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Managing Remotely

[bookmark: _Toc67819493]Part 1

1.1 [bookmark: _Toc67819494]Introduction

The purpose of this report is to investigate whether managing remotely is a sustainable way for businesses to continue to operate after the pandemic which has seen the need for people to work from home increase dramatically. 
Although remote working is not an entirely new concept, since Covid-19 it has been shown that a huge increase of companies have moved to home working for either necessity or practicality. According to the Office for National Statistics (2020), by April of that year 46% of workers had spent at least some of their working time at home. Within that 46% it was shown that a majority of 86% had done so as a result of the pandemic.
The aim of this report is to analyse the success of these methods of work and how it affected factors such as employment wellbeing and morale, productivity and most importantly whether it can be seen as a ‘new normal’ for the working people once the Covid-19 pandemic has become history rather than our everyday lives. 
This report will also show tips and proven methods of making the most from your remote workspace while comparing evidence and sometimes conflicting opinions from different experts. By the end of the report, we will have seen arguments from both sides of the ‘working from home’ debate and what a manager can do to get the most out of their team while they are working remotely. 

1.2 [bookmark: _Toc67819495]Research and Findings

According to Marks (2020) companies such as Twitter and Square are offering their employees the opportunity to work from home permanently. However, as we continue into our first recordable year of these unprecedented circumstances there are doubts whether this is sustainable for the future. Even though the demand for office spaces and workplaces may go down, Marks argues, like a pendulum, the demand will swing back from the decline and people will be back to lively offices with face-to-face encounters once more. Marks speaks from his own experience with his own company where he examined his team of 10 that have worked remotely for over 10 years. He feels that the lack of an in-office community has had a detrimental effect on the culture of the company. The fact that they have had no opportunity to bond as a team or build social connections with one another he believes has played a key role in the negative effect on their business as well as the lower innovation found in the team. 
Marks highlights in his research that working remotely isn’t a new trend as email and online networking have been used in business for many years and have surpassed more traditional methods that require in person interactions. Companies such as Yahoo, Best Buy and IBM have changed their working from home policies in favour of getting workers back into the office. They felt that the benefits such as money saved in rents and utilities keeping these people home was outweighed by the cost of having them apart. 
Like Marks, they recognised the detrimental effect from missing out on human contact and the ideas they have when a team is together working in a consistent routine.
Although the statistics do not weigh in Marks's favour, he reminds us to consider more than just the data provided. He highlights that although companies and their employees have seen a significant increase in productivity since working from home, this insight might be tainted by preferences such as home comforts and ease in lifestyle. Such things mask the long-term effects of solitude and no professional environment with short term benefits such as childcare, no commutes and pets to keep them company. Marks insists that these changes and statistics are merely short term, and he does not predict that offices and workspaces will become redundant in the long term but are more likely waiting for the recognition of the value that a communal space provides. Marks reminds us that the overall necessity in any company is authority and accountability that may work in a controlled and designed manner, but for most companies ‘thrown’ into remote working they have not spent enough time considering this as a long-term detriment to their business.
 He closes his article by recognising that all businesses should have a good working-from-home policy and he believes that in order to be successful and productive while working from a remote office, you need to have balance. Marks suggests spending at least a few days in the office. That way working relationships have a chance to grow and great ideas can still be born. 
Marks’ insights have a similar result with a questionnaire on Working From Home (Hetherington, 2021). The questionnaire asked work-based questions to 25 people who are currently working from home - 84% (Appendix 1, A) of which are currently working from home due to the pandemic. The first question ‘How many days a week would you like to work from home?’ (Appendix 1, B) showed that 24% of them said they would like to work from home for 5 days a week with the other answers varying from 1 - 4 days. The most common answer with 36% appears to be working from home for 3 days a week, so it would seem apparent that people still want some contact with their regular place of work. This is most consistent with Marks’ viewpoint as he does not condemn all remote working, but more so highlights the potential balance of a blended approach that sees workers have the freedom of home working while keeping their connections and professional environment with a permanent base.
The question ‘What is your biggest weakness when working from home?’ (Appendix 1, C) was then posed in the same questionnaire. 68% said that there were too many distractions with 44% stating they missed the company of their co-workers. So, it could perhaps be that they feel more productive while working alongside their peers and also notice the lack of like-minded co-workers while working remotely, especially the support from their manager. As mentioned above, perhaps a combination of home and office work could alleviate this weakness.


