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In the recent past, companies have moved to adopt flexible work arrangements that allow workers to work from home. This has been as a result of either the increased advancement in technology that makes such arrangements possible or due to organizational adjustments attributable to the COVID-19 pandemic, or both. With these developments, concern continues to amount with regard to the impact of such flexible work arrangements on employee productivity and performance. The majority of evidence appears to suggest that remote workers are less efficient and productive compared to their in-office counterparts. These differences in performance have been pinned on the variations in working environments with the argument that office-based workers are exposed to fewer distractions and have access to more useful resources than remote workers. In addition, reduced productivity in home-based work environments has been blamed on a range of issues, including the presence of distractions, limitations in managerial control, disconnectedness, and lack of support from co-workers, among others. To address these issues related to productivity, the role of a managerial coach in employee coaching has been established to have a possible influence on turning things around. Employee coaching is essentially designed to address functional knowledge and skill gaps among employees. Thus, managerial coaches are expected to have a certain combination of relational skills in order to successfully execute their mandate. With these skills, it is expected that managerial action can influence and encourage remote workers to improve their performance and offset the limitations inherent in the remote working model. 

This study aims to explore the chance that managerial coaches’ relational skills can be instrumental in improving the productivity of remote workers and establish the various kinds of relational skills that managerial coaches ought to possess and utilise to enhance remote workers’ productivity. The research seeks to respond to two central questions: “Can managerial coaches’ relational work skills help in improving remote workers’ productivity?” and “What relational work skills for managerial coaches work to improve remote workers’ productivity?” It utilizes a qualitative multiple case study design to investigate the issue and collect information on real-life behaviours and experiences in pursuit of managerial solutions that have been proven to work with regard to improving the productivity of remote workers. 

The sampling strategy to be employed in this research will be purposeful sampling. This strategy will be crucial in identifying and selecting cases that the researcher deems rich in information relevant to the study. Thus, the researcher will look to bring on board organizational leaders that are especially knowledgeable about remote working and have had considerable experience with issues surrounding flexible work arrangements. The strategy will also allow the researcher to use participants who are not only available and willing to participate but are also able to clearly communicate their experiences, opinions, and suggestions in a manner that is expressive, articulate, and reflective for the purposes of the study. 

Semi-structured interviews will be used as the primary data collection tool for the study, with the researcher acting as the primary instrument of data collection. The identified sample of eight organizational managers will be interviewed, and their responses collected for analysis. The semi-structured interviews will be conducted in individual settings between the interviewer and the interviewee. The semi-structured interviews will be standardised for the purposes of ensuring the reliability of the findings. An interview protocol will also be adhered to with the goal of ensuring that the standards of the interview process are maintained across all eight participants. Data will be collected through thorough note taking and recordings of the interviews to facilitate ease of reference. 

The data will be analysed to allow the researcher to establish and identify meaningful patterns, themes, and descriptions of key issues. The researcher will obtain transcripts of the interviews and analyse the data to identify keywords and themes related to remote working, relational skills, and improving productivity. A five-step approach comprising of compiling, disassembly, reassembly, interpretation, and concluding will be used to complete the analysis. This qualitative analysis will help to identify themes that respond to the study’s research questions and provide a backdrop for the interpretations of the findings. 

Recommended ethical procedures to be followed will adhere to ethical principles to ensure the participants are protected. The sampled participants will be issued with consent forms that will feature the information on the researcher’s contacts, provisions for voluntary withdrawal, potential risks for the participants, and procedures for the planned retention of the collected data. The participants will also be given details about the research, including its purpose, potential benefits, and risks, as well as the envisaged overall impact of the study. Looking to protect the confidentiality and autonomy of the participants, their names and respective organizations will be eliminated from the data sheets and their identities coded for reference. 

The proposed research explores the issues surrounding reduced productivity among remote workers and will provide contextual information on viable managerial action and relational skills that can help managerial coaches to address reduced productivity. The qualitative approach of this research is crucial to enabling the acquisition of subjective information that will be central in forming opinions and recommendations of best practices as experienced by the participants. Seeing that the topic of issues surrounding productivity in remote workers and the role of the manager are relatively new, there is little empirical research available delving in the topic. The multiple case study approach will be useful in identifying new insight on the modern working environment, which may further be used to develop theories and hypotheses for future research. Collected insights will also help in filling the gap in knowledge regarding the use of remote working arrangements in the contemporary world and the role managerial coaches have to play to see to it that this novel approach to working pays off. This is because while remote working has been shown to affect organizational and employee productivity, rather than refusing to adopt a potentially beneficial approach, it is important that strategies are developed to ensure the model works. 
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An Investigation Of information Technology-Enabled Remote Management and Remote Work Issues (Staples, 1997)

