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The new 21st century skill…
…

Managing and Working at a Distance

As more people than ever before are
spending a greater proportion of their time
working away from the ‘conventional office’,
so the difference between working in the
office and working at a distance is beginning
to be better understood.
In this article, we ask ‘What’s the difference
between managing and working at a
distance and what do you have to put in to
overcome that which you lose when working
in the office together”.

What’s the distance difference?
Take a typical traditional office scenario with
a leader and a unit 40 people, with perhaps
5 direct reports, each one of which has a
team of 6 or 7 where everyone comes into
the office every day. The first thing to note is
that everyone shares a single social, cultural
and physical context. This makes things
easy. You can see and hear people and can
understand what is going on. You get a
sense of whether people are happy or
unhappy, tired or energetic, fit and healthy or
under the weather. If there are challenges at
home in a person’s domestic life, chances

are he/she will confide in someone because
there is someone there to confide in. If
people are working too long, messing about
or have an unworkable load, then this will
usually be easy to spot. If an individual
exhibits unusual signs of frustration, anger or
stress this too is visible. From a leadership
perspective, this makes the job easier
because everyone is together, sharing the
same world and the leaders can ‘tune in’ to
what’s going on.
But in the world of distance management we
will lose some of the automatic cues that we
get in the office that tell us how people are.
So we need to engender a greater level of
belonging, honesty and trust in order that
people stay loyal to the interests of the
business and feel free to let others know
exactly what is going on in their worlds.
There is a need to create a ‘safe’
environment where people are prepared to
open up and feel comfortable about
exposing more of their true feelings and
selves at work without the fear that this
information will in some way ‘weaken’ them.
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At a distance management
Imagine that our 40 people are now working
in a more flexible format. Many may be
spending some or all of their time working
away from the office, perhaps on other sites
or at home. When they are all in the office
they share space, but they are rarely all in
the office at the same time.

From a leader’s perspective, instead of all
the team sharing the same physical and
social context, now everyone must recognise
and ‘tune into’ a variety of these contexts.
Whereas the leader previously shared the
same ‘office’ context as his 5 most direct
reports all the time, he now has to recognise
and tune into 5 separate contexts and
domestic situations. Each person has
different physical locations for work and
therefore ‘contexts’. Each person is
operating within different social contexts.
The same is true for the team. Each member
has to recognise and tune in to the worlds of
their colleagues in order to be able to enable
effective and trusting professional
relationships. Getting things done relies on
enhanced organisation, communication and
leadership skills.

Putting in place the foundations for
sustained success
Moving to a distance working model can be
exciting and fun for the first few months, but
after the novelty has worn off, that’s when
you realise you need to put something back
in to make sure everyone gets the most from
the experience.
So, what do you put back into the mix to
replace what the team loses when not being
together? From our own experience of
working at a distance over 20 years, plus our
research and work with clients we recognise

a number of areas that need to be enhanced
if working at a distance is to be a sustainable
and satisfactory experience for all.
Technology - can’t entirely replace
people meeting together in the same
physical space, but it can go some way.
For distance working to work well, we’ve
found that a rich IT infrastructure is
necessary with people who are very
comfortable with its use. These tools
include:
Ø

Enterprise Social Networking tools
Like Facebook, but inside your
company’s firewall. This lets you form
communities of interest that allow those
people with a common interest to share
and link up

Ø

Audio/Video Allowing you to have
multiple video conference calls from
your PC

Ø

Application sharing Letting others see
your screen while you are on an audio
or video conference call

Ø

Presence Allows you to see if your
colleagues are active on their PCs and
whether they are available. You can
instantly make contact through an
‘instant message’ or an audio or video
call
Relationship Management: To be
effective the leader needs to nurture and
maintain real relationships within the team,
getting to know people as people,
understanding their worlds. But the leader
also has to take responsibility for nurturing
trusting relations within the community,
getting people to know each other better so
that they can work more effectively with
each other.
Trust Management: This is a big subject,
but suffice to say people need to be both
competent to do their work at a distance
(which may mean more training and
coaching) and reliable in acting in the
interests of the organisation, i.e. doing
what they say they’ll do, being where they
say they will be, being available when they
say they’ll be etc. Each individual has to
take responsibility for the perceptions that
others have of their ability to be ‘trusted’.
When people are not where they should be
or not behaving as people expect, this can
often (quite rapidly) lead to a dilution in

trust. When we’re working at a distance
there is a lot more opportunity for people to
draw (sometimes the wrong) conclusions
about what is going on.
Communication: To make distance
working work well communications need to
be more regular, exact and precise. On
audio/video calls there is a need to check
to see that the messages and
understandings conveyed by the ‘sender’
have been received by the ‘receiver’ and
that the meaning of what was sent has

been authentically received. Enhanced
listening skills are also key. Taking time to
speak with people, paying more conscious
attention to listening for nuances of
language and tone that provide cues to
what is going on in the other person’s
world.
Workload Management: When people are
working more of their time away, there are
less obvious signs of over or underwork,
anxiety, stress or boredom. To be effective
in managing workload a leader must at the
very least maintain an up to date
understanding of the backlog of work that
an individual has outstanding along with a
realistic view of the time and resources
needed to deliver the backlog.
Performance Management: Much has
already been written about performance
management. The essence of this is that
people need to managed by outcome not
by presence. Clear objectives, discussed
and evolved with team members should be
assigned and reviewed at regular intervals
(not annually!) to make sure performance
is on track.
Community Management: This is a funny
one. When did a leader ever think he/she
was responsible for maintaining the social
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bonds of a work community?! However we
have found this is vitally important in the
distance management world. Trust is a
function of knowing the real person, which
is as important for the people as for
leaders. Organising regular community ‘get
togethers’ to discuss work matters but with
a big social element is vital. The occasional
barbecue, lunch or regular briefings /
discussions using conference calls with
video or audio play a very important part in
maintaining a sense of community. These
are all the ingredients for maintaining
social comfort and cohesion.
Emotional Intelligence. To wrap up the
key management capabilities needed to
successfully manage teams and individuals
at a distance we must talk about the
subject of Emotional Intelligence.
Emotional Intelligence can be described as
the ability to monitor one’s own and others’
feelings and emotions, to discriminate
among them and to use this information to
guide one’s thinking and actions. For
managers to be effective in leading teams

at a distance we believe there is a need for
a higher level of emotional intelligence. A
more conscious awareness on ones own
feelings and a greater focus and
preparedness to understand the lives and
feelings of team members and to modify
actions accordingly. In other words coming
some way towards understanding the
employee’s own world.

style of leadership and team working with
people who are upskilled and leaders who
treat people as people recognising their
needs and in return get enhanced
performance. Distance working is a great
deal for everyone but you have to put
something back in to sustain a great result.
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In conclusion

	
  

However attractive, the notion that we can
simply empty our offices, wave goodbye to
our staff and have everyone work at a
distance all the time is entirely misguided.
To build effective teams we need a new
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End to end delivery capability
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Sustaining the agile changes
through tools, processes and
resources!
!

Development Support!
Professional development
resources to build in house
workplace management
capabilities!
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Managing
and Working
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!
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AWA is a management consultancy
that helps transform business
performance by implementing
advanced, agile, work, place and
management concepts better suited to
todays modern business world.
We have supported some of the
worlds leading organisations in the
public and private sectors and in
recent years have transitioned over
22,000 people from the old ways of
working to the new world of working.
Our approach is to offer building
blocks of service, which can be
tailored, to your needs. We are able to
support you in developing strategies
for change, delivering projects and
supporting operational teams