‘Do you feel you have adequate support from your manager whilst working from home?’ (Appendix 1, D) was also asked during this questionnaire. 28% of them believed that their manager fully supported them during their working day with 50% of them feeling that their manager could understand their workload better.
This is clearly an issue that needs to be addressed, but how? If you are a manager that has suddenly had to manage remotely, what can you do to improve things? Additionally, it can be difficult to know if you need support when working from home as the ‘issue’ may not be evident until much later when outcomes can be examined.
One recurring tip for managing remotely from some writers seems to be looking out for your employees’ well-being. Not only does this seem to be key for your staffs’ personal happiness but research suggests it can also benefit their performance professionally. As Mary Baker for Gartner online (2021) writes that to be a successful remote manager is to look out for any signs of distress from members of your team. Baker suggested that one way to do this is to use as many opportunities as possible to show your employees that you care about their well-being and are there to support them. Baker advises that this can be done by having clear and regular discussions with your team about topics which they may find sensitive and difficult to discuss, for example, job losses and their job security due to the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, job prospects, alternative ways to work and any other pressures they may be feeling during this time. This means that as a manager you must facilitate the time in which staff members can approach you and discuss these matters. As previously mentioned, this may also require a manager to provide methods to monitor staff to be proactive towards potential concerns and not just reactive as they are brought forward.
 
It is apparent that some writers believe communication is key for a healthy, happy working environment. So how can this be done effectively while working remotely? Harvard Business Review (2020) suggests that establishing ‘rules of engagement’ early on is a good place to start. Having your team agree on times for group discussions/ video conferencing that would suit everyone’s schedule is one of the tools to help with communication. Another is to set clear and consistent boundaries with your team, let them know what is expected from them and what they can expect from you. If they need to get in touch with you quickly and directly, what is the best method? What time do you stop answering emails? All of these things should be set out from day one of working remotely in order to have a smooth and easy transition. The Harvard Business Review article also advises that having your staff use the same operating equipment is a big advantage. This way, everyone is seeing the same information in the same way. This will avoid any unnecessary confusion and ensure everyone is equally equipped. 


Even though staff’s well-being is a significant factor when working from home, it is also essential for the job to get done. In an article from BBC Business (2020), research shows that 74% of a survey of 1000 people conducted by IoD, plan to work from home long term. In order for this to be successful, they must be productive. A California based company tracked that in 2020 (research taken from Westfell, C - Forbes) there was a 47% increase in productivity with home workers making the most of their at-home office. One report showing that telephone calls are up 230% and emails are up 57%. 
In another survey, researched for the same BBC Business (2020) article as mentioned above, this time questioning managers, 44% of agreed that working from home was more effective. So not only does this research suggest that people prefer to work from home/ from a remote office, it also states that it is more effective to work from home. 

[bookmark: _Toc67819496]1.3 Conclusion

In conclusion, the research suggests that whether or not you can successfully work from home seems to be a matter of personal preference and whether your company has a good working from home policy. The majority of workers would seemingly like to visit the office for part of their working week. That way they can benefit from all their home comforts that comes with working from home while also seeing their colleagues at their workplace where great ideas can still be born.
Workers seem to like the flexibility that comes from working from home and also the extra time it gives them to spend with family. However, if the employees are not particularly skilled at the above then an understanding and capable manager can help bridge the gap.
Understanding what the employee needs from you whether it be more support, more time or even help them with any personal troubles they may be having at this time, especially as we all try to navigate through a pandemic, good communication is essential and probably the most important factor when managing remotely.
Ensuring you can communicate with your staff and setting time for video conferencing as a team is an effective way to keep everyone interested and check-in with their colleagues. Having one-on-one time is a proven way for staff to feel they are being listened to and also a successful way to get to know your team better in a more personal setting. It is also a great way to understand your staff's workload better as the research shows, that is a problem when working remotely.
If you have good organisation skills, if you are good at time management and if you have excellent communication skills then it seems working from home could be for you. Whether business’ keep up the new normal way of working after the pandemic seems to depend on the company itself, however, it does seem that working from home will be the working way forward for most of us for at least a little longer.







