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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction: Ready, Set, Get Virtual


Virtual work has come for nearly everyone. To some degree we’ve chosen it, but it has also chosen us. How exactly do we make sense of this new normal?



Work, Forever Changed

Look far enough back, and working from home (WFH) was more like a professional version of homework—it meant taking home something to do (think of a bag full of paperwork) for an evening or an entire day, only to bring it back to the office later. It might have involved a phone call or sending an email, but the amount of interaction was limited at best. People used to count on work-at-home time to catch up on tasks without the constant interruptions of being in the office. This is a far cry from the virtual work of today.

Virtual work has accelerated dramatically. While finding an office job that contained no work away from the physical office has been increasingly rare, it’s now nearly impossible. During the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, even those accustomed to a great deal of connection from afar found themselves adapting and adjusting many more, if not all, tasks into the virtual realm. When transitioning from in-person work to virtual work (especially at a moment’s notice), most people’s first reaction was to try to recreate the face-to-face experience as closely as possible.

In higher education, these circumstances required a mass move to online instruction. Many university professors opted to keep their classes synchronous and found themselves shouting into a videoconferencing tool, only to realize they were not effectively capturing their students’ attention this way. Doctor’s appointments also moved online. Though this was a welcome change for many (as in-person appointments can be cumbersome, inconvenient, or even downright impossible), these moves simultaneously revealed concerns about tech stability, confidentiality, and the nuances of patient care. Likewise, many a manager accidentally inspired burnout instead of productivity by scheduling their days, and their subordinates’ days, with the same back-to-back meetings that would have happened in a conference room. In time, these force-fitting processes revealed their inefficiencies, and with them came the realization that new methods must be developed. An appreciation for the subtle ways that remote interaction changes behavior is essential for getting this right.

Even before the immediate need for total virtual work, there was a slowly building pressure to allow more flexibility in our jobs. Research from the last decade has demonstrated that virtual work can be more productive than the traditional chained-to-the-desk-in-the-office variety.1 In one recent survey, 98 percent of people said they would like to be able to work remotely (at least partially) for the remainder of their career2 (with over one-third reporting that they would be willing to take a 10 percent pay cut to be able to work this way!3). Having had the chance to try working from outside the office, people don’t necessarily want to give it up. As the professional world reopens, both subtle and explicit resistance to employment arrangements that require a full-time, in-person presence is bubbling up from the many who see tremendous value in remote work.4

But to capitalize on these gains, remote work needs to be the right work, done well, within this new set of parameters. For now, it’s like we’re suddenly using the playbook from a football game at a rugby match. Organizational culture can’t be reinforced the same way it used to be, in person. The rituals and ceremonies we’ve adopted don’t translate, right down to celebrating birthdays or having holiday parties together. Even the simple acts of dropping by someone’s office, of asking the quick question and seeing other people at work, are removed (not to mention the difficulty of online onboarding). What’s worse, a recent study showed that bias and harassment against multiple minority groups have escalated with the increase in remote work.5 Things are not the same and should not be assumed to be the same, for better and worse.

The appeal of WFH is also tempered by what technology does to our “freedom.” To work from anywhere at any time is great until it means working from everywhere at every time. Our identities are now tied up with our technology, creating the phrase worker/smartphone hybrid to label the way our phones have become merged with ourselves, in work and in life.6 It’s no longer possible to imagine living without it. Even a break from constant use requires planning and notifications (“Thanks for reaching out. I’m currently away on vacation and will be unavailable for this period of time.”), and a lost connection makes us feel unsettled at the least, and panicked at the worst. Unavailability feels disloyal as we have become “people on call” for others. Even the sensory experience of having a phone in hand, with haptic-feel responses to pressing on the screen or the vibration against the skin, creates an addictive interdependency.

