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[bookmark: _Toc67837321][bookmark: _Toc456901517]Managing Remotely: Is it the Way Forward?

[bookmark: _Toc67837322]Part 1

[bookmark: _Toc67837323]1.1 Introduction

What do we mean by managing remotely? 
The report writer will begin by first defining the term so it can be understood what working and managing remotely in the 21st Century entails. Quite simply an employee can carry out their tasks for their employer at places other than the company’s premises. Through huge advances in technology and reliability thereof, it has become easier to work from satellite locations or even from the individual’s home. There are many benefits and drawbacks both to the employer and employee and we will cover this in more detail later.  The report writer will present research from a wide variety of sources from a business point of view, an academic point of view, plus the ever-growing concern on the social aspect of working and managing remotely, and the consequences of the increasing use of this method of working. Since the global pandemic has dominated our lives in the past year, remote working has multiplied at an alarming rate. Some research states an increase from 5.7% of employees working from home in January/February 2020 to 43.1% in April 2020
 Alan Felstead and Darja Reuschke (August 2020)



[bookmark: _Toc67837324]1.2 Research
The research will take on the form of advantages and disadvantages for each element involved in remote working, from the employee to the manager and the company. Research will highlight the positive impact and the negative impact of remote working, and conclusions will be drawn based on this.

Employee
Advantages
Time saved
The greatest advantage to an employee whilst working remotely would be the time saved in travelling to and from a designated workplace. A lot of wasted commute time can be better used to care for the family, according to the TUC, average commute time in 2018 was nearly 59 minutes both ways.   TUC (February 2021) This of course varies greatly around the country taking into account the many variables, such as distance from work, whether travelling by public or private transport, what the public infrastructure is like etc.  Commuting to work causes stress and anxiety, and often employees are not fit for work when they arrive at their workplace. Lack of focus and energy makes the individual less productive. 

Less Childcare costs
Childcare currently is expensive.  It can also have a negative impact on the wellbeing of any children involved. According to a recent survey by the Coram family and childcare survey on behalf of the BBC The average cost of childcare in the UK is £131.00 per week, nearly £6800.00 per annum 
 BBC (February 2021) 
As can be seen by the findings of the survey this is a significant amount of money that will need to come from the household to care for a child whilst the parent(s) are out to work.   

Improved work/life balance
In tandem with the advantage mentioned in childcare costs and less commute time, an improved work life balance can be experienced if working from home.  The Colleague feels that they will have more quality time to spend with their family, and with the added flexibility provided by working from home, childcare costs could be kept to a minimum. 
[bookmark: _Hlk67678679]Forbes (October 2020)
 
Environmentally friendly
Less pollutants resulting in less commute can only be beneficial globally. We have seen through the pandemic that in some parts of the world, areas that were permanently being harmed or changed by man reverted to their former splendour, albeit for a short period of time. An example of which is the lower traffic within Venice’s, waterways due to the Lockdown, where sediment has settled, leaving water clearer encouraging Dolphins to return (BBC (February 2020) 

This demonstrates the impact that we have as a society where we negatively impact our surroundings. By working from home where no commute is required, no harmful chemicals are poured into the atmosphere day after day. It is true to say that electric vehicles are becoming more prevalent, however, we still need to produce more electricity to charge these transport solutions via more and more power stations. 
In a report published during the initial wave of the pandemic, levels of Co2 dropped significantly as can been seen in the is graph. 
(Changes in air pollution emissions – Air quality expert group June 2020)
[image: Chart
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Disadvantages
Harder to switch off
Currently, employees are often permanently connected to work. Whether it’s by email, telephone or on any one of the available social media platforms, it’s very difficult to escape from work and this can lead to anxiety and frustration. There must be a clear definition from work behaviour and behaviour at home. Working at home could intensify that behaviour. There will always be the temptation to log in and check to see if there has been s response to a sent email, to check in to a WhatsApp group. No defined “finish time” to the day could result in employees not being able to switch off – for example, if prior to working from home, those employees were to catch a specifically timed public transport then they would have to finish at a set time, regardless of what was outstanding in the office. With no commute, there is not that “alarm clock” This can have many impacts on the individual, their motivation and work output to a massive impact on the home life
More distractions
Whilst the office has its own set of distractions, working remotely especially from work will have its own unique set of distractions, which being at home will naturally take priority over work focus – after all, isn’t the family our priority – why we work?
Household chores and duties suddenly become the priority, with planning for the immediate family taking the lead with time management potentially leading to deadlines or appointments not being met.
Feeling of isolation
Many people see their workplace as a social venue, where they can mix with people outside of their immediate family on a regular basis. They spend time learning about other people, sharing their lives and likes. Social interaction is a necessity of we are to grow and learn – there’s only so much social interaction of can benefit from via electronic social media. Many social organisations and clubs stem from some workplaces, and this all helps the human interaction required.


