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The technology is here; it’s never been easier to communicate and collaborate with people anywhere, anytime (Hansson, 2013).

Remote working or telecommuting is a way of working outside of the traditional office or workplace, often at home. It allows companies to engage with employees on a virtual platform from all around the  world. With modern technology managers can communicate with employees, by text, phonecall, email or video calls at any point of the  day. Currently, due to the pandemic remote working as become the normality to some. Even though, there are a number of benefits for companies and employees there are also a number of factors that businesses need to be aware of, such as legal issues and a duty of care for their employees. 


One of the advantages of managing working remotely is that a team and staff members are able to have a more flexible, stress free day.  Research by Gallup (2017) on ‘The state of the  American Workforce’ shows that  ‘Flexibility is one of the highest-ranked benefits by Millennials’. However, allowing a team to have that extra flexibility means a manager needs to be able to trust their team to complete tasks and self-motivate themselves. Working remotely you can easily get distracted as Microsoft specialist and author Jones (No Date) tells us:

I felt kind of isolated and adrift. A lot of my direction at work came from the “drive-by” meetings that happen in corridors and the break room, and without that, I didn’t always know what I should be doing or thinking. I also sometimes had difficulty getting motivated—I mean, there’s a TV and an Xbox right there!

The manager can put some guidelines in place to ensure that work is being completed. There can be morning team meetings and catch up calls during the day. The company can organise staff incentives once certain tasks are complete or targets are hit. Collins (2020) states that keeping the team morale up is very important, as staff can quickly feel forgotten and neglected. Collins suggest that staff shoutouts and encouraging emails will make staff members feel recognised and appreciated.  Other incentives Collins talks about include online shopping vouchers, lunch deliveries from Deliveroo / Uber eats and early finishes. 


One of the advantages of remote working is that employees  will not have the stress of the daily commute to work, saving them time and money. Baruch Silvermann (2020) states that a part time remote worker saves around 11 days a year from their daily commute to work however a full time remote worker saves up to 3 times that amount. Other money saving aspects could be that employees do not need to splash out on ‘trendy’ work wear and they can save money on their morning Starbucks coffee.

One aspect the company needs to be aware of is that working remotely or from home can face many challenges. If a manager has a team member that has a very busy household with children and family it may be hard for them to focus or get into ‘work mode’. Grasso (2021) a remote working specialist advises that working in an external place such as a cafe or library can help in many ways. Grasso (2021) states that working from a public space you have less physical distractions and because of the lack of space to sprawl out and fidget is minimal you may find it easier to solely focus on what material you brought to work on and with. 

A business manager needs to remember that as much as some team members enjoy the flexibility of remote working others can struggle with it as they can feel isolated, lonely and unmotivated.  Although taken from an American survey, Jose (2020) published that recent findings show that 50% of workers have found remote working has had a negative impact on their mental and emotional health. Further studies within this survey show that 13% of these remote workers have reported a very negative impact. The reports showed a higher impact on employees with young children still living at home and 8% of parents state that remote working has had a negative impact on their mental and emotional health. 

Therefore a manager needs to look after the mental health of their staff members. A manager can do this by hosting team building exercises on Zoom / Teams such as yoga or meditation, weekly coffee mornings where team members can catch up with their colleagues and one to one sessions where any personal issues can be addressed. Ignoring issues with mental health can have a costly impact on the business and have an even larger impact on the National Health Service (NHS) (Safety-advisor.co.uk, 2021). Safety-advisor.co.uk (2021) state that if the company fails to support and protect their employees it can lead to high costs as employees are more likely to take time off or accumulate sick days. Safety-advisor.co.uk (2021) states that this costs businesses £33-£42 billion per year, this then also adds to the NHS costs which totals to a annual amount of £73-£97 billion. 


