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            INTRODUCTION - FROM PODCAST TO BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      The year was 2019.

      Remote work was gaining momentum.

      Online collaboration tools were becoming more sophisticated, useful and accessible.

      “Digital nomads”, “online freelance marketplaces” and “coworking spaces” were creeping into the conversations about “the future of work”.

      At the same time, podcasting was growing in popularity. And in the business field, podcasters were using the most intimate of mediums to advocate for new ways of working and to challenge current practices.

      Listeners were also hungry for more podcasts to inspire them to make career changes and give them information to help them advocate for diverse collaboration styles at work.

      One of us, Pilar Orti, was already speaking, advocating, and coaching organisations and teams on how to make the best out of online collaboration. She’d already published about 200 episodes of the 21st Century Work Life podcast and she found that remote work veterans, pioneers and new voices were eager to share their stories. The 21st Century Work Life podcast was a platform to speak about new breakthroughs and advocate for online methodologies that didn’t require bricks and mortar to enable the best of collaborations and creations.

      Acknowledging that both Pilar and her podcast collaborator Maya Middlemiss were already stretched out, she took advantage of the global reach of the show and asked for help.

      “If anyone out there would like to help us put out more content, let me know.”

      One listener took the bait.

      Tim Burgess, co-founder of Shield GEO - and previous guest on the show - offered his fully-distributed (100% remote) company as a partner for a new season.

      What followed was a seven episode investigation into the connection levels of remote workers which we called “Connection and Disconnection in Remote Teams”.

      AN EMERGING CONCERN

      We started the project before the Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns forced a large percentage of office workers to operate from their homes, but after remote work advocates had already been making headway on the merits of this lifestyle. The episodes streamed between February and May 2020.

      At the time, the risk of loneliness was emerging as a topic of discussion within remote work circles. Some early-adopters had gathered evidence of how the work style was progressing long-term and advocates were revealing the nuances beyond the initial positives.

      As Pilar put it in our opening episode⁠1, “We've gotten over the ‘Wow, remote work is fantastic’ phase and now we're in the ‘Okay, what are the long-term implications of this work style?’ phase.”

      Around that same time, as part of its consumer research initiative, Shield GEO, had completed a research project with students from Sydney University where they aimed to identify gaps in support for remote workers. As Tim explained, "Basically, the students were looking at where people are asking questions online in various mediums that aren't really getting answered. One of the topics they came across was the loneliness and disconnection that can emerge when you’re separated from your colleagues.”

      Bree Caggiati, a journalist at Shield GEO at the time, stepped in to host and edit the series, investigating the topic through research, interviews and round-table discussions.

      We (Bree and Pilar) also had personal interests in understanding this topic further. As professionals who had experienced the ups and downs of remote work firsthand, we were living with the very challenges we were addressing in the series.

      For Bree, the journey began with a move from Brisbane, Australia to Calgary, Canada. Despite initially feeling equipped for isolated work thanks to years of freelancing, she quickly discovered how different the experience was when working within a team separated not just by distance but by time zones as well. Now that the natural rhythm of spontaneous requests and email exchanges were absent throughout the day, she found herself struggling with procrastination, often working late into the night to catch up. Without her established routine in Australia, this was a cycle that was hard to break out of. This experience brought into sharp focus the realities of remote work – while it offered flexibility, it also increased the risk of disconnection.

      Pilar, on the other hand, was a long-time advocate for remote work as an option comparable – and in some cases superior – to office-based schedules. As the pandemic lockdowns came to an end and people started returning to the office, it became important for her to demonstrate that while human connection can be challenging in remote work, it shouldn’t be seen as a shortcoming of the medium itself. In fact, one of the reasons Pilar has embraced remote work is that it allows her to build strong relationships with people, regardless of where they are based.

      These touch points became the foundations for our exploration into loneliness, isolation and disconnection among remote workers. It was a topic we quickly found expanded to workers of all kinds and eventually, society at large.

      Over a series of months Bree interviewed psychologists, researchers, remote work advocates, HR professionals and individual contributors gathering insights, anecdotes and research on the topic. It was through these conversations that we first discovered how expansive this issue really is. We saw how our individual experiences, while unique, echoed broader trends in the remote work landscape. We recognised that by sharing our stories and insights, we could contribute to a larger conversation about making remote work not just feasible, but truly fulfilling.

      Throughout the season we noticed several themes emerge, including the prevalence of isolation and disconnection, the shared responsibility for connection in organisations, the importance of self-reflection, and the need for ongoing conversations and support.

      The episodes were produced and released in real time, initially with the aim to encourage audience input and collaboration along the way. However, the release timeframe gave us the opportunity to  address what was happening as the world plunged into lockdowns in response to the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020. 

      As our audience expanded exponentially, it became even more clear to us how nuanced this topic really was. Our work experiences could not be separated from our personal lives, no matter where that work happened. 

      By the time we finished the series in May 2020, the future of remote work and its implications for society was largely still unclear. Would the pandemic give way to lasting flexibility for all office workers? Should businesses expand their search beyond their city limits when finding new talent? Given how quickly new ways of working were being adopted, would organisations take the time to implement strategies that supported remote work, or would they continue with their impromptu arrangements and risk encountering problems later?

      EVOLVING THE CONVERSATION

      The podcast season was intended to start a dialogue and encourage further reflection and action on the issue for both employers and employees. We hoped it would encourage more openness in the workplace about discussing the contexts of employees’ lives as well as their emotional health.