Introduction

The concepts of remote work and management and virtual teams have become increasingly popular, especially with the significant technological advancements in Information Technology (IT) over the past two decades. While multiple advantages can be traced to the manner in which remote work and remote management are set up, an equal share of challenges is to be expected. In his article “An Investigation Of Information Technology-Enabled Remote Management and Remote Work Issues,” Staples (1997) acknowledges the presence of a range of drawbacks associated with remote work organization and the consequent challenges managers and employees face in such work environments. In a two-phase study, Staples (1997) sought to investigate the various issues associated with the newer concepts of remote work and remote management by identifying central issues as submitted by remote employees and managers and analysing them to draw crucial conclusions on the practicality of such work organization. The primary purpose of the study was to examine the growing practice of remote employee management and the role information technology plays in facilitating remote work. The study’s findings pointed to the possibility that higher trust between remote employees and remote managers could easily result in higher job satisfaction and lower job stress. The findings also showed that the development of higher organizational commitment among employees was possible with adequate communication between managers and remote employees. While the study produced significant results benefiting from thorough testing, analysis and utilization of homogenous focus groups, there are numerous limitations in the study including the composition of the sample, the generalizability of the results and findings, the author’s ineffective use of the qualitative methodology, disregard of potentially more fruitful research methods, and failure to explore and explain relevant ideas. 

Article summary
	
Staples (1997) organized the research in two phases. The first phase was an exploratory research, which utilized focused group interviews as the primary data collection method involving a total of 104 participants from five organizations. Analysis of data collected in this phase culminated in the identification of 13 separate categories of issues identified by the participants. These categories of issues were: communications, information technology, leadership/coaching, teamwork, performance management, travel time/family balance, differences across sites, isolation, career development/recognition, new employees, remote environment brings management challenges, administrative support and training. Following these findings, Staples (1997) observed that the amount of face to face communication work demanded decreased as the remote worker, and the manager worked together to build experience and develop a relationship. In this light, he argued that since the reduced need for face to face communications in remote work organization resulted in low travel demands, work stress and family-work conflict were reduced while experience and trust increased simultaneously. 

The second phase of the study utilized findings from the first phase to develop viable hypotheses, which were tested using data gathered through questionnaires collected from 123 employees of a notable Canadian insurance company. Different scales were used to measure different identified variables, and analysis of variance techniques (ANOVA and MANOVA) were used to test the eight hypotheses identified in the study. The findings supported the suggestion that developing trust between the manager and his/her remote employee was essential and that higher levels of trust in the employee-manager relationship resulted in decreased job stress. This conclusion essentially implied that managers and employees ought to strive to develop an employee-manager relationship that is based on trust. However, although Phase 1 of the study strongly suggested the cruciality of Information Technology in a remote work setting, none of the hypotheses identified in the second phase supported this suggestion. In addition, Staples (1997) found that the hypothesis that the frequency of communication results in organizational commitment supported, albeit indirectly, the initial suggestion that Information Technology is vital in a remote work setting given that it is through such infrastructure that communications are enabled. 

Assessment/Opinions

Article strengths
	
One crucial consideration for the article’s strengths is the sample and its composition. The sample Staple (1997) used in the first phase of the study to form much-needed focus groups for interviews was primarily homogenous. Looking to obtain homogeneous participants, Staple (1997) sought to separate focus groups whenever possible. By using homogeneous participants, the author took advantage of the potential benefit of clearer generalizability. According to Jager, Putnick, and Bornstein (2017), the sampling frame of homogeneous focus groups is often more homogeneous compared to the sampling frame of conventional samples. For this reason, researchers using homogeneous samples can be more confident in as far as generalizability is concerned. Homogenous samples often translate into clearer and better generalizability because such samples make it easier for the researcher to generate a representative sample (Jager, Putnick, and Bornstein, 2017). In this light, the intentional constraining of the sampling frame with the primary goal of reducing the extent of socio-demographic heterogeneity works to reduce the chances of bias in sampling in as far as the socio-demographic traits of the target population are concerned (Jager, Putnick, and Bornstein, 2017). However, it should be noted that the effect is only in the reduction of the chance of bias and not elimination in its entirety. 