Just as we can toggle on and off notifications and settings on our devices, to work well remotely we also need the power to manage our work tasks and interactions online. As we increasingly move to remote work, we can and should rethink the need for constant coordination.7 Placing a higher premium on asynchronous work and reserving real-time interaction for those elements that require it is one path forward. This may also require breaking work into smaller subunits, much as an online class may break lectures into smaller bites. Working from home often means an interweaving of work and home lives, complete with ever-shorter blocks of time between these disparate roles and tasks—you may be Mom one minute and CFO the next. Sometimes the tech itself tries to match our new schedules, as with the apps that allow for only limited segments of text or video at a time. But it’s not just the capabilities of the technology that need to advance to work effectively from afar, nor the abilities of people to master them. It’s also the nature of work itself, of human cognition and attention, and of motivation and inspiration that need our deep understanding.

Like it or not, technology has changed the way we work forever. And to be able to do so successfully from a distance, we need to explore everything—both minor and major—anew, as we shift our tasks and interactions online.

Virtual Intelligence

What makes you a good employee and teammate? Ideally, you want to be a self-manager with strong technical, communication, and intercultural chops, while at the same time being trustworthy and trusting, and of course proactive.8 It would also be great to be persistent, willing to learn, creative, independent, assertive … the list goes on and on. But which skills are essential in the virtual setting? The following questions give a sense of what effective virtual employees ask themselves to stay on track:9

•  What should I be doing? Recognizing what needs to be done and maintaining focus is more complicated than it seems. Especially in virtual work, distractions are plentiful. We don’t have the advantages of face-to-face conversations, but we do have social media to check (without anyone noticing), not to mention a fully stocked fridge in the next room. Being able to filter out extraneous stimuli is an ongoing challenge. Even when you are paying attention to work, when you’re not there, it’s harder to know exactly what tasks should be done, and when and how, without the informal check-ins that come with office life.

•  What do I need to know? Information doesn’t always arrive at your doorstep, neatly packaged. Scanning the work environment involves having a wide lens on both your work and the work of others—each more challenging when remote. But doing so allows us to see where the holes are and seek out what’s needed to stitch it together.

•  With whom do I need to connect, and how? Online interactions change the way we behave. Making connections and successfully maintaining them in the virtual space are skills in and of themselves.

These are not easy tasks, especially when the technology is a whole new ball game. Tech is not just a filter between our colleagues and us, it’s also a presence that leans on us in sometimes unpredictable ways (think about how much your screen size can change the way you focus on your work, or the way artificial intelligence can navigate our decisions). Having to adapt to new technology continuously, and sometimes rapidly, makes the adjustment to virtual work all the more difficult. Yes, we need to learn the specific tools necessary to connect and compute, while also appreciating the psychological toll that technology may take.

Nearly every angle of our world has changed with the advent of widespread virtual work. This book is organized around three main areas: virtual presence; context; and the role of technology. Below is a high-level overview to offer a brief roadmap of what’s to come. Each delves into the minutiae of the virtual experience from the individual sitting in front of a computer to the changes in our whole society, to better understand how we got where we are and why the difficulties that we face have come to pass.

Section One: Virtual Presence

As humans, we are quirky. We respond intuitively, often without knowing what triggers our moods and decisions. The psychology of our reactions to technology is no exception. We respond differently to buttons on the screen that look “clickable,” we have emotional reactions to the use of different colors or seeing representations of human faces (even caricatures), and we engage with people differently depending on the device we’re holding.

Trust and cooperation immediately drop without live, in-person, face-to-face interaction—multiple studies have made this clear.10 But what about when we interact with our colleagues virtually? The face-to-face option is removed, and we are left with text, audio, and video as the choices. Early work on media richness theory suggested that tools with more channels for communicating would be more effective and closer to the natural actions of face-to-face. And indeed, some studies have found improvements in interactions, negotiations, and decisions when video is added.11 But other studies have failed to show videoconferencing’s distinct advantage over voice-only calls.12 Some say that people really use the video element primarily to check whether others are paying attention. (In a rapidly developing game of cat and mouse, several videoconferencing platforms even experimented with adding an attention-tracking feature, spurring a stack of articles and blogs explaining how to seem like you’re paying attention when in fact you aren’t, such as by creating a video loop of yourself looking engaged!)

