shared space and provide more 
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opportunities for these spontaneous—but often very productive” workplace conversations, he says. 
“It might feel weird the first day it’s on, but by the tenth day, people are more comfortable.” When it’s 
not possible (or preferable) to have a camera that’s always on, Ferrazzi recommends regular use of 
technologies like Skype and WebEx. Video technology, he says, “brings us together and connects us, 
increasing the intimacy of our relationships with one another.”

Nurture familiarity
Building trust and familiarity with your direct reports requires you get to know them on a personal 
level. With remote workers “this takes additional effort,” says Mortensen. He suggests reserving 
the first few minutes of calls and videoconferences to simply “chew the fat.” You should talk about 
“the things you usually talk about at work”— weekend plans, kids, pets, or last night’s big game. 
Encourage your direct reports to do the same with their remote colleagues. This social bonding “builds 
essential empathy, trust, and camaraderie,” Ferrazzi says. “What binds together virtual teams are the 
personal details.”

Make them feel part of the team
Physical distance can sometimes create an “us versus them” feeling. Mortensen says it’s critical that 
you “watch the language you use when talking about remote workers and make sure you’re not creating 
fractures within your team.” Concentrate on what you and your direct reports have in common—
organizational goals and objectives, for example. Remember, too, that remote team members often 
feel somewhat invisible and “that their actions and efforts aren’t noticed.” Being generous with public 
praise and acknowledgement of remote employees helps “make sure their work is recognized” and is a 
signal to “coworkers that they’re pulling their weight,” says Mortensen.

Principles to Remember
Do: Don’t:

• Get to know your remote reports on a 
personal level by reserving a few minutes 
during meetings and calls for casual 
workplace conversations

• Establish a schedule of communication 
both between you and your remote 
employee and between the remote 
employee and the rest of the team

• Use video technology to spark spontaneous 
interactions among your team members

• Evaluate the job performance of remote 
workers differently from the way you 
assess co-located colleagues—apply the 
same metrics across your team

• Worry too much about setting up constant 
in-person meetings with your remote 
workers—predictable visits are more 
important than frequent ones

• Forget to acknowledge the work of remote 
workers so their efforts don’t go unnoticed
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Advice in Practice
EXAMPLE 1 
Unite employees around a common goal
Arvind Sarin, the co-founder and CEO of Copper Mobile, a mobile app development firm, manages over 
100 employees split between the company’s headquarters in Dallas, Texas, and its office in Noida, India. 
The majority of the company’s clients are in North America. Because of the difference in time zones, 
there was some resentment between team members. “There was still a feeling of: ‘Oh, that team over 
there rolls out at 6pm while we’re here working late into the night,’” he explains.

To mitigate the building resentment and bring the team together, Arvind decided to be more open 
about the company’s overarching goals and financial targets. He took a new approach with a big project 
Copper Mobile was working on for an LA-based dating company. “In order to get everyone on the same 
page, I painted a picture of our strategy so that everyone—from developers in India to the leadership 
team here—would know what we’re doing,” he says.

His aim was to “lay it all out” for employees in both offices “so that everyone knew what to expect” 
and felt bonded by a common goal—to successfully execute the project. In a series of meetings, “we 
explained how much revenue this client would bring in, what the billing rates would be, how long we 
expected the engagement to last, what the workflow would be like, and how we viewed this customer 
as a strategic client.”

Arvind’s transparency about the project united the team and motivated employees to work together. 
The project was a big success. “When you don’t give people information, they assume the worst,” he 
says. “Restating our vision and reminding people of what we were trying to achieve helped a lot.”

EXAMPLE 2 
Seize opportunities for in-person team bonding
Manon DeFelice, the founder and CEO of Inkwell, a specialized professional staffing company, manages 
an entirely virtual team.

At the moment, she has eleven employees—all of whom work from home—spread across the US. 
Recruiting and business development are run out of New York; legal is in Washington, DC; she also 
has colleagues in Austin, Miami, and Minneapolis. Manon herself is based in Connecticut. “Because 
we’re a virtual team, we don’t have that daily office chitchat,” she says, adding she has to work hard to 
make sure she is close to her colleagues and that everyone on her team “feels connected to, and trusts, 
each other.”

To encourage bonding, Manon tries to seize every opportunity to gather the group together face-to-
face. She recently had a big pitch meeting in New York City. Instead of enlisting the help of only local 
employees, she invited everyone on the team to the City and then took them all out for celebratory 
dinner. “We are not renting expensive office space so I like to spend money taking my team out to nice 
restaurants. I want people to get to know each other—to talk to each other about their kids and their 
spouses—just as they would if they worked in an office together.”
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Another way Manon lifts team morale is by being generous with praise. She regularly sends company-
wide emails praising the team and singling out colleagues for a job well done. The emails, she says, 
provide public validation. “In an office, your boss might call to you from down the hall and say: 
‘Awesome job on that project!’ and your colleagues would hear that and know you’re working hard.” 
Remote workers, though, don’t have that happen. “So I do public thank-you emails, and CC others as a 
way for them to ‘eavesdrop’ on the conversation.” 
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A First-Time Manager’s 
Guide to Leading Virtual 
Teams
Understand how distance affects team dynamics.
by Mark Mortensen

JOHN MOORE/GETTY IMAGES

In the past, new managers often had the luxury of cutting their teeth on traditional collocated 
teams: groups of people, sitting down the hall from one another, who met up in conference 
rooms to hash out what they were trying to achieve and how to get there. Unfortunately, today’s 

increasingly global work environment does not always afford that luxury. Many first-time managers 
find themselves assigned to a team of subordinates scattered far and wide.

Managing a distributed team can feel overwhelming as it requires you to navigate many different types 
of distance: geographic, temporal, cultural, linguistic, and configurational (the relative number of 
members in each location). Every one of these dimensions affects team dynamics and, therefore, has 
an impact on effectiveness and performance as well. Daunting as that may seem, there is good news 
in the form of a large and ever-increasing body of research and best practices on how to increase your 
odds of success. But first, it’s important to understand which aspects of team dynamics are, and are not, 
affected by distance.
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The effects of distance
While all of the different types of distance listed above affect us, they do so primarily through two core 
mechanisms: shared identity and shared context. Understanding these will help you develop a much 
more targeted plan of attack for managing from afar.

First, distance affects how you feel about people. Dealing with the types of distance listed above 
(often grouped together and labeled “locational”) triggers a sense of “social distance”—an unshared 
sense of identity, or a feeling of “us vs. them.” A lack of a shared identity has a far stronger impact 
on team dynamics than any of the types of distance individually. In an experimental field study I 
conducted with Michael O’Leary, for example, we showed that unshared identity arising from social 
distance increased coordination problems and reduced group cognition in the form of transactive 
memory. When teams function with high levels of transactive memory, they know where different 
knowledge is held in the team and how to access it. For instance, if everyone knows that Hector is 
a talented forecaster, the team will save time by assuming that Hector is responsible for any new 
information regarding forecasting. When transactive memory is impaired, however, the efficiency of 
the group suffers.

Similarly, a study conducted with Pamela Hind found that this sense of us-vs.-them significantly 
increased levels of conflict within the global R&D teams of a Fortune 500 petroleum firm (in fact, a top 
five Fortune 500 company).

Second, distance affects what you know about people. Catherine Cramton refers to this concept as “the 
mutual knowledge problem,” but put simply, it means that you don’t know what they know—and vice 
versa. Why does this matter? Because a shared sense of context, a shared understanding of not only 
what you do but how you do it and why, is a key driver of your ability to coordinate and collaborate. 
Teams with a shared understanding are more efficient. They don’t waste time ensuring everyone is on 
the same page and they have fewer issues with miscommunication. In the R&D team study mentioned 
above, we found that unshared context was a particularly strong driver of task-based conflict, or 
disagreements over the work being done.

Taken together, this means that when assessing the effects of distance on your team, you need to keep 
in mind both how you feel, and what you know, about your distant colleagues.

Though it may come as a bit of a surprise, distance doesn’t change the fundamental rules of the game. 
A global virtual team is first and foremost a team—just because yours is distributed doesn’t mean you 
should discard the prevailing wisdom about how the most effective teams operate. You need to arm 
yourself with a good model of team effectiveness and use it to assess and improve team dynamics 
and processes. A model provides structure and will help you organize your efforts as you tackle 
management for the first time. This is especially important for those who are dealing with the added 
complexities of distance.
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Managing the effects of distance
First things first: don’t panic. Remember that global, virtual, distributed teams are composed of people 
just like any other team. The more you and your team members can keep this in mind, the better your 
results will be. As the manager, encourage everyone to engage in some perspective taking: think about 
how you would behave if your roles were reversed. This is a small way of reminding your team that 
collaboration isn’t magic, but it does take some effort.

Second, remember the basics. Arm yourself with a well-tested model of team effectiveness and use 
it to help structure your thinking. There are, of course, many models out there. For me, J. Richard 
Hackman’s Team Effectiveness Model is an excellent starting point. It’s based on a massive amount of 
rigorous research across a wide range of teams. This model stresses the importance of the team goal. 
Building on Hackman’s work, my own research (paired with evidence collected in executive classrooms) 
shows that if you do only one thing, ensuring that the team’s goal is clear, challenging, consequential, 
and commonly-held yields the biggest benefit. This holds true whether your subordinates are down the 
hall or around the globe.

In the end, being mindful about your team process is more important than which particular model 
you choose. Take that model and use it to assess how you’ve done, where you stand, and where 
you are going.

Third, think (and talk) about how to overcome the negative effects that a lack of shared identity and 
shared context can have.

To help your team combat us-vs.-them thinking, reinforce what is shared: the team’s purpose. All teams 
are designed to achieve something and if the team is designed well, team members depend on one 
another to accomplish their goal. Remind your team that you are all working to the same end and that 
you need each other to get there. Doing so at the outset and intermittently throughout the project will 
help you build a strong sense of shared identity.

A shared understanding comes from sharing information. Team members working at a distance need 
to make an effort to understand what is happening in each person’s local context. Importantly, that 
includes information not only about the work being done but also about the environment in which 
people are working (ex. structural changes, office politics, even personal life events). All of these 
affect the psychology of your dispersed colleagues and, therefore, how they react to you and the rest 
of the team.

One last note—it’s easy to get fixated on either information or interpersonal dynamics to the exclusion 
of the other but that paints an incomplete picture. You need to consider the effects of both and how 
they reinforce one another. I always encourage team managers to have regularly scheduled check-ins 
not just to measure progress towards the team’s goal but to discuss both its context (what it knows) and 
identity (who it is). 
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Helping Remote Workers 
Avoid Loneliness and 
Burnout
Employees who come to the office at least once per week are the happiest.
by Jennifer Moss

KOLBZ/GETTY IMAGES

It’s a weekday and Jeff, the director of technology at Economical Insurance, kisses his daughter and 
waves goodbye as she enters the doors of her public school. Then, he either turns the car around 
and returns home for a day of remote work, or he continues on to his office, where his hours are 

flexible—he just needs to keep his boss in the loop.

In 1871, when Economical was founded, Jeff’s employer might not have imagined this scenario. 
Today, HR policies like these are less of a progressive perk but more of a standard practice. Actually, a 
new study interviewed 18,000 employees across 96 international companies and found that 70% of 
employees are working remotely once a week and 53% are spending half the week away from the office.

Flexible and remote work policies are becoming increasingly popular with employees. A study focused 
on flexibility and its impact on performance for working parents confirmed that flexibility at work 
increased gratitude significantly. It also increased job satisfaction and decreased stress, particularly for 
parents with children at home.
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Employees appreciate remote work and flexible hours because they offer tangible benefits. It’s not 
just the time saved on commuting—there are real financial upsides. A study that looked at data from 
job boards and the U.S. Bureau of Labor found that the average remote worker saved $444 on gas, and 
spent roughly 50% less on lunches. Most parents can also save on childcare costs if they can arrange 
their schedules to be at home when their children are out of school.

As more employees want to take advantage of flex and remote work options, organizations are 
accepting that this is how today’s talent wants to work. The 2018 Future Workforce Report by Upwork 
claims 63% of U.S. employers are offering some form of flex option. For example, PwC came up with 
“All Roles Flex” in an effort to reduce the stigma of those who use it. In a recent interview, Dorothy 
Hisgrove, the partner and Chief People Officer at PwC Australia, told me: “At PwC, 82% of our people 
use some form of flexibility. They’re most successful when they have the everyday flexibility they need 
to meet the demands of their professional life and accomplish the things they identify as priorities 
outside of their career.”

As more workers work flexibly or remotely, companies will need to change the way they operate. “It 
forces structural and systemic change to accommodate different ways of working and different ways of 
being ‘available’ and productive,” says Hisgrove. Remote and flex work also present new challenges for 
managers. In particular, I call your attention to two: burnout and loneliness.

Burnout
One risk, perhaps unexpectedly, is burnout. People using flex or remote policies often do feel more 
grateful to their employers. That feeling of indebtedness can lead some remote employees to keep 
their foot on the gas until they run out of fuel. A research paper titled “Doing More with Less? Flexible 
Working Practices and the Intensification of Work” examines this unanticipated consequence of 
adopting flexible working practices. Using social exchange theory, researchers suggest, “employees 
respond to the ability to work flexibly by exerting additional effort, in order to return benefit to their 
employer.” Some of the intensification happens at the employee level (choices they make to “return 
the favor”) but frequently, it’s the employer intensifying the workload with requests that can’t be 
accomplished within certain timeframes.

To ensure employees experience gratitude rather than indebted servitude, check in. Go beyond project 
updates and work-related conversations. Leaders need to know what is going on with their people 
beyond just their work. For example, be sensitive to employees who travel extensively. Rather than 
booking them into scores of meetings on their return, give them some time to reconnect with family 
and recharge.

Rethink which attributes constitute going “above and beyond.” Working longer hours, answering emails 
late at night, putting time in on the weekend, coming in sick, piling up vacation days, not sleeping—
those attributes are way too often considered “high-performing” traits. However, all it does is increase 
and reward the behaviors of burn out. Instead, lead by example and encourage your virtual staff to 
slow down (even when they don’t want to) by supporting mental-health breaks, taking vacations, and 
spending time with family.
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Remember, remote employees are tougher to diagnose with burnout because you can’t see changes 
in their personality on a day-to-day basis. Ensure there is a process of checking in and being aware 
of the signs.

Loneliness 
According to the 2018 State of Remote Work, loneliness is the biggest struggle to working remotely. 
Although being alone is not the only cause of loneliness, it can be a significant contributor. It’s also a 
dangerous and growing epidemic that scientists are taking seriously.

At the 125th Annual Convention of the American Psychological Association, Dr. Julianne Holt-Lunstad 
from Brigham Young University presented the results of 148 studies with a total of 308,849 participants. 
The study laid out the connection between loneliness and premature mortality. “There is robust 
evidence that social isolation and loneliness significantly increase risk for premature mortality, and the 
magnitude of the risk exceeds that of many leading health indicators,” Holt-Lunstad shared.

What can managers do? One option would be to establish an “in-the-office” day, when remote 
employees are encouraged to come in. According to a Gallup poll of 9,917 employed U.S. adults, 
remote workers that come in to work at least once per week are the happiest. These “mostly” remote 
workers report a slightly higher rate of engagement, but more importantly, they were more likely than 
full-remote or full-office workers to say they had a best friend at work, and that their job included 
opportunities to learn and grow.

For further-flung members of the team who can’t come in weekly, make the investment to bring them 
to the office monthly or quarterly. Joe Granato, the Chief Supply Chain Officer at Mountain Equipment 
Co-op, told me that he believes it should be mandatory to find the budget to gather in person. “Face-
to-face time builds quality relationships, thus enabling trust and speed in communications. Having 
opportunities to be together (in the same space, not virtually) is a quality investment.” Granato also 
advocates for a “working remotely code” to help level-set expectations and make everyone feel looped 
in to the strategy.

Today’s flexible and remote work arrangements are far more fluid than the rigid “flex plan” policies 
of yesteryear. Regardless of what HR policies may dictate, in a tight labor market, managers are going 
to do what keeps their people. Today, that likely includes more flexible work options, paired with a 
management style that helps remote workers flourish. 
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Is It Time to Let 
Employees Work from 
Anywhere?
A study found that “work from anywhere” policies increased productivity.
by Prithwiraj (Raj) Choudhury, Barbara Z. Larson, and Cirrus Foroughi

MARTIN BARRAUD/GETTY IMAGES

Despite a few high-profile retreats from remote work policies in recent years, data on the U.S. 
workforce suggests that remote work is increasing. A 2017 Gallup poll reported that 43% of 
employed Americans had spent at least some time working remotely, and US Census data 

released in 2018 reported 5.2% of U.S. workers being based entirely at home.

Even as working from home (WFH) becomes relatively commonplace, a new form of remote work is 
emerging: working from anywhere (WFA), in which employees can live and work where they choose, 
typically within a specific country, but in some cases, anywhere in the world with a reliable internet 
connection. While many companies are just starting to consider allowing employees to work from 
anywhere, developed WFA programs can be found at firms such as Akamai and SAP.

Employees value the option to work remotely. A 2017 study even found that the average worker was 
willing to accept 8% less pay for the option to work from home. This indicates that workers assign 
monetary value to the flexibility provided by a WFH policy. And with a work-from-anywhere policy, 
employers add even more value to employees by granting geographic flexibility. It’s a significant 
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difference: while a WFH employee can choose to pick the kids up from school or spend lunch hour 
walking the dog, a WFA employee can do all of those and also relocate closer to aging parents or to a 
location with a lower cost of living.

In our experience, however, managers often worry about remote employees working less, or 
multitasking, mixing personal responsibilities with work. There are also concerns that allowing 
employees to work from anywhere could decrease communication and collaboration among coworkers 
and might constrain the informal learning that typically happens in the office.

But one 2015 study based in a Chinese travel agency found that when call-center employees were 
shifted to working from home, their productivity increased by an average of 13%, apparently due to 
a reduction in break time and sick days combined with a more comfortable work environment. This 
finding raises the question: Could employees in a work-from-anywhere program also benefit from 
similar productivity increases?

In a working paper, we studied the effects of a work-from-anywhere program initiated in 2012 among 
patent examiners at the U.S. Patent & Trade Office (USPTO). We analyzed productivity data for patent 
examiners (highly educated and specialized professionals) who switched from work-from-home work 
conditions to the WFA program.

Our results indicate that examiners’ work output increased by 4.4% after transition to WFA, with 
no significant increase in rework (re-writing of patent decisions upon appeal from inventors). 
Supplemental analysis also showed that patent quality (as measured by examiner-added citations) 
did not deteriorate . The 4.4% productivity increase represents up to $1.3 billion of annual value 
added to the U.S. economy, based on the average economic activity generated per additional patent 
granted. (While not the focus of our study, we also found a correlation between working from home 
and increased productivity relative to working in the office, consistent with the findings of the 
earlier study.)

In supplementary analyses, we also found that examiners transitioning to WFA relocated, on average, 
to locations with significantly lower costs of living, representing an effective increase in real salary for 
these employees, with no increased cost to the organization.

Interestingly, examiners who had been on the job longer (that is, those closer to retirement) were more 
likely to move to the “retirement-friendly” coastal areas of Florida than their lower-tenured peers. 
While this correlational finding is not predictive, it suggests that granting employees the ability to work 
from anywhere could yield some career-extending benefits to both employees and the organization, by 
encouraging valued senior employees to remain in the productive workforce longer.

We observed that WFA examiner productivity increased more if they were located within 25 miles 
of other WFA examiners, but only if the clustered examiners worked in the same technological unit. 
Clustered examiners from different units experienced no additional gains in productivity. This finding 
suggests that geographically clustered WFA workers whose job content is similar may learn from each 
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other informally, similar to the way that coworkers learn from each other through informal interactions 
in the office.

So, what should managers consider as they set WFA policies, and remote-work policies more generally? 
Here are a few recommendations:

• Employers who allow employees to work remotely should grant these employees true autonomy 
and flexibility, rather than trying to micromanage their remote work. Our results comparing WFH 
and WFA employees indicate that granting greater autonomy can actually enhance employee 
productivity.

• Managers of WFA employees should mandate use of a common set of technology tools. Our study 
found that when the USPTO began to mandate the use of the agency’s common IT tools (e.g., VPN 
and messaging) by examiners, early-career WFA examiners who needed more approvals from their 
supervisors realized an additional 3% increase in productivity.

• WFA employers should leverage any geographic clusters of WFA employees that emerge, especially 
among employees doing similar types of work. Providing funding for periodic informal meet-ups 
is a small investment for a potentially significant amount of employee learning. Managers can also 
rotate team off-site meetings among locations with significant clusters of WFA employees, so that 
the WFA employees can connect with in-office employees as hosts, introducing them to their corner 
of the world.

• Based on our research—which focused on already-experienced employees—it seems best to keep 
newly hired employees co-located in the office with experienced peers long enough to benefit from 
the informal learning that happens organically in a face-to-face environment. Additional research is 
needed to determine whether or not newly hired employees could experience the same productivity 
benefits on WFA as the experienced employees we studied.

• Finally, consider the type of work itself. We found that if a job is very independent—that is, the 
employee can carry out most job duties with little or no coordination with co-workers (as can a patent 
examiner)—the transition to WFA is more likely to result in productivity increases. More research is 
needed to identify the productivity effects of WFA for jobs with lower levels of independence.

A key takeaway from our research is that if a work setting is ripe for remote work—that is, the job 
is fairly independent and the employee knows how to do their job well—implementing WFA can 
benefit both the company and the employee. What jobs in your company might be well suited to a 
WFA policy? 
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TOOL

Technology Crisis Card
If your technology fails during a meeting, this card will help  
you sort out the situation quickly. Print this document, and  
keep it next to your computer or tablet so that you can access  
it at a moment’s notice.

Your name

Name and phone number of  
your IT support 
Individual specialist in your company’s IT group 
or a freelance consultant, not a general helpline

Name and version of your computer’s 
current operating system

Your internet service provider

Name of the account holder

Account number

Their helpline number

If you’re unable to join the meeting, contact a colleague to let them know what’s going on:

Colleague Name Contact information 
Phone number,email address, etc.
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For each of your most important tools, collect as much information as you can. Print this page more 
than once if you require multiple tools:

Tool name

Name of the account holder

Account number

Other registration information 
Emaill address, company name, etc.

Password hint

Purchase information 
Credit card, company account, etc.
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TOOL

Everything You Need to 
Run a Virtual Meeting
Before the meeting, send an email invitation to your attendees 
with all the information they need to prepare for and participate 
in the conversation. Use this sample invite as a template. 

Sample Email
I’m looking forward to our upcoming meeting on [date] at [time/time zone] to discuss 
[topic/purpose]. 

This email includes all the information you need to participate, including:

• The agenda

• A list of attendees and roles

• Supporting materials

• Info about meeting technology

• Ground rules for participation

• Call-in details

Please read these materials ahead of time so that we’re all prepared to start on the same page.  
Let me know if you have any questions.

Thank you!
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Agenda
Agenda item Who Time allowed

Attendees and Roles 
Name Role in this meeting Contact information Time zone

Supporting Materials
• Updates, drafts, background reading; provide as attachments or links

Meeting Technology
• Other tools you’ll use (for example, Doodle, Slack), with instructions 

• Contact information for the meeting’s Tech Czar (phone number, Skype name, etc.)
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Ground Rules
• No multitasking.

• Keep yourself unmuted, unless asked otherwise.

• If you have an important question or idea during the meeting that isn’t directly relevant to what’s 
under discussion, contact the facilitator via a secondary communication channel.

• To accommodate glitchy technology, give virtual participants the “right of way” during discussions or 
defer to the facilitator.

• If you need to interject something in the conversation, ask: “Can I interrupt with a 
question/comment?”

• Decisions in this meeting will be made by the meeting leader/the group.

How to Join the Meeting
• Communication channel/tool name

• Participant passcode

• Call-in or log-in instructions 

• Plan B: what it is and how to access it if the primary meeting tool fails

For very important or one-off meetings, such as kicking off a big project or hosting a webinar for your 
clients, test your setup with a colleague (ideally, your tech czar) a few days ahead of time to make 
sure everything is working as you planned. Use this dry-run checklist to cover all your bases. As you 
become more comfortable holding regular meetings with the same participants, this prep will become 
instinctive.

Dry-Run Checklist
 Do participants have all the information they need to join the meeting?

 Are the sound and video quality adequate? Is the time lag manageable?

  Are auxiliary tools working, like screen sharing and private chat? Can participants use these tools 
without losing audio or video quality, or experiencing excessive delays? 

 Do you have all the hardware you need to run the meeting?
• A power source

• Connecting cords

• A video camera and headset

• Secondary devices (tablet, external hard drive, mobile phone, etc.)

 Can you initiate the meeting in a timely way?

 Have you booked the space and the equipment you’ll need?

 Do you have a printed copy of your Technology Crisis Card at hand?
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 Do you have all the resources you need from IT, including training, hardware, and live support?

 Have you given IT all the information they need to support your meeting?

 Did you share any necessary materials in advance?

 Do you have hard-copy materials in case your presentation software fails?

 Did you send an email reminder with meeting information?

  During the meeting itself, draw on these facilitation scripts to keep the conversation productive 
and on track.

Facilitation Scripts
When the group is silent:

• “Are you all with me so far?”

• “I want to take a quick pulse check. Is everyone following along, or is there anything I can clarify 
before we move on to the next item on our agenda?”

• “Silence means consent, folks, so if you don’t agree with what’s been said, please speak up!”

To recover the group’s focus after a tangent: 

• “Let’s table this point for a moment so that we can focus on _____.”

• “I want to return to Diego’s earlier comment about _____. Anyone have a response to that?”

When someone keeps reiterating a point:

• “You seem concerned about this decision. What do you think we haven’t addressed?”

• “I hear you, Sasha. But I think further discussion on this point isn’t productive in this meeting.  
For now, let’s agree/assume _____. We can follow up on your concerns in a separate 
discussion, off-line.”

When multiple people are trying to jump into the conversation:

• “Let’s finish hearing from Anand, and then we’ll hear from Jean.”

When you catch someone multitasking:

• “Sayid, can you chime in here?”

When there’s excessive background noise: 

• “I’m having trouble hearing. Mara, can you go on mute until things settle down over there?” 

• If calling out the person by name would embarrass them, say: “I want to remind everyone that while 
we want to keep the mute button off, if you’re experiencing background noise that might distract 
other folks, go ahead and silence your mic.”
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When you want to hear from someone who hasn’t contributed very much so far:

• “Anyara, what has your experience been with this issue?”

• “Will, you’ve had the longest relationship with this client. Have you encountered this problem with 
them before?”

• “Suki, I think you went through something similar to this on your last project. What worked for you?”

When someone is dominating the conversation:

• “I want to get back to this at the end of the meeting if we have time. For now, let’s focus on ____.” 

• “I hear your point. Does anyone else have a response to it?”

• “We’ve gotten good input from the yea side of this question. Can we hear from the nays?”

When someone repeatedly talks out of turn:

• “Let’s talk one at a time. Alice, you were saying?”

• “Please hold questions until the end of the presentation.”

• “That’s off topic. Right now, we’re concerned with ____.”

When someone’s behavior seems “off” somehow: 

• “You seem very concerned about the project timeline. What’s driving that?” 

• “You’ve been fairly quiet. What’s going on in your mind right now?” 

When someone violates group norms:

• “Jeff, you’re interrupting Gabriel. Gabriel, can you repeat that comment?”

• “I understand you feel passionately about this, but sarcasm doesn’t advance the discussion.  
Can you restate your point?”

• “Name-calling is out of bounds. Find a more constructive way to make your point.”

When you want to secure consensus on outcomes/commitments:

• “Is there anything else anyone needs to say or ask before we finalize this plan?”

• “Are you comfortable with where we ended up?”

• “What would it take for you to be OK with this?
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