In the article, strategically utilizing homogeneous participants, Staples (1997) managed to collect data from both the managers and employees separately. As a result, the data collected and the consequent findings can be generalized in a more straightforward manner as opposed to if the data was collected randomly between employees and managers. In so doing, estimates arrived at in the article as estimates are not only more valid than if the researcher used a heterogeneous sample, but also less unbiased in the sense that employees’ views are not the managers’ views. Additionally, the researcher’s use of focus groups is commendable as it not only provided a platform for developing hypotheses for Phase 2 but also made the results from Phase 1 more understandable. This is evident in the use of percentages to show the scoring of different issue categories with regard to the number of focus groups that saw the relevance of these issues categories in the applicability of remote engagement. Identifying that 74% of focus groups in the study acknowledged communication to be a key issue is more understandable than using complex descriptive or inferential statistics to make generalizations about the population.  
	
Additionally, the researcher’s efforts to provide thorough and detailed explanations of the results and findings are noteworthy. For both Phase 1 and Phase 2 of the study, Staples (1997) provides a detailed and extensive explanation of the findings. The researcher explains the individual results associated with each identified issue category and outlines the contribution of the focus groups in percentages with regard to the number of times an issue was identified in a focus group as being a vital issue. However, the author does not provide an explicit context that is applicable to other organizations. Instead, much effort is spent on noting the results as they were collected from the focus groups, including the ideas and suggestions for best practice given in the focus groups. This makes for understanding the contributions of the participants and their points of view regarding the various issues. It also works to provide sufficient detail upon which multiple hypotheses can be based. In the article, the author lists a total of eight hypotheses, all drawn from the responses obtained from the focus groups and subsequent analysis of these responses. Further, this thorough explanation of results and findings is also reflected in the second phase of the study, which focuses on testing the different identified hypotheses. Notably, although many hypotheses often mean more work related to individual testing and explication of each, explanations provided by the author regarding the state and relevance of each hypothesis paint a different picture. The explanations are easy to understand for the average reader and provide a more straightforward way of understanding the results of the analysis of variance. 
	
Further, at the core, the research was a mixed-methods study given that the data, collected and analysed, included both qualitative and quantitative data obtained from focus groups and questionnaires, respectively. By using mixed methods, the author drew vital, rich, and subjective insights regarding remote working from qualitative inquiry as was provided by focus groups. He also got standardized and generalizable data from the questionnaires. In effect, this allowed the article to explore the issues at hand in a more thorough manner. Salehi and Golafshani (2010) assert that, when applied in research, the mixed methods approach works to allow respective strengths and drawbacks of each utilized method to complement each other. This essentially translates to the fact that with the different approaches, the researcher can benefit through deep understanding and corroboration while simultaneously offsetting the drawbacks inherent in each method when used alone. Thus, considering the qualitative strand, the researcher was able to capitalize on data that reflected on individual employees’ and managers’ experiences. 

Article weaknesses

The article also demonstrates weaknesses that point to the ineffective use of the qualitative methodology. The researcher used a mixed-methods approach, where a hypothesis-generating qualitative study was used to form the backdrop of a hypothesis-testing quantitative study in Phase 2 of the study. One key strength of qualitative research is the fact that it is capable of providing extensive and complex textual descriptions of the manner in which participants experience or view a given research issue. In the article, elaborative textual descriptions, which may include verbatim quotations from the participants, were notably lacking. According to Corden and Sainsbury (2006), the utilization of verbatim quotations in qualitative research is a crucial factor in demonstrating evidence and deepening the reader’s understanding. Corden and Sainsbury (2006) also argue that people’s spoken words can show the depth of their feelings or strength of their views regarding the subject matter in a better way than the narrative compiled by the researcher. Other advantages of including verbatim quotations in reporting qualitative research include enhanced readability and enhanced theme illustration. In this light, Myers (2000) contends that one major strong point of the qualitative method is the depth to which descriptions are written. Without these descriptions, readers may not have sufficient details to fully comprehend the idiosyncrasies of the study’s specific circumstances. 

Additional weaknesses are evident in the author’s disregard of designs and methods that would otherwise provide better support for the research objective, especially in the given circumstances of the study. The researcher acknowledges that the field of study is relatively new, which might explain the limitations related to the small sample size the researcher used and settling on a group that was not selected randomly as recommended (Staples, 1997). Instead, Staples (1997) explains that the sample represented early innovators who showed interest in the project and decided to commit their time to it. Also, he concedes that the literature available on the subject of remote management is not only sparse but also based on anecdotal evidence (Staples, 1997). These traits of the study can be used to infer that the area of study, at the time, was relatively new. Having established that, the decision to utilize other research approaches other than case studies in this particular instance was arguably ill-informed, given that the utilized approaches did not sufficiently address the study’s goal. Case studies would have provided better support for the research objective and delivered more reliable results and the mixed methods approach. Eisenhardt (1989) maintains that case studies are well suited to areas of research for which existing literature is limited or to entirely new areas of research. This is because case studies are highly complementary to theory building and are thus more useful in the early stages of research on a new subject area (Jennifer, 2002). Scientific research typically works best when used in later stages of knowledge. Given this premise, the lack of a representative sample, and inadequate literature, the study would have benefited more from a case studies approach rather than the qualitative interviews and quantitative surveys detailed in the article.