A company can help by linking in with mental health organisations. If the employee does not feel comfortable speaking with the manager or a work colleague then they will have that extra support to lean upon. The Mind charity offers training days for managers to help mental wellbeing and employee engagement. Mind state that the number one reason for staff absence is from poor mental health. Staff need to feel comfortable to talk when they are struggling (Mind, No Date). In a recent survey on remote workers, Mind discovered that 21% of employees have called in sick because of the impact that workplace stress has had on them. The findings state that 14% of employees have resigned and 42% have had the urge to resign. Mind also discovered that although there are some signifiant issues around mental health and communication, but 56% of employers are willing to do more to communicate and understand their employees with the correct training (Mind, No Date).

As a company one of the most attractive factors of remote working would be that it is highly cost effective. The payments for rent, electric/water, security  and maintenance are minimal. This can also benefit the staff members by giving them extra perks from money saved on facilities. Staff members can benefit by having extra money towards their Wi-Fi and general household costs if they are working from home. GOV.UK (2020) have allocated employees who work from home up to £6 (tax free) per week to cover additional home expenses for remote workers. 

The company would need to ensure they provide their staff with the correct personal protective equipment (PPE) to suit their role. This could be DSE (display using equipment) which includes an appropriate office chair with sufficient back support, wrist supports, foot rest and raised office desk if needed. A manager has a duty to protect their staff by carrying out a work station assessment and  providing clear instructions or training on how to use the DSE/PPE correctly according to the  Health and Safety Executive (HSE, 2021).

HSE (2021) state that mangers need to keep in contact often with lone workers and that includes employees working solely from home. HSE (2021) state that managers have a duty of care for employees that work remotely as they would in they worked in a office, managers must complete work station assessments and relay advice to prevent DSE such as regular stretching, moving and short breaks away from the computer screen. If staff require a laptop or computer they need to follow the data protection laws. 

If staff require a laptop or computer they need to follow the data protection laws. Malecki (2020), a data storage expert, stresses the importance of the IT teams when work is carried out from home in protecting the company’s data and preventing cyber and ransomware attacks. Preventing data loss is important due to the Data Protection Act 2018. The Information Commissioners Office (ICO) (No Date), state that if data is not adequately collected and companies fail to comply with the data protection act they can face fines up to 4% revenue of their annual turnover or up to a 17.5million fine. 

A business manager has to be able to ensure that the quality of work is at the same high standard as it would be in a office environment. Ludwig (2021) writes that if employees have a dedicated work space in their homes such as an attic, cupboard or even a corner of a room that has been closed off then it is less likely they will become distracted like they would in communal areas of the home. Ludwig (2021) writes that if employees dress appropriately they will feel more comfortable on video chatrooms and it will also help them mentally feel better. Ludwig (2021) talks about managers being more available on apps and chat rooms during the day, this will help employees know that someone is always there if they need them. 

However, a manager may find it hard to keep up team morale and idea generation. In an office you meet people from different departments you would not necessarily meet online or at meetings via  Zoom or Teams. When people meet in the staff room, at lunch or when grabbing a coffee on a break this is when the networking begins and the magic is created. Silvermann (2020) expresses some concerns in his article about the need of face-to-face creative collaboration that some businesses need to generate ideas and effective team building. Therefore, a manager would need to adapt and move this to an online form. Managers can organise networking days where people from different departments are randomly selected to have an informal chat or a networking dating forum where topics are selected and staff members can share their ideas and thoughts. 

Parmenter (2020) writes that managers need to ensure their team feel safe and supported. Employees are used to an office environment where they would find their ‘tribe’; however, without the office ‘banter’ and chats he suggests managers and organisations move the office to an online platform. Parmenter (2020) believes that we can create a fun, virtual environment for employees. Parmenter (2020) hosts regular television-like shows where employees can share funny stories and play silly games. Parmenter (2020) believes that this boosts the team’s morale and also makes employees feel wanted. 




Conclusion
Managing remote work may be the way forward in the near future. “In 30 years time, as technology moves forward even further, people are going to look back and wonder why offices ever existed”  (Richard Branson quoted in marketbusinessnews.com, 2020) With the development of technology, work flexibility and the cost savings it does seem very appealing to employers and employees. However, this does need a lot more than just the correct PPE/DSE and weekly team catch-ups. Some employees will struggle with isolation, mental health and lack of creativity. This is something that a manager needs to be aware of and work out how to manage these obstacles within their team. As Collins (2020) states, it is so easy for employees to feel neglected and forgotten about and if this is not managed correctly then the quality of work will fall and the employees will feel unmotivated which could lead to sickness issues and then cost the business money as well as being understaffed. There are also other aspects to consider such as the Data Protection Act 2018 which places legal responsibilities on the company to protect private data, which means staff training and clear instructions if the company is not to face large fines through data loss through remote working.























Gibbs Self-Reflective Account 

Description  

As a manger and business owner myself, remote working has affected my company in many ways. Most of my work is within an office environment, but due to the pandemic a lot has changed. I own a letting agency and cleaning company and I have found that the way that I my manage my team now solely relies on good communication. I have faced many difficulties with staff not carrying out their roles fully when working remotely. I have had problems with my employees abusing time and taking longer breaks, this then leads to incomplete work. However, the majority of my staff are honest and hardworking when left to work remotely. I have recently started a University course and it is the first time in 15 years that I have been back in a classroom-like environment.


Feelings 

Within my company I have come across some issues when using technology to promote sales. I usually take bookings face-to-face and really get to know my clients by reading their expressions and body language. I have now had to move this aspect online via email or just phone calls.  I have never enjoyed working with technology so I find this very stressful and frustrating. When I was told that University would be remote working I felt fearful and worried. I enjoy being around and getting to know people, so when remote working from work and studying I can feel isolated and often lonely. Studying remotely and from home is new to the majority of people and it does feel strange. However, I feel that taking university classes at home is less distracting and I do feel a lot more focused on my lecturer than I would in a classroom.

Evaluation 

I have had to change the way I communicate with my team, I cannot just walk past my employees in the office anymore for a catch up; this all has to be done using technology. I send an email at the end of each day ready for the following morning and this means that my employees have a task or job to carry out as soon as they open their laptop so they are not ‘in limbo’ with what to do. I use WhatsApp and text messages to communicate with my cleaners during the day, but I do not bombard them. I keep contact to a minimal to keep them off their phones. I like to let them know I am around so if they need me they can get in touch with me anytime. I find that when giving certain employees space to work they usually get it done without me getting involved too much; however, there are certain employees that do need extra attention and reassurance. 

I do not think remote working has affected my relationship with my employees, if anything it has made us a stronger team. I am a lot more mindful of their home-life and I do try to give them extra support when it is needed. I understand the difficulties and issues that can come with remote working if your employees do not feel cared for. 

Analysis 

I find that the best method for my employees to feel important and motivated is for me, as a manager, to encourage and praise them. Just a simple email or phone call of recognition usually works. I make sure my employees have all the equipment they need to carry out their role at home. Remote working, I feel, has had both a negative and positive effect on my team and me. I have noticed that the office excitement has disappeared and as much as you try the virtual world will never be the same as face-to-face interaction. 

Working remotely for my university studies has made me feel stressed with using technology without support as I do not feel confident using it, whereas at work only email, texts and telephone calls are used to maintain contact. If remote working was the  way forward for working at university, then I would have to try to get used to it by taking extra lessons in order to gain competence with information technology such as laptops and software. 

Conclusion

I have become more self-aware that my employees are working from home and may need extra-time to get used this. I have learnt to be more mindful of my employees needs and circumstances. The research for this essay has made me realise the effect that poor mental health can have on remote workers. This is especially so now that I have started an online university course and the impact this has had on my own home-life. Although I find using technology stressful, I have come to terms that this is the way forward and this something that I need to accept. 







Action Plan

In order to cope with the technology used in remote working I will take information technology classes. 

Make extra time to contact staff to make sure they feel appreciated and wanted in my company. 

To be mindful of employee’s home-life and the  effects that working remotely will have on their mental health.

Organise weekly coffee meetings and organise fun virtual games to try and recreate the office ‘banter’ atmosphere within the  team as Parmenter (2020) suggests.

To be mindful of the impact that remote working can have on the mental health of my staff and me. I will then provide them with contact details of mental health organisations.

I will make sure my team will be trained in and are aware of the importance of data protection and GDPR.
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