By contrast, being able to talk to others is very important. Studies show that vocal interactions ranging from a virtual assistant (voice gives us more positive feelings)13 to your own mother (after a stressful event, teenage girls are as comforted by their mothers over the phone as they are by having them there in person)14 can provide connection. Using your voice can even change your decisions (ordering pizza on the phone leads to less overindulgence—less bacon on the pizza!—than ordering online).15 Voice isn’t always better, though: eBay famously stumbled when they acquired a videoconferencing platform out of the mistaken notion that buyers and sellers would like to connect out loud and in real time, when in fact they overwhelmingly preferred the anonymity and convenience of using asynchronous text-only messages for their exchanges.16

Collaborative work does seem to improve when we use video.17 But the basic concept of social presence has been nearly impossible to perfectly recreate through virtual means. Focusing on the video can split our attention, perhaps due to obstacles such as camera angles and choppy feeds.18 Simply put, people notice the difference, and even slight imperfections can make interactions feel awkward and cumbersome (though this may be less of a concern over time as the tech improves). There are also the distractions related to user expertise—according to data collected in 2021, nearly three-quarters of people had to tell someone else that they were still on mute in the prior year, and more than half asked whether others could see their screen.19

We’ve come a long way with the technology for virtual communications. Though we should appreciate everything we have that felt out of reach even a few years ago, we yearn for yet more in the name of seamless interaction.

Section Two: Setting the Stage

Moving from the office to the home office (or kitchen counter, or hastily modified closet, or car interior) means we have to grapple with a whole new aesthetic. How does our space appear to others, or do we just hide it entirely? What do we wear? Are the rules the same, or are there all new rules and if so, where do we find them? Virtual work came without a manual. The questions of our visuals (dress, office space) have a second layer to them, over and above the impression they give others, and that relates to how they make us feel. One piece of this is functionality—does our space support our work? Do we have the privacy and focus we need? Do we feel like a productive employee while sitting down [here], and wearing [this]? And next, although everyone feels a little bit (or a lot) farther apart when we chat online, to what degree do feelings of distance matter in how we think about each other and our work? Spoiler alert: it matters a lot and changes the way we think about people, problems, and collaborations, and can lead to subgroups in desperate need of knowledge brokers to bridge divides.

Section Three: Technology’s Role

It all hinges on the tech. It’s safe to say that technology is mission-critical to sustaining productivity when working from home (or really, from anywhere), and there are an overwhelming number of choices available to both individuals and organizations for the tools themselves. However, the use of any one requires time spent on a learning curve, some of which are quite steep. This means that regularly changing from one platform to another is not practical even if something better continually hits the market, as we’d spend more time learning how to use the tools than actually using them.

What makes one tech product succeed where another fails? Is it merely a matter of design? First-mover advantage in the market? The right combination of features without a crushing number of options? It’s all of these things and more. The race is on: People adapt to available technology as technology simultaneously advances and adapts to how people need (and want) to use it.

However, even the best remote tools alone aren’t enough to do our best work. No doubt, adopting the right technology matters. But it’s only one ingredient of the recipe for recreating a workplace online. We also need effective processes and expectations to keep all workers on the same mental wavelength. Much of this burden falls on the leadership, as the need for structure is amplified. The check-ins, explicit expectations, “open-door” policies, use of technology with ease, and strong personal relationships all ensure mutual purpose.20

Technology has also opened up whole new job opportunities, inspiring many to break ties with the office and call it quits entirely. At the ready to absorb them was the ever-growing gig economy. People can now turn hobbies into careers and launch into new industries as they become de facto hoteliers or chauffeurs. This move creates new challenges, as guaranteed work (not to mention benefits) essentially disappears. Nevertheless, the prospects created by the gig economy have tapped a geyser, and it’s the technology that created this wide-open portal.

Making virtual work work requires a delicate balance of a million tiny details. It’s having both the tech and the time and space to accomplish something, and it’s having a boss and colleagues who co-adapt with you in productive ways. It’s being fully present when needed (not that this is always easy, especially over video) and being allowed to be absent when not. It’s also the complications of figuring out how to balance our work and home lives when they all happen in the same square footage. Nobody has totally figured this out just yet. The nuances of our psychology—how we think, act, react, and interact with
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