Further, the researcher’s failure and reluctance to explore and explain relevant ideas are prominent. This is evident in the researcher’s treatment of some of the findings from Phase 1 of the study and resulting suggestions. One relevant issue that the first study found was the role of the management in improving the working environment for all employees. The focus groups suggested that managers ought to value activities that can help in building relationships such as social and team-building activities (Staples, 1997). Also, managers should support employee training and have it included in the performance evaluation process (Staples, 1997). However, considering the eight hypotheses drawn from Phase 1, none of them hints on the role managers can play in resolving some of the identified issues such as high job stress and differences in employees’ perception of the organizational culture. Thus, the researcher disregards a vital issue that may be instrumental in addressing some of the issues raised in the paper. For instance, supporting employee training may help remote workers become organized and obtain the skills they need to be effective. Similarly, valuing relationship-building activities may increase the levels of trust between employees and their employers and reduce the gap between different perspectives of the organization’s culture. Given these possible suggestions, the role of the manager is critical and ought to have been explored along with the others, even if by formulating and testing a related hypothesis. 

Another weakness in the article was the inclusion of new scales in the second phase of the study to measure some of the required measures that could not be measured by existing scales. The scale development process can be taxing, especially when there are several scales to be developed, as is the case with the article. Morgado et al. (2017) discuss several limitations associated with the scale development process, including methodological, sample characteristics, qualitative research, and psychometric limitations. Psychometric limitations apply squarely to the researcher’s efforts in scale development in Phase 2 of the study since there is no mention of the validity or reliability of the new scales developed by the researcher. Morgado et al. (2017) argue that the lack of a robust demonstration of the scales’ reliability and/or construct validity in the article may point to the possibility of imprecise psychometric procedures in the scale development process and the risk of obscuring outcomes. Morgado et al. (2017) claim that new measures can be demonstrated to possess sufficient psychometric adjustments only if there are detailed information and explanations regarding the rationale for any choices made. The researcher makes no effort to comment on the validity and reliability of the new scales or the rationale for developing them in a certain way. This makes it difficult for readers to know whether the scales used indeed measured the required measures (Morgado et al., 2017). 

Lastly, the sample composition used in the two phases of the study was meant to direct the readers’ attention to the fact that the achieved results were not generalizable. According to Shorten and Moorley (2014), a good sample design should identify with a sample that is representative of the study population, small sampling error, and minimal systemic bias. The 104 participants from five organizations made up the 19 focus groups needed for the first phase, while 123 participants made up the sample of Phase 2. In addition to these samples being small and disproportional to the populations they were intended to represent, albeit not randomly selected and thus, held the risk of being biased and producing equally biased results. The author acknowledged this weakness and suggested that the study’s results be interpreted as preliminary findings until the study is replicated with a larger sample. 

Conclusions
	
Although Staples’s article identifies with the aforementioned weaknesses, the overall usefulness of its contributions cannot be overlooked. The article presents crucial arguments and plays a significant role in advancing existing theories and literature on technology-enabled remote management and work. By the time of its publication in 1997, the article by Staples arguably stood as one of the first efforts in understanding issues surrounding the then new-fashioned approach of working remotely facilitated by technology. The novelty of this concept was evident in the two samples used for the study. According to Staples (1997), the samples represented early innovators and individuals who expressed interest in the project. In addition, the researcher insisting that the findings from the second phase are to be interpreted as preliminary findings shows the pioneering trait of the article as a backdrop for future research in the subject. The article guides future research by not only demonstrating the pitfalls that researchers in the subject are likely to encounter but also by identifying crucial elements that were missed in the study that ought to be strongly considered in future ones. The article also identifies the need for a larger sample to increase the findings’ generalizability and the importance of using more qualitative research like longitudinal case studies to provide better support for the research objective. Staples (1997) contends that although questionnaires are helpful in fulfilling quantitative analyses, such longitudinal case studies would be instrumental in gathering richer and more in-depth information that would be equally valuable in assessing critical issues like the role informal communications play in the context of remote management. 