Manager
Advantages
Employee feels happy and less stressed resulting in less sickness absence

A manager will spend many hours training, mentoring, and supporting their colleagues to become the most efficient employee dedicated to deliver for them. If that colleague is unhappy or is poorly motivated either through long commutes or having an unhappy working environment, but id happier working remotely for example from home, then casual sporadic sickness may not be an issue for the employee. The investment made by the manager is well worth it if the individual is happy and content.

Can potentially communicate better

In many cases, digital communication can be of a benefit when giving instruction or support to an employee remotely. These instructions can be very precise and can always be available for review after – creating next steps based around a format supplied by the manager for example. There is also a permanent record of instruction available for reference. Collaboration between multiple users via the cloud can also help communication and the sharing of ideas.

Improved employee retention

As mentioned previously, an employee who is happy and content working remotely, having been trained and mentored will be more likely to stay with a manager or company if they are happy. The investment in training will be well worth it if that employee develops into a committed and motivated employee who will be willing to stay in that position for a long period.



Disadvantages
Difficult to monitor and manage performance
A manager will obviously have the output of the employee as an idea of their performance, and this will be the primary method of monitoring performance, however, a good manager that manages and monitors performance will be able to identify any potential weaknesses if working alongside the employee, and in some cases spot weaknesses before they begin to manifest themselves into bigger issues. Regular face to face meetings either in person or via face time may be an idea to be able to talk out how the employee is doing, and to talk through any issues either the employee or a manager is having.
More difficult to problem solve (brain storming) and Less Teamwork
It is often beneficial for a team to be all together to work through problems or plan. People will naturally feed off others whilst in this environment. Ideas can be expanded, solutions to problems not considered by an employee can be discussed – access to tools and equipment may be readily available in a central workplace where in a virtual meeting they cannot



Company

Advantages
Cost effectiveness 
After labour costs for any company, the next biggest expense is the cost of maintaining the infrastructure to operate from. Along with costs such as rent, heating and lighting, insurance costs can be high also. If the company employs teams of remote workers, then these costs mentioned can be almost eliminated, thus passing on savings to the customers, or could be used to invest in the employees such as increase in wages, or support for technology to enable the remote worker to have more secure and reliable equipment in order to deliver for the company.




Opportunity for a wider pool of job applicants

Many employees can be put off applying for certain jobs because they may be restricted by many factors. Some of these can be the inability to drive, lack of reliable public transport or the difficulty of spending too much time away from the home by commuting long distances. Another major benefit to remote working of course is the ability for those who cannot travel or work in a specific environment because of disability. It is exceedingly difficult to understand the restrictions that many disabled people have thus preventing them from applying for jobs and attending a workplace. The talent pool for a company looking for an ideal candidate can now be opened significantly should they require and support remote working. A study carried out and it’s follow up article published in January 2021 still highlights the issues of discrimination in the workplace, bullying, negative attitudes and a poor understanding of disability.
  (Covid is changing the way we work – and for disabled people too – Hirst &Foster Cardiff University January 2021)






Disadvantages
Tech support can be difficult and costly

Where an individual is working remotely, they will be mostly relying on their own equipment usually used for entertainment. And not a corporate tool. Sometimes this equipment will feel, and it should be the company’s responsibility to support any tech issues especially when the employee is accessing the company’s mainframe for example. It would not make financial sense if your employee is wasting time due to poor technology 
Information security risks
Working remotely from home may involve the individual using their own equipment to access sensitive information and data – some of it may be extremely confidential. The relevant company must consider the cost implications of ensuring that their data and their customers data is secure by providing adequate safety protocols with the remote worker.





Poor broadband speeds
Whilst the government has made pledges to the United Kingdom to provide fast and reliable broadband connections to every household in the country, outdated infrastructure that needs replacing before this can be provided is costly and time consuming. Currently the project is behind target in time and funding is an issue.( BBC news Openreach Fibre target at risk without government plan – Rory Cellan Jones , july 2020) The cost of this must be found from somewhere, and many private companies are on board supporting the network. Poor broadband speeds may make the difference between reaching a critical deadline that could cost a company millions in lost revenue and loss of reputation.





[bookmark: _Toc67837325]1.3 Findings 


The report writer has found from the research remote working has evolved quite quickly in recent years especially during the pandemic in the past 12 months or so. Employees, managers, and companies have worked in new ways to enable remote working to be cost effective and efficient, learning new digital skills and changing the workplace forever in some instances. A new way of work/life balance is evolving.



