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Managing remotely: Is it the way forward?

[bookmark: _Toc456901517]Historically, remote working has always played an important part in the development of societies and businesses with people working from home and in a variety of settings producing ceramics, leather, Iron and wooden products (WWR, 2021). However, an article in Forbes disagrees, and they suggest remote working developed from the inception of the first personal computer in 1975 (Press, 2015). It has been estimated 4.3 million people currently work from home in the United States at least half of the time, with technology getting better in order to support the needs of remote working (WWR, 2021).
Management of remote workers is something that employers have had to grasp. Cune and Fogelberg suggest that effective remote leaders would need to be familiar with communication technology, and cross culture communication, whilst forging these concepts with traditional management traits that are the backbone of effective management i.e., communication, “networking, team development, performance management, building trust and dealing with ambiguity.” (2012)
In their article Corey identifies that to be a successful manager of remote workers you would require a keen interest in technology, and the ability to present and use it effectively (2020). This could include an interactive display screen allowing the manager to engage through video calls with a large number of employees. Each employee would have the technology that ensures engagement, their equipment would be up to date, therefore ensuring that the communication channels and associated tools are good for the business. Effective communication identifies team members abilities, their traits, needs or wishes. In addition, the manager would identify cultural differences and generally connect with that team member away from the everyday needs of the business, but be sympathetic not to cross boundaries. To generalise a relationship could be formed as it would form in an office environment with managers communicating the wishes and expectation for both the business and employees. If this criterion is established it should allow the virtual team to function proactively. 
The above points are supported by Owen (2020) who writes that, globally home working is popular particularly in countries like Japan where despite having small homes the workers are loyal and productive. They go on to say that global managers have better experience of operating remote global teams whereas most managers have no experiences or require training to run remote teams and they offer the following guide on the challenges and opportunities in managing hybrid working. Encouragingly they state that: “If you can run a remote team, you can run any team.” (Owen, 2020) Motivation is very important for team work and can be divided into five elements that guarantee fundamental motivation is maintained. These five elements are;
1. Supportive relationships- these are important to us as humans. Maintaining that relationship with your team is so important. Acting more like a coach you enable and support all members of that team in order for them to achieve.
2. Purpose - Demonstrate to the team that they collectively and individually are making a difference. Make it personal to them and as a result they will improve their skills and advance their careers.  
3. Autonomy – Micromanaging should be avoided, allot important tasks, demonstrate trust, allow workers to show imitative one pleasing feature of all this is they will overachieve. 
4. Mastery – One key aspect of demotivation is not having the skills to undertake work.  Investing in oneself whilst working from home is a great opportunity for your team members. You can help by setting tasks that allows this growth and suggest online courses not in addition to their daily work but as part of, with no deadlines.
5. Communication- No need not take place in long drawn out zoom meetings. One simple idea is that of an extremely short but informative session where everyone is aware of what each other is doing for example, a daily YTH meeting allows around 90 seconds for employees to state:  Y: this is what I did yesterday, T: this is what I will do today H: this is where I need help.  Transparent, targeted and identifies the need for help. Great tool for a manager and workers, leaving everyone with clear goals, identifying needs and pursuing responsibilities.    
Decision making and goal setting is not easily achieved when remotely working. This can be informal and quickly achieved in an office setting, also allowing any concerns to be addressed quickly. Remote working demands managers to become precise and decisive enabling the team to own and understand decisions, the what, why and how? 
Within an office setting you can identify the movers and shakers however there is no such transparency with home workers impacting on the ability to manage employee’s workload and assess performance. There should be acknowledgement that the movers could over work and in doing so upset their work life balance. A more direct approach is required and asking how they are coping, firmly and measured will help iron out issues.
Introducing new team members (or a new team) to the concept of team working can prove difficult, particularly as those new members will not understand the dynamics, have little trust, have no idea of the informal rules, relationships or even the skills of an established group, particularly when introduced remotely. Use regular workshops to introduce new members and revisit team rules in order to understand the practises and patterns of communication, decisions and how they are implemented, how work will be allocated and an assessment of their performance.
Perera suggests that they have identified 5 major causes of conflict that could develop as a result of teams managing remotely. They go on to state “that a virtual team, (your team members) are working in different locations, sometimes even different time zones, speaking different languages, and coming from different cultures.” (2020) Identifying the different dynamics that are created through office-based work and the way in which remote teams and individuals react when isolated from that environment they identify the isolation and loneliness, no direct connection with co-workers, and only working together using digital tools as issues that cause conflict and needs addressing as soon as they arise. As a manager you need to identify what needs to be directly addressed as the cause of the conflict so that you can decide on a course of action. 
There are five areas of conflict:
“1. Information: Something was missing, incomplete or ambiguous.
2. Environment: Something in the environment leads to the conflict.
3. Skills: People lack the appropriate skills for doing their work.
4. Values: A clash of personal values leads to conflict.
5. Identity: The participants' sense of identity puts them at odds with each other.” (Perara, 2020)
In order to address all of the above the following needs to be considered:
1. Information. Emails can sometimes become complicated if the language used is not common to all parties for instance, imagine sending an email requesting a document by a specific day and time? Is it the recipients time zone or the senders, when they talk about a day (if different time zone) does it allow for the document to be completed, and finally what format would you like the document in? Its apparent that information issues are easily solved and allow the employees to problem solve themselves. A manager’s response to communication could be conducted through emails, verbally or through a variety of written communication means.
2. Environment. It’s difficult to create the right environment as human nature can play a big part in how employees react to other team members or their status amongst that team. Team meetings should be sympathetic to time zones with some workers bright whilst others may be tired. Some people look for a type of one up man ship, whilst others may not like taking orders from head office staff and head office staff may resent the non-structure environment of home workers. Once again consult with your workers try to create that environment, there may be an opportunity to create the right times or even days for that online meeting, always bear in mind that solutions could be outside their control and if this is the case then take that control or enlist support if appropriate from parties like HR or IT. Ultimate responsibility lies with the manager as they are acting on behalf of that remote team. 
Some conflicts occur simply because people don’t have the skills to work in a distributed team. They might not know how to manage their email inbox, start online meetings, use virtual workspaces, or choose the right communication channels. This can lead to misunderstandings, confusion, and perhaps even to the person being subtly excluded in the future.
In this situation, take on the role of trainer or coach. Provide your team members with the professional development they need to build their skills and avoid potential future conflicts.
3. Values. With a global team there could be some unintended issues with different cultures, gender roles, quality of life and living, punctuality and an overall difference of professional behaviour. By taking a mediation role the manager will ask all parties to look at how these issues could be resolved. Communication should be clear and non-judgemental and in an arena that offers both tele or video conference and if possible, face to face. There may be an opportunity for HR support if deemed necessary.
4. Identity. This is subject to each individual. For example, some people may feel that some work would be better off with another person they feel is not up to their standard, whilst some individuals feel they are winners and would hate the indignity of losing an argument. The role of the manager then becomes that of a counsellor or in many cases is handed to the HR team.
Identifying issues and handling conflict is something that most modern-day managers will need to address. By addressing it, being aware, honest and not let it manifest will help your team and you will become a better leader in the future.
The welfare of the team is important in the workplace to both the employees and the employer. The Chartered Management Institue recorded that absences would be low, employees stay longer with the company, it is easier to attract good employees, and the production rates are high if, engagement with employees can be established and maintained to a high level. (CMI, 2020) These traits have also been recognised by Forbes whose research suggests that remote workers return on average a 13.5% higher call rate (Forbes Coaches Council, 2018). These kind of returns on productivity rates make them desirable employees to hiring managers, however, these workers are happy in their employment and generally do not seek alternative employment. One particular company within the research allowed a percentage to work from home and discovered these workers were productive to the tune of an extra 77% compared to their office-based colleagues, they done more in less time, just under a quarter worked longer hours remotely and over half did not take their holidays. (Forbes Coaches Council, 2018) These increases are not only beneficial to the employer; employees record both their physical and mental health is better, they find a better work life balance have flexibility to concentrate on family time and feel a greater sense of achievement. 
Some of the research considered throughout this essay can be reflected in the authors experience of remote working which used the Gibbs reflective model. 
[image: ]
(Gibbs, 1988)
As Covid-19 hit and a state of shutdown was placed across the country, the author’s organisation, BAD Bikes, had to make many changes to the way they had previously worked. BAD Bikes is a youth charity based in the South Wales Valleys. It is not unique in the ways in which it had worked with young people providing leisure and learning activities, however, its engagement methods are slightly different in that it is a detached youth project. To summarise workers are out on the streets engaging with children and young people with very little resources; delivering activities and dealing with issues in venues within the community. In principle, there was already an element of remote working within the project. We changed our approach by delivering different activity packs to children and young people’s homes, keeping a watchful eye on their health. These included pamper, cooking, craft and wellbeing packs. Contact with our clients was limited to doorstep deliveries, whilst staff and volunteers contact time was limited to deliveries and telephone calls. This was a big change from working together every day. 
After talking to my workers and volunteers, who were also unable to go into the office, I identified they were feeling low, worthless and demotivated. This impacted on me, also leaving me feeling uselessness not being able to offer the face-to-face support I usually give to both the client group or those employees and volunteers. It did beg the question and worried me how we would manage.
The project had very little IT equipment to engage with the client group. The clients on the other hand did not have the budgets, equipment or the will (as time went on) to chat on the phone. Not many families had the devices to engage over the internet and young people found it difficult to chat openly - one family member or another was always in earshot. For those that did engage over zoom meetings they soon stopped their webcam and switched of the microphones. It was far too easy for the young person to go missing in these meetings. The workers, so used to watch body language and tones of voice, were unable to engage successfully with their clients. However, the identified positives were this situation allowed the team to concentrate on delivering activity packs, planning future activities, revamp the business plan of the organisation, research funding streams, look at what others were doing across the country, allowed us to improve and develop relationships with funders and in some cases agree alternative spending avenues and identify possible gaps in our service. From a managerial perspective, I would have to ensure that there are sufficient reserves to support both workers and clients during these times. I will look at the company’s policies on working remotely and ensure that both the client and worker are safe during distance conversations whether that be by text, zoom or any other IT connection, ensuring that safeguarding is at the forefront of the workers and company’s thinking.
It became apparent that the project was ill-prepared to engage with young people in these types of situations. Workers’ equipment and knowledge needed revamping with IT training identified as a major need. The workers did not have the resources at home to create an office-based environment, appropriate seating or desks, photo copiers/printers. They also had to bear the costs of increased heating, electric, creating a space to do work, and for one particular employee it meant purchasing an internet package to suit their new needs. Generally, this new way of working disrupted home life. On the flip side this pandemic helped the workers to recharge their batteries, work at a slower pace and galvanise themselves in agreeing how things would look in the future. They did not allow it to hinder their creativity. The organisation will need to provide the workers with equipment so that they are happier in their newly found environment. A result of this they could work productively. As a manager, I can allay any fears of costs being met by the employee, once again, reserves within the organisation should cover these costs. I will look at the employees training record and between us, agree any online training that could be undertaken during these times, obviously all costs once again being met by the organisation. 
Workers could do very little because of the changes forced on them, however perhaps it would have been advantageous to monitor the situation a little bit closer, to meet and agree some kind of strategy for working from home. To support those workers in obtaining what was needed to work from home through robust funding streams, and inform our client groups that we would not be around the area and agree with them means of contact and if they required any support to do so. I aimed to be positive and motivational when addressing changes for the organisation. Workers can play a key part in agreeing the way forward with consideration to their relationships with the client. It would not be in either parties’ interests to be micro managed by myself. I would need to trust my employees to help choose the best way forward.
There would be no doubt that if the same situation arose again then the organisation would have collected all feedback from the workers, reflected upon and agreed as a team, what worked well and what didn’t. We could then plan our course of action together. Team members would have support to fulfil their goals and targets. As a manager, I recognise the need for reflective practises at the end of work. This practise helps the manager and the worker to develop trust and understanding by identifying issues early on so they do not cause barriers between the parties; they need to be resolved as quickly and easily as possible to benefit all parties.
Having considered the research and personal experiences of managing remotely, it should be explored if this is the way forward. Being a manager of a small charity, that relies on face-to-face work, the author can identify with several issues for the organisation. They have no source of income or premises, relying on grant funding that has to be spent on the identified need. The technology needed, in order to manage remotely, could potentially put the organisation out of business and its clientele do not have the budgets or devices to engage. However, national and global institutions or brands recognise the advantages. For example, the Welsh Government favour 30% of the nation’s workforce to work from home or remotely in the future with one Council recognising the productivity and reduction of sickness during this pandemic as a result of workers working from home. They believe they can cut costs “and impact on the environment” as a result of home working (Murray, 2021). Companies large and small have been trying for decades to make working from home work. Streitfeld recognised that “as long ago as 1985, the mainstream media was using phrases like the growing telecommuting movement… Peter Drucker, a management guru, declared in 1989 that commuting to office work is obsolete.” (Streitfeld, 2020) However, he then went onto acknowledge that “Richard Laermer then proceeded to offer advice for all the companies rushing pell-mell into this remote future: Don’t be an idiot. A few years ago, Mr. Laermer let the employees of RLM Public Relations work from home on Fridays. This small step toward telecommuting proved a disaster, he said. He often couldn’t find people when he needed them. Projects languished. IBM came to a similar decision. In 2009, 40 percent of its 386,000 employees in 173 countries worked remotely. But in 2017, with revenue slumping, management called thousands of them back to the office”. (Streitfeld, 2020).
Recognising the importance of home working (because of the pandemic) in order to keep everyone safe, eased the changes from office work and long commutes however lack of space and equipment does create unnecessary pressure. Some missed the camaraderie of the office and found it difficult to communicate with others within virtual meetings. Streitfeld reiterated that Marissa Mayer, the chief executive of Yahoo, created a furor when she forced employees back into offices in 2013. “Some of the best decisions and insights come from hallway and cafeteria discussions, meeting new people and impromptu team meetings,” a company memo explained. (Streitfeld, 2020) 
In conclusion, managing remotely is not the way forward in its entirety. There are positive and negative experiences to be gained from remote working that is individual to a company and its employees. What works for one organisation, may not work for another.
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