The article makes further contributions by pinpointing key issues about remote management and offering suggestions for dealing with them. This includes the recommended efforts for dealing with these issues from the perspective of the organization, employees, and managers. Additionally, Phase 1 stands as the most valuable part of the study considering the extensive findings it presents with regard to remote work and remote management. It outlines the various issues identified by different focus groups and the suggestions they provide for attending to these issues. Also, the results from the focus groups are wholesome and can be applied in similar work circumstances, albeit selectively. Lastly, the article raises points that can be perceived to be wrong, thereby opening the door for productive disagreement. For instance, Phase 2 results fail to support the hypothesis that job stress can be reduced by greater remote work experience, tenure in the organization, and overall experience. Other researchers can challenge these results by looking to prove that job stress can be reduced by either more experience, long tenures, or greater experience with remote work. Overall, the article began a conversation about remote work and remote management and paved the way for future research even with expectations of sizeable changes in the concept in the future.
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MANAGERIAL COACHES’ RELATIONAL SKILLS AND REMOTE WORKERS’ PERFORMANCE: A RESEARCH PROPOSAL

[bookmark: _Toc55334136]1.0 Introduction
	
Remote working is quickly becoming a norm in the contemporary workplace as more organizations respond to expansive evidence that remotely located employees not only save on costs but also show some level of heightened efficiency in their work. The stupendous increase in remotely located workers in 2020, however, may further be explained by the presence and spread of the COVID-19 pandemic and its rapidly evolving nature. Governments in many economies around the world have mandated or recommended working from home for employees where necessary and, as appropriate, a development that has resulted in unanticipated issues for most organizations. According to a HR survey of 229 human resource representatives from several countries conducted by Gartner Inc., more than 50% of organizations and companies reported that at least 81% of their employees were engaged remotely during the pandemic (Gartner Inc. Survey, 2020). In addition, the analysis of the survey pointed to the possibility that more than 41% of employees were likely to continue working remotely post-pandemic for an unspecified period (Gartner Inc. Survey, 2020). Some companies, including social media giant, Facebook, intend to adopt a remote work program on a permanent basis, even post-pandemic (Conger, 2020). These developments are consistent with the trends in the adoption of remote working as a viable form of engagement over the last two decades as facilitated by technological advancements. Essentially, the trend has shown lessened reliance upon the traditional model of centralised employee workspaces with evolving information technologies that support the remote working alternative.  

Given the example and lead of Facebook and other companies that intend to implement remote working options on a permanent basis for their workforce, more companies and organizations are expected to follow suit in the foreseeable future. By adopting new measures to accommodate such flexible work arrangements, these organizations risk dealing with a range of new challenges associated with remote work. According to Pattnaik and Jena (2020), it is commonplace for co-workers at the in-house office to wait for their colleagues working remotely to submit their work so that they can, in turn, proceed appropriately. Additionally, Ciarniene and Vienazindiene (2018) contend that such issues exist and that remote working lacks defined quality control measures that can be used to confront productivity bottlenecks. This is often because of the perks associated with the autonomy of employees as remote workers. Considering these challenges to productivity and the inevitability of remote working being popularised and widely adopted across companies, there is a need for capable leaders that can steer organizations to success by ensuring high levels of productivity even among remote workers. This calls for efforts to streamline the working relationship between employees and work processes through coaching efforts. Research confirms the positive relationship between coaching efforts and employee satisfaction and productivity, and, ultimately, organizational goals (Ellinger et al., 2011; Wheeler, 2011). 

Today’s organizations increasingly expect managers to coach their employees as research suggests that such coaching is associated with effective management behaviours (McCarthy and Milner, 2013). For this reason, certain coaching behaviours and relational skills are desirable in leaders who might be expected to take up the role of a managerial coach. McLean et al. (2005) argue that employee coaching through the role of manager as coach ought to be a core managerial skill. The practice typically involves effective communication, focus on the team, and appreciation of people over task, and embracing the ambiguous nature of the work environment with the goal of developing employees and improving their performance and consequent productivity. The role of a managerial coach also requires a specific skill base if a manager is to be successful in it (Ladyshewsky, 2010). 