      In our concluding episode⁠2, our collaborator and show notes writer, Maya Middlemiss, summed this sentiment up well by saying:

      

      “I hope this will form part of an ongoing conversation in every workplace where we can be just a little bit more open to talking about our contexts, our emotional health, our needs generally. Whether that's in the context of loneliness and isolation, or things like stress or other kinds of mental health problems which we spent decades in the workplace pretending didn't exist, or was all the individual's problem. Now we're starting to have a more sophisticated way of looking at that in society in general and in work, too."

      

      For us, putting the season together introduced us  to new perspectives. Our initial concept had evolved from an attempt to support a small group – lonely remote workers – into a comprehensive exploration of disconnection and how it can affect everyone. We now understood some of its causes, its impacts, and provided some suggested solutions across all levels of an organisation, focusing primarily on practices such as self-reflection, empathy and periodic check-ins to cater to evolving needs rather than prescriptive ideas like one-off team building activities or enforcing camera-on meetings. 

      While we acknowledged the immediate relevance of the topic during the pandemic, we recognised there would be an ongoing need into the future to address issues of disconnection and emotional wellbeing in the workplace – and that the conversation should continue. 

      Today, five years later, knowledge-based workplaces exist across the full spectrum – often hybrid, often flexible, sometimes remote or purely in-office – but due to the nature of the introduction to these models, they are also often disorganised or operating without the proper infrastructure to thrive.

      More recently, hybrid or remote offices are opting to mandate in-office attendance, but at the same time our Western society is reportedly lonelier than ever.

      Technology has evolved in ways we didn’t expect, and new platforms have established themselves as the default collaboration tools for many organisations. (For example, you will notice ample reference to Slack in the text, as it was the most ubiquitous chat-based collaboration tool at the time of recording the season. However, there are no references to MSTeams, which grew in popularity during the pandemic.)

      From a personal perspective, Pilar is now an author and qualified Pilates teacher and Bree is writing for magazines in a different industry – but the project and the topic remain close to our hearts.

      In 2024 we revisited Connection and Disconnection in Remote Teams with fresh eyes and came to the conclusion that the information was as pertinent as ever. With the knowledge we’ve gained since then, it felt like the perfect time to continue the conversation.

      Furthermore, in revisiting this material, we've also benefited from the perspectives of our first-draft readers who brought additional insights to the topic. Their varied professional backgrounds helped us refine our thinking and expand our analysis. We’ve addressed their feedback by clarifying and expanding on certain concepts, and even included some of their own insights.

      This collaborative approach reflects our belief that understanding workplace connection requires diverse viewpoints and that the conversation around the different aspects of remote work continues to evolve.

      WHAT WE OFFER YOU

      The text you’re about to read (or the words you’re hearing if you’re listening to the audiobook) is an extension of our initial podcast season. We’ve kept an informal tone, touching on our personal experiences, bringing in different voices to add different perspectives and adding studies and examples from sources beyond our initial research.

      

      Our aim is to help you understand this complex issue, whether you're an employee seeking connection, a manager building team cohesion, or working towards truly supporting remote work in your organisation. 

      

      The first four chapters present the complex relationship between remote work in organisations and workplace connection:

      

      
        
          	
        Chapter 1 introduces the concept of connection and disconnection in remote teams, highlighting the shift in remote work dynamics since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic.
      

      	
        Chapter 2 focuses on why connection is important, explaining that loneliness, physical isolation and disconnection from a workplace’s culture, workflow, and information can all have detrimental effects on an individual, their team, and the broader company.
      

      	
        Chapter 3 examines the effect of "remote" on loneliness, and we suggest that the context in which remote work takes place matters more than whether someone works remotely or not.
      

      	
        In Chapter 4 we ask (and attempt to answer) the question: Who is responsible for preventing disconnection and loneliness in organisations?
      

      

      

      

      For the second part of the book, we have collected practical advice from our guests and other sources.

      

      
        
          	
        Chapter 5  encompasses the broader, organisation-wide initiatives that create the framework for connection.
      

      	
        Chapters 6 and 7 focus on managerial support: how managers (and other team members) can open up the conversation around loneliness, how teamwork can be structured to enable connection, and how managers can support individuals.
      

      	
        Chapter 8 is full of individual strategies anyone can implement, even if their work environment is less than ideal.
      

      	
        In Chapter 9, we take out our crystal ball and hypothesise how technology might bring collaborators both together and apart.
      

      	
        Finally, Chapter 10 lays down five steps for sustainable connection and acknowledges the importance of relationship management in preventing loneliness.
      

      

      

      

      The chapters are followed by a short summary and a collection of questions that you can reflect on yourself, or better still, with your team.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As in the podcast season that preceded this book, we have chosen not to address this topic in a prescriptive manner. The experience of connection or disconnection in remote work is highly individual. However, it’s worth mentioning that our perspective is limited. While we’ve aimed to approach this from various angles, we’re aware that there are some stones left unturned. 

      As such, we invite you, the reader, to engage actively with the content. Reflect on your own experiences, challenge our ideas, and consider how the concepts we discuss apply to your unique situation.

      

      We'll provide practical tips and strategies, but we also encourage you to approach them with a spirit of experimentation. What works for one person or team may not work for another, and the landscape of remote work is continually evolving.

      OUR CAST OF CHARACTERS (A TO Z)

      To give colour and context to these chapters we have included some quotes and stories from our podcast guests, as well as updated musings from our own lives.

      

      Tim Burgess

      Tim is the co-founder of Contractor Taxation, a service connecting contractors with umbrella companies supporting them to remain compliant through international contracts, and the former co-founder of employer of record Shield GEO.

      Tim shares stories from early in his career as a remote worker without support as well as his experience developing and leading a team of 70 people across 17 countries. 

      

      Isabel Collins

      Isabel is a consultant and founder of Belonging Space, providing diagnosis, coaching and practