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Leading  
remote work 
during times of 
rapid change



WHY IT’S PAINFUL

Remote work has been hailed as the future. Sadly, it’s still done quite poorly.  
This happens because:

1. Culture mechanisms aren’t built to support it
2. Leaders focus on presenteeism
3. IT systems/tools aren’t up to task

Given the pressure from COVID-19 (Coronavirus for this playing at home), now’s as good a time 
as any to get your remote work practices right, especially for the poor souls relegated to home-
based self-quarantine.

As a leader of dozens of teams across multiple time-zones, performance measures and cultures 
I know first-hand the importance of getting it right. I also work regularly with leaders to enable 
growth through remote work.

Alan Piper, the co-author on this guide, has led complex projects across rural and metro 
workforces with thousands of workers. Alan deeply understands the role of culture, technology 
and leadership. 

Together, we’ve put together some punchy approaches to bust-up the remote work challenges 
so you can continue to grow regardless of where your team works. It’s one more competitive 
edge you can leverage to unlock growth.

This short guide is broken into key areas that focus on the challenge, the evidence and tips/tools 
you can use to start making progress.

To make this HIGHLY ACTIONABLE, we’ve broken this into pages that are structured with the 
challenge at the top followed by the context of that challenge and the tips to get started on 
cracking those challenges in your own organisation. 
The challenges we’ve covered are:

1. Shifting mindsets & bolstering commitment to the new way of working
2. Driving change at all levels
3. Getting over presenteeism
4. Focusing the team’s daily activity in response to rapid change
5. Ensuring our IT Systems/Tools can get us there

THE OPPORTUNITY
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IN A 500-EMPLOYEE COMPANY WHERE EMPLOYEES 
WORK REMOTELY THREE DAYS A WEEK, IF 
EMPLOYEES AT A COMPANY WITH AN AVERAGE 
ENGAGEMENT RATE IMPROVED PRODUCTIVITY 
BY 5% BY WORKING REMOTELY, THE COMPANY 
WOULD SAVE APPROXIMATELY $3,000 PER 
EMPLOYEE. BUT THE ENGAGED -- WHO CREATE 
AN AVERAGE 15% PRODUCTIVITY BUMP -- WOULD 
SAVE THE COMPANY UP TO $8,000 PER EMPLOYEE. 
THAT’S AN ANNUAL $4 MILLION PREMIUM.  
- GALLUP
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Work is already shifting away from an attendance, meetings and email culture to collaboration, 
shared work(documents), situational teaming and work environments built to support activity not 
static locations. To make the leap to business and engagement gains leaders have to make a real 
shift in culture and tools and a genuine focus on robust change management. 

Much of what we have built for remote working is based on solitary work, finishing a report, 
responding to email backlog, not full and effective collaboration and teamwork. This creates feelings 
of guilt for those working remotely to get ahead and feelings of frustration from those stuck in the 
office. This is exacerbated by a lack of clarity around who can work remotely and when.

The need to respond to COVID-19 presents an opportunity to really improve work and embed a new 
more effective paradigm or make do with existing remote working arrangements.  

Change projects work best when there is a compelling reason to change, COVID-19 is a compelling 
reason.

For success it should be treated as a genuine strategic project, with leadership and project 
organisation to make it work. It needs:

• Clear vison of what remote working and collaboration looks like and must do
• Communication of what the change gap looks like – what are we moving from-to
• Detailed working through of different working scenarios for back office, sales, marketing, 

operations and executive – not all work is the same
• Developing learning and skill creation for the new ways of working
• Modelling and coaching – particularly new team behaviours
• Evaluation and adaption – like most change, it takes time to get it right
• Process and technology changes delivered to make it work

CHALLENGE: SHIFTING MINDSETS & BOLSTERING 
COMMITMENT TO THE NEW WAY OF WORKING
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BUSINESSES WOULD SAVE AN AVERAGE OF $11,000 
PER YEAR FOR EVERY PART-TIME TELECOMMUTER, 
AND TELECOMMUTERS WOULD SAVE ANYWHERE 
FROM $2-$7K A YEAR. THIS ALSO DOESN’T TAKE 
INTO ACCOUNT HOW MUCH CHEAPER IT IS TO 
HIRE REMOTE WORKERS THAN IT IS TO BRING 
SOMEONE IN-HOUSE.
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CHALLENGE: DRIVING CHANGE AT ALL LEVELS

To enact change in a diverse team spread across multiple locations in a tough economic context, 
leaders have to support change from top-down and bottom-up. This means getting leaders to 
behave differently and individuals to work differently. 

Leaders must behave differently. Mother hen leadership or management by walking 
around does not work with a remote team. In some contexts, the leaders may have the biggest 
adjustment to make in the way they work. Remote collaboration is effective, but it needs new tools 
and a mindset shift. It also requires coaching (personal and team) to explore and develop a new 
and effective team culture. To foster the shift, changes for leaders might include:

• Adoption of virtual comms, such as video huddles, online one-on-ones, instant messaging (as 
opposed to email or phone)

• Managing and planning for results on the job, not time spent on tasks; regardless of physical 
location

• Setting up a working schedule that respects the employee’s autonomy and sets clear 
expectations as to when a situation requires an immediate connection (messenger vs email vs 
phone call)

• Keeping the whole team informed of the business status, fostering transparency regardless of 
location

• Creating social bonding activities remotely and physically as part of the normal ‘routine’
• Having a non-formal communication channel that allows people to have the conversations 

they’d have if they sat next to each other
• Fostering team culture through common values, behaviours, ways of working and 

communication principles

Individuals must work differently. Many of us rely on work habits and rhythms to get work 
done. In a remote working environment, particularly at home, it is easy to lose focus, feel isolated 
or get distracted by home habits. People need help and coaching to change and adapt to remote 
working. It’s critical that the team culture recognises and supports the individual and re-creates a 
new way of working which motivates and includes all team members. 

Some keyways individual team members can shift into the new way of working include:

• Change personal habits around how they organise their work to schedule and manage remote 
work to fit context, team dynamics and work requirements

• Creating a work habit - including “going to work”, where the individual still uses the same 
routine of going to work in the office without the commute. This also helps with switching off 
after the workday is done

• Defining work boundaries, such as setting up a space where work happens, and they can ‘close 
the door’ of when they ‘leave the office’ for the day

• Having an effective workspace that is free of distractions and has the right equipment  
such as a proper chair, monitor, keyboard, mouse, conferencing equipment, etc

• Supporting collaboration and workflow by effectively using the available  
collaboration tools to work together in real-time

• Being clear and honest about personal needs through regular  
communication  with their leader and the rest of the team
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A STANFORD STUDY FOUND THAT WHEN CALL 
CENTRE EMPLOYEES WORKED FROM HOME, THEIR 
PERFORMANCE INCREASED BY 13%. OF THAT, 9% 
WERE WORKING MORE MINUTES, AND 4% WERE 
FROM HANDLING MORE CALLS PER MINUTE.
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CHALLENGE: GETTING OVER PRESENTEEISM

In 2004 HBR covered research findings on presenteeism. In 2019 (15 years later!) BBC News 
covered presenteeism as a rising trend. Nearly two decades on and this trend is proving to be 
more than a trend, but a key workplace problem facing a rising number of employees and leaders 
alike.

For those unfamiliar, presenteeism is working while sick or presenting with some issue that 
otherwise should have resulted in the person not working. The cause of presenteeism is often 
baked into the culture of the organisation. Causes can include:

1. A culture where meetings drive outcomes (ineffective decision making and collaboration)
2. Lack of effective performance tracking and plans (causing people to default to presenteeism as 

the standard)
3. Leaders getting frustrated when they can’t ‘walk up to and speak with staff’ when they feel like it
4. Leaders who subscribe to ‘command and control’ forms of leadership, where troops need to be 

on the ‘battlefield’ to be in the ‘battle’

I hate to break it to you, but effective work doesn’t happen this way and it is doubly ineffective for 
remote work. Productivity dips, and engagement falls it right down the drain.

Want to get back control? Here are some tips and tricks to shifting the culture away from 
presenteeism:

1. Enacting good decision-making practices. If you need everyone in a meeting to make 
decisions, you’ll never move fast enough to get anything done. Instead, use collaboration tools 
and effective metrics to make informed decisions. Communicate those out and guess what? 
Everyone will have that meeting time back in their day to do the thing you pay them to do: kick 
goals.

2. Measuring what matters. When leaders don’t feel comfortable in assessing how employee 
productivity and outcomes are assessed, presence becomes the easiest (but least meaningful) 
metric to measure. To move the team away from this form of measurement, move to 
measurements that connect back to the projects and outcomes that people need to achieve. 
Then, report those to the team so people can see that Sally who was working home from this 
week still made massive progress against her goals.

3. Establishing real-time communication. If you or your leaders feel like you need to get in 
touch with staff to talk about decisions, ideas, outcomes, the weather, etc then you can still do 
this by setting up real time tools to chat with the team. This can be as basic as a phone call or 
more ad hoc and less invasive such as through Microsoft Teams or Slack. These tools reduce 
the interruption but still provide access to employees in real-time.

4. Moving away from command and control. If leaders feel like they need to issue orders to 
their battalion, it’s going to be rough to get people to peak performance levels. Instead, leaders 
should be collaborators and enablers that remove barriers and provide coaching to team 
members. This will allow leaders to still feel valued, just without punishing the team.
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ACCORDING TO THE U.S. CENSUS BUREAU, THE 
AVERAGE WORKER SPENDS NEARLY AN HOUR 
TRAVELING TO AND FROM THEIR HOME AND 
OFFICE EVERY DAY–MORE THAN 300 HOURS IN A 
YEAR. DELL ESTIMATES THAT EMPLOYEES WHO 
WORKED REMOTELY TEN DAYS A MONTH SAVED 
ABOUT $350 A YEAR IN COMMUTING COSTS.



CHALLENGE: FOCUSING THE TEAM’S DAILY ACTIVITY IN 
RESPONSE TO RAPID CHANGE
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One of the key pillars of an agile approach is the daily stand-up. The reason this has been so wildly 
successful is its ability to:

1. Break down barriers
2. Understand where work is happening
3. Get commitment to the actions each member of the team will do today

If you don’t have this daily reset and focus mechanism happening, projects and workloads slip. 
During times of crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic, this becomes exponentially impactful.
Whether or not you subscribe to this methodology, the daily stand up practice simply works. I’ve 
used it with dozens of teams, and it breaks barriers down right away. 

The format is as follows:

1. In the first five minutes, each attendee spends a few seconds (up to 30) sharing very specifically 
what’s up in the next 24 hours. These should ONLY relate to key activities, meetings, decisions, etc.

2. What are the daily metrics? — The next five minutes are then spent verbalising the daily 
metrics we monitor. Look for patterns and trends which can give us a jump on the competition 
and on your own challenges.

3. Where are you stuck? — The last five minutes is the most important agenda item. Here, 
members of the team bring up constraints and concerns that could prevent them from having 
a great next 24 hours. The brutal facts need to be shared, and the leader needs to see the 
patterns of “stucks” to understand what underlying issues must be addressed.

Like any change, this will be painful. I get it. But as leaders, we have to ensure we are working on 
the right things and eliminating time wastage. We also set a rule about being on time “If you are 
late or don’t show (exception only for days off and client site time), you must sing at the next one. “

Useful tips for running your own:

• If some people will attend virtually, put everyone on a conference call (preferably video). This 
removes the annoying huddling around the phone and IT frustrations.

• You can use this approach to keep projects internally and externally on track and on budget.
• Team members should share a “stuck” even if they don’t think there’s anyone on the team who 

can help them resolve it. Verbalising the issue often leads to unexpected solutions.
• Whenever someone says there is nothing to report, there is either a large issue they are afraid 

to discuss or they aren’t working on productive / value adding tasks. Challenge the person who 
says “Everything is fine “ two days in a row.

• Set the start of the meeting at an odd time. We did ours at 10:07. This meant people were 
almost always on time because they had to consciously think about arriving at that time.

• It’s equally important to end on time. Use a timer for the first few weeks and end the meeting 
on time even if the agenda isn’t complete. This will stop people from waffling.

• Take things offline if they require further discussion between two people to remove  
wasting the whole team’s time.

• Plan 1 minute per person, meaning that an eight-person team should expect an  
eight-minute daily huddle.
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79% OF EMPLOYEES SAID THEY WOULD BE MORE 
LOYAL TO A BUSINESS IF IT OFFERED MORE 
FLEXIBILITY. 32% SAID THEY HAD LEFT A JOB 
BECAUSE OF THE LACK OF FLEXIBILITY,  
ACCORDING TO FLEXJOBS
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CHALLENGE: ENSURING OUR IT SYSTEMS/TOOLS CAN 
GET US THERE

Most workplaces are in a transition from email and meeting culture to a collaborative work 
environment, but most haven’t embedded it in the DNA to realise its full benefits.

The reason adoption has been slow often incudes:

• Collaboration is not a simple technical project and needs project planning, investment and 
transition of tools and data to ensure it matches the need of the workforce

• Leaders frequently adopt an “if it aint broke don’t fix it” approach, meaning old work habits are 
ingrained and often supported by legacy operational systems

• Senior leadership isn’t always clear on the vision for digitally enabled collaboration and is too 
far removed from where the work happens on the ground

• Remote working is seen as optional and often an “add on” that only supports individual work 
rather than enabling greater outcomes across the whole organisation

COVID-19 could require forced adoption of widespread remote working. In this circumstance 
the whole organisation, its processes and clients may be forced to go remote (as we are already 
seeing). The positive opportunity is to accelerate new ways of working and become effective rather 
than continue to take the productivity hit. Here are some of the areas you can target:

IT systems environment:

• Collaboration – Are enterprise wide integrated collaboration tools in place and tested?
• Video working – is there a ready to use video platform (preferably easily linked to my desktop 

tools and calendar)?
• Work process ready – are the remote collaboration tools (teams, channels, document 

collaboration and operational systems integration) adapted to our processes and ways of 
working?

• Document management – is collaboration possible and efficient and will working remotely still 
ensure IP is retained and protected?

• Network and storage – does the IT infrastructure support extensive remote working?
• Security – is the remote working environment secure and tested?
• Core systems – can core systems and processes run effectively?
• Client and suppliers – can we stay in effective contact and keep working (even get a shared 

improvement)?
• Licencing – does your current licence framework support the new ways of working?

Individual Work environment:

• Effective, ergonomic and productive workstations – can we provide these?
• Good network connection – will the locations of our people support this? 
• Device which supports mobility – are our devices up to the task?
• Ability to focus when needed – can we remove distractions for our teams?
• Location supports video, not backlit, comfortable, not distracting for others (objects, 

movement), good sound and microphone – do we have support for this?
• Security for confidential chat or printed documents – how will we protect our IP  

and minimise risks?



Ready to unlock new 
ways of working  

and growth?
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