[bookmark: _Toc55334137]1.1 Statement of the problem
	
Employees around the world strongly desire freedom and flexibility, a luxury that is commonly offered by remote work arrangements. Over the last decade, the number of remote workers has grown by more than 115%, with about a third of the global workforce working remotely on a regular or permanent basis (Schawbel, 2018). This number has surged expectedly over the last nine months as a result of the measures adopted by companies in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and mandated precautions. However, research has found that while remote work arrangements are desirable, workers’ productivity has been negatively affected. Remote workers have been proven to be less efficient than their office-based counterparts because of various justifiable reasons, including the presence of distractions, lack of timely support from peers, more time lost in breaks, unsmooth communication with teams, and lack of motivation, among others. This reduced productivity calls for skilful execution of managerial action and strategies to offset some of the issues mentioned above. 

[bookmark: _Toc55334138]1.2 Purpose/Aims

The aims of this qualitative multiple case study are twofold. First, it will seek to explore the chance that relational skills possessed by managerial coaches can be instrumental in improving the productivity of remote workers. Second, it will seek to establish the various kinds of relational skills that managerial coaches ought to possess and utilise in an effort to improve remote workers’ productivity. 

[bookmark: _Toc55334139]2.0 Literature Review
	
Remote working stands as one of the variations of implementing flexible work arrangements, and many organizations are implementing it to derive its benefits. In an extensive analysis of literature, Alghaithi and Sartawi (2020) sought to investigate the effect that bottlenecks may have on the performance and productivity of remote workers. Bottlenecks of remote work typically arise in instances where the remote employees are involved in any parts or roles of sequential task chains that have more than one person completing specific tasks that are expected to lead to the final deliverable. Often in such cases, the productivity of employees working in the office and remote workers can overlap. This can result in momentous challenges in situations where any one of the two fails (Pallais, 2017). One of the most common of such drawbacks is the failure to deliver or delay of delivery by remote counterparts. Thus, if working in a sequential chain, other workers have to either complete the missing tasks or wait for them to be delivered. The cost implications of these issues can sometimes be damaging, especially when dealing with fast-moving products. 

Extensive literature points to the possibility that remote working can be less efficient than an office-based setup. Dan Ingram, the Vice President of Marketing at Enkata, cites an analysis of the company’s workforce performance data, which showed that office-based employees were 50% more productive than their remote working counterparts. This reduced efficiency in productivity could be traced partly to the higher idle time home-based agents had compared to those in the office. Ingram (2013) also suggested that reduced productivity could also be traced to the lengthier breaks remote workers took compared to office-based agents. Similarly, reduced productivity in-home workers can further be attributed to dull tasks assigned to employees. A study by Dutcher (2012) mimicked two work climates: dull and creative tasks. The study showed that the environmental effects of telecommuting had positive impacts on productivity with creative assignments but showed negative implications on productivity when dull tasks were considered. Dutcher (2012) concluded that dull tasks were best performed by people in controlled office-based settings than in less-structured environments exemplified by remote work. In the same vein, Dutcher (2012) pointed out that such reduced productivity could also be blamed on a kind of “free rider” effect, where no employee wants to be the only one still performing as others expect to coast on their efforts. 
	
In their study, Zia and Bilal (2017) acknowledge that remote workers have a high probability of developing feelings of isolation and disconnectedness since their options for consulting colleagues are limited. This can result in less productivity and missing out on crucial opportunities like social networking and collaborative learning. Additionally, these feelings of isolation may extend to their perception of the management team as they may feel ignored in relevant decision-making processes, a factor that may influence their work attitudes, which may have a negative effect on their performance. These findings are supported by a study by de Vries, Tummers, and Bekkers (2019), who found that remote workers were highly likely to experience some levels of professional isolation. According to Bentley et al. (2016), isolation typically results from a lack of organizational support. Productivity may further be affected by distractions and interruptions during work hours. These distractions can be internal, as with anxiety and stress, or external as influenced by the need to engage in unrelated activities during working hours. 

In the context of management, employee coaching has become an increasingly popular organizational development strategy and is designed, at the core, to address gaps in the functional knowledge and skills of employees. Managerial roles focused on coaching have been identified as crucial components in improving employee productivity and achieving organizational goals. Exploring an organizational case study, Wheeler (2011) studied the manner in which the involvement of a manager as a coach contributes to better productivity, albeit in a customer-facing setting. Wheeler (2011) confirmed that line managers adopting coaching behaviours could indeed help in meeting organizational goals. Further, a study by Graham et al. (1994) on the use of certain coaching skills identified crucial managerial skills that are central to coaching. They included clear communication of expectations, accurate and timely feedback, offering suggestions, and developing warm relationships with others. This study, however, did not pay attention to the performance perspective, which is central to determining the impact of utilisation of the aforementioned skills in improving employee productivity. Adding on Graham et al.’s findings (1994), Hawes and Rich (1998) identified three effective coaching elements that were useful, namely role modelling, supervisory feedback, and trust. However, these findings were based on office-based and customer-facing settings rather than remote work contexts. This points to the scarcity of research focusing on managerial coaching in remote working settings. 