[bookmark: _Toc67837326]1.4 Conclusion




As can be seen during the research, there are many benefits to remote working, mainly time and cost savings to both the individual and the companies as referenced above regarding childcare costs (BBC 2021) The time saved by an individual not having to commute to a workplace can only help with the work life balance making for happier and a more productive employee., again, research shows us this (Forbes 2020)  Less traveling reduces stress especially during busy rush hours or cancelled or delayed public transport. Financial savings in all areas are always of benefit, where in this instance, the employee does not have to pay out for any transport costs, nor does the company have to pay for premises or services. It is obvious that not all work can be done remotely, such as retail and manufacturing for example as, however, where the type of work that can be done remotely saving time and money, then this may be the way forward.
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[bookmark: _Toc67837328][bookmark: _Toc24394961]Personal Reflection on Managing Remotely 

Using the Gibbs model (See Appendix1) to evaluate my own experience with remote working, I shall outline each of my experiences within each heading


[bookmark: _Toc24394962][bookmark: _Toc67837329]2.1 Description

During the pandemic I have had to adapt to a remote style of working in some cases. This involved changing the way in which colleagues who were shielding from the pandemic for health reasons were communicated to and coached with completion of their training. Training of colleagues is vital, and in my role, I had to ensure that any procedural or legal training still had to be carried out at the correct time. Most of the training within my organisation is carried out online, so invites were communicated to my team to complete the training. In many instances, where colleagues had not logged into their training accounts for some time, passwords had to be reset by a central team. This involved completing a form that was passed to the IT team at head office. On receipt of this temporary password, the colleague would be prompted to update the password with one of their choice. This enabled them to access the training at home on their devices, where normally they would use a tablet or multipurpose computer within the confines of the building. I can evaluate progress by accessing a supervisor menu within the training system and check progress. Colleagues also contacted me to ask for help and support using facetime and other media so I can guide and coach. 
In preparation to welcome the shielding colleagues back into work, we wanted to let them know what they can expect within their changed working environment since the start of the pandemic and their absence from the store. A video was conceived using photographs, videos and captions explaining the new rules and restrictions that were introduced, such as 2m social distancing, screens around the checkouts, the wearing of masks and visors, the limiting of the mount of customers in the store and the full policies for the people that had been rewritten to protect both colleagues and customers. This was emailed to each of the returning colleagues so they were informed and prepared.




[bookmark: _Toc24394963][bookmark: _Toc67837330]2.2 Feelings

I felt at the time that it would be difficult to communicate to colleagues remotely, especially as I knew that some of the people that were shielding were not as technically proficient as some other colleagues that work for me. I was anxious that I may panic them as they were out of personal touch with me and I couldn’t have a face to face conversation with them to alleviate any concerns they had. Through facetime and the use of social media and even telephone conversations I was able to talk through any issues they were having to help them deliver the training required. 







[bookmark: _Toc24394964][bookmark: _Toc67837331]2.3 Evaluation

I felt at the beginning that it was good to maintain that contact with the shielding colleagues that I couldn’t see in the workplace everyday. They still felt included and important as this isolation was forced upon them. It was good to maintain the importance of the business to them, and to keep them updated on how their store was performing. It also helped me to learn new ways of communicating and some new technical skills. This was also a boost to the colleagues in their understanding of the technology available to them from the company which will serve them, and the company in the future. The ability to guide the colleagues remotely through their training and the ability to welcome them back in this fashion was a new experience for everyone which worked out well.  I do feel, however that personal contact, a one to one approach with the colleagues is missing from the remote ways of working. It was hard to judge what the colleague was feeling and thinking, and the absence of body language in all of the conversations is a primary indicator on how people are feeling. 
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What I have learnt from this experience is that not all people have the same mind set as each other in how to approach this new way, and how to follow instructions remotely. This will come with experience and further training, but I believe that empowering people and providing them with tools so that they can self serve is the way forward.  There is a massive amount of digital technology available within the company and it is now the way forward in communication and upskilling.
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The pandemic accelerated the need to communicate in other ways not usually used before and with a new set of priorities, such as new methods of keeping people safe and legal procedures. Using Stephen Coveys time management grid was a help in establishing what was the most important communication. 
See Appendix 2 
The tools have always been in place but never exploited. Looking back, I think if I were to do anything differently should the need arise, a formalised approach to all colleagues would be in place to communicate with efficiently and quickly. Whether if this were via some form of social media, regular zoom, or Team meetings to keep the colleagues up to date with the methods that could be employed.
The tasks to embed this are listed below in the action plan.
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[bookmark: _Toc67837334]Assignment Evaluation

The report writer has identified from the research and personal reflection of own remote working that there are advantages and disadvantages to this new way of working. During the pandemic when companies were forced into adopting these new methods, the infrastructure nor training was not in place. This led to a quick adaption for all concerned. Whilst it was made to work in many instances, and it did improve some aspects of working life, there is still a long way to go to ensure that this is the best way to work in such a situation.
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