Part 2

[bookmark: _Toc24394961][bookmark: _Toc67819498]Personal Reflection 

Having completed my research I feel that the biggest set-back when it comes to managing remotely is lack of understanding and communication. This seems to be able to make or break a successful working team. Having a clear and scheduled plan in place for your working day/ week means that your staff can still enjoy the freedom that comes with working from home but also benefit from a structure in place for any meetings they must attend. These meetings are not only a good place to discuss work matters face-to-face but also a good chance to catch up with your team personally and check in on their well-being and mental health. One failing I have seen from my own research is that 50% of people working from home feel that their manager could understand their workload better. I feel this ties in perfectly with the need for better communication as if members of staff felt empowered enough to let their manager know more about the day-to-day of their tasks, it would help them to understand how time-consuming certain aspects of their tasks are. Another thing to note from my own research is that 41% feel that their manager could better support them by having better communication. More proof that communication is essential when managing remotely.
If I ever have the chance to manage a team remotely, one thing I want to ensure that I always do is to always give my staff the time to discuss anything they need to with me. Hopefully, this will enable a strong working relationship and also help me to understand what I can do as a manager to get the job done. One way I feel I could achieve this is by managing my time efficiently and making sure I have scheduled in specific time slots to speak to my staff directly. This can be achieved by planning a video conference with all of my staff members where we could spend some time as a group, sharing ideas and building working relationships. Another way I can achieve good communication lines with my team is by scheduling one-on-one time. This will be especially helpful if I feel one particular member of staff might be struggling with anything or need to talk to me privately.

Another point that is now clear to me is that having the right tools and equipment in place is essential when managing remotely, mainly communication tools, but also ensuring your staff are using the same operating system as each other. Having this in place means you are more likely to be able to help them if they are unsure how to use a particular part of the programme, for example, video conferencing or instant messaging (chat). This also means that any documents that need to be sent over will all be in the same format. This is something that I hadn't even thought would have been an issue but having read Harvard Business Review (2020) I realize it is something that can be overlooked but will have a big impact if problems occur during a working day.



Although I don’t currently have any experience with working from home, since starting university I have had to study from home. This has meant that I’ve had to manage my time effectively and keep my focus on the task at hand so that I’m productive and not wasting time. Since starting my research for this report I have found the tips for working from home to be extremely useful in helping with my studies. I have made myself a comfortable and practical home office in my family home, set myself a schedule for the day and tried my best to avoid distractions as much as possible. Avoiding distractions is probably my biggest downfall when studying from home, as I have a young family my focus is sometimes on keeping my house running smoothly, rather than my studies. 
When I manage remotely in the future this is something that I hope to keep in mind and a matter that I can sympathise with when a member of my team also has a young family to deal with during the working day. I will try to be flexible with their working day and try my best to work around their schedule and help them when they feel they can be the most productive. 
One way I feel I can achieve this is by speaking to the member of staff in question and find out what time of day works best for them for me to be in touch with them, around the school run perhaps. When I have this information, I will know when to contact them and when it is best to avoid speaking to them directly, perhaps send an email rather than an instant message. All these things, I believe, can be achieved successfully if I listen to my team’s needs and most importantly, plan and organise my time so that I am available for these discussions so that my employees can see the effort I put in to recognise their value and contributions. 
“People Don’t Leave Bad Jobs, They Leave Bad Bosses…” - Kelly, J - Forbes 2019.
This statement seems to personify the focus of this research perfectly and as stated above, the key requirement for a successful business (remote or in house) is to have an understanding of the support needed by staff. As a manager there must be a balance of responsibility and accountability so that an employee is recognised by their individual skills and attributes. Different methods of management and support utilised to make that employee work in the most efficient way while feeling supported and listened to is vital.
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