[bookmark: _Toc55334140]3.0 Methodology

[bookmark: _Toc55334141]3.1 Research questions
· Can managerial coaches’ relational skills help in improving remote workers’ performance?
· What relational work skills for managerial coaches work to improve remote workers’ productivity?

[bookmark: _Toc55334142]3.2 Research design and justification of qualitative methods
	
Identifying the ideal design is a crucial step in the research process since it lays the study’s foundation and ensures the collection and analysis of data and information most relevant to the study’s needs. The research will be completed using the qualitative research method and will utilise a multiple case study design. Qualitative case study designs are typically used to explore social phenomena and collect information on real-life behaviours and enables participants to speak for themselves (Jacques, 2014). Quantitative methods were not considered for this study since it will not provide opportunities for testing hypotheses or variables, and the approach will not be appropriate for exploring experiences and perceptions (Yin, 2014) related to the relational skills of managerial coaches. Selecting the appropriate design is necessary to understand how managerial coaches use their relational skills to improve the productivity of remote workers. Other qualitative research approaches that were considered for this study include ethnographic design, phenomenology, and grounded theory. However, since the study will focus solely on several leaders from different establishments, the multiple case study inquiry will be the most appropriate approach. Additionally, while the phenomenological method would have been an ideal alternative to study the participants’ experiences, the number of participants is low at only eight participants, and as such, sample size requirements for the approach will not be satisfied with ease.


[bookmark: _Toc55334143]3.2.1 Population and sampling
	
The participants selected for this qualitative multiple case study will include organizational leaders from different companies in Hong Kong who have experienced a decline in the productivity of its remote workers and thus employed a range of strategies to improve the productivity of remote employees. The participants will include eight managers from eight different companies operating in various industries, including real estate, IT service providers, and banks. The participants will be selected through purposeful sampling. Palinkas et al. (2015) assert that purposeful sampling as a technique is widely utilised in qualitative research and it works to identify and select cases that are rich in information that is relevant to the study to facilitate the most effective use of resources, which can sometimes be limited as is the case with this study. Benoot, Hannes, and Bilsen (2016) further contend that “the logic and power of purposeful sampling lie in selecting information-rich cases for study in depth.” Purposeful sampling allows the researcher to identify and select potential study participants who are not only knowledgeable about the phenomenon of interest but also experienced in handling the issues associated with it. Using a purposeful sampling strategy also ensures that the researcher is able to bring on board potential participants that are available and willing to participate and can clearly communicate their experiences and suggestions in a manner that is expressive and reflective. 

Additionally, according to Patton (2002), cases that can be identified as information-rich typically provide the researcher with a great deal of information to be learned with regard to the main issues under study. In this case, using such information-rich cases will provide extensive insights and yield an in-depth understanding of the issue at hand rather than empirical generalisations. The purposeful sampling technique is also ideal for this study because it is touted to provide the researcher with the ability to select individuals who are not only well informed on the matters at hand but are also reflective and willing to share their experiences and perspectives (Benoot, Hannes, and Bilsen, 2016). 

[bookmark: _Toc55334144]3.2.2 Data collection procedures
	
Semi-structured interviews will be the primary method of data collection, and as the researcher, I will be the primary instrument of data collection. The eight managers constituting the sample will be interviewed on their experiences with remote working, and their responses collected. Harmon, and Morgan (2001), explain that interviews provide for a standard practice in qualitative research and typically involve pre-determined questions asked in a specified order for the purposes of creating dialogue on the matter of inquiry between the interviewer and interviewee. Semi-structured interviews are ideal for the study because they provide an allowance for participants and the researcher to give clarifications to answers and questions, respectively (Doody and Noonan, 2013). The interviews will be conducted in an individual setting, comprising of the interviewer and one interviewee at a time. This research will also benefit from the semi-structured interviews since some of the questions will be standardised, an element that will work to increase the reliability of the data (Wood, 2011). 

[bookmark: _Toc55334145]3.3 Data quality procedures
	
For the purposes of ensuring the collection of quality data, I will utilise the interview protocol to see to it that the order of the questions asked is maintained across all participants, and everyone is asked the same questions. Jacob and Furgerson (2012) assert that such an interview protocol is more than just a mere list of interview questions. This is because, in addition to the questions relevant to the inquiry, it further “extends to the procedural level of interviewing” and includes what the researcher will say before the interview and at the end of the interview (Jacob and Furgerson, 2012). The protocol also includes a reminder to the interviewer of the information they are interested in collecting. Thus, an interview protocol acts as a procedural guide that helps a new qualitative researcher to navigate the interview process (Jacob and Furgerson, 2012). Additionally, a recorder will be used to record these interviews and will be accompanied by thorough note taking to record the body language and nonverbal cues of the participants in an effort to gather deeper insight and understanding from the responses. By recording the interviews, I will be able to keep track of the validity of the data and have a reference point for interpreting them to derive additional insight. 

[bookmark: _Toc55334146]3.4 Data analysis

According to Yin (2017), data analysis in qualitative research typically involves identifying meaningful patterns, descriptions, and themes that seek to answer the research questions. For this study, I will identify the keywords and themes that occur in the collected data. The interviews will also be transcribed and analysed based on a five-step process recommended by Yin (2014) featuring compiling, disassembly, reassembly, interpretation, and concluding. The first step will be to compile the collected data, including interview transcripts in a word processor. The second step will be to disassemble this data for manual analysis in order to code the data, after which it will be reassembled and analysed manually to identify themes pertaining to remote working engagement, relational work skills, and employee productivity. The purpose of analysing this data will be to identify themes that respond to the research questions and inform the interpretation of the findings (Campbell, 2015). 

[bookmark: _Toc55334147]4.0 Ethical procedures

Ethics are crucial elements of research, and research practices should seek to adhere to ethical boundaries with the aim of ensuring the confidentiality of study participants. This study will be conducted in strict conformity with the principles of beneficence, respect for persons, and justice for the purposes of protecting the participants. According to Kelly et al. (2013), researchers are required to make sure that appropriate measures of privacy, confidentiality, and consent are upheld and controlled. Yin (2017) also recommends the use of a standard process in the selection of study participants to see to it that they are subject to ethical protection through the use of consent forms that promise privacy and confidentiality. For this reason, a consent form will be used to recruit participants and will include the contact information of the researcher, procedures of the research and interviews, research approval, withdrawal procedures for the participants, potential risks for the participants associated with the study, information on the retention of the records, and confidentiality procedures. The participants will also be provided with details of the research, including its purpose, potential risks, and the expected benefit of the study to different industries with regard to remote working. Additionally, the participants will be informed about their right to withdraw from participation in the study at any time. They will also be provided with the opportunity to consent prior to their involvement via email. In an effort to protect the participants, their names and those of their organizations will be removed and replaced by coded names for reference. Also, participant information will be kept safely with their access limited to the researcher and destroyed after five years.

[bookmark: _Toc55334148]5.0 Implications for research
	
Utilising a qualitative method for this study is instrumental in providing contextual information about how the skills of managerial coaches can be used to improve the productivity of employees in remote work settings. This information would not be available otherwise since it is subjective and dependent on the direct contributions of the participants. The qualitative approach enriches the research by providing an opportunity for discovering themes, patterns, and correlations between variables. It also works to provide insight into the context and the manifestation of conditions with regard to remote workers’ productivity and helps to shed light on issues that the participants experience. In addition, the qualitative method allows me, as the researcher, to record individual perspectives as provided by the participants, which helps in providing context for evaluating the findings. The method also provides depth and detail by documenting attitudes and feelings. Applying a qualitative approach in research works to expand the topic of discussion by creating openness, as evidenced in participant responses. This can bring rise to new topic areas that the researcher had not initially put into consideration. 

[bookmark: _Toc55334149]6.0 Significance of the study
	
This research is important because its findings will be an addition to the existing body of knowledge and literature by providing insight into the skills managerial coaches and leaders, in general, can utilise to improve the productivity of remote workers. The study will also shed light on what leaders need to understand about elements that influence productivity and help them also to appreciate the reality of some barriers. The findings from this research will also act as a recommendation for leaders of organizations that engage remote workers with regard to the skills they need to develop in order to have a highly productive workforce. Lastly, while the research will be crucial in bringing about change, it may not be possible to apply the findings to every other organization with remote workers. This is because different organizations have different systems and remote working protocols and may not benefit from practice recommendations from this research. In addition, the application of the findings will also be limited by the type of industries other organizations are in since different industries demand different sets of skills. Lastly, being a qualitative research, generalisation may further be affected by the limitations of this research, including the small sample of participants that will be used. The study is, however, limited in its ability to provide a basis for generalization because of the limited number of participants and it can be difficult to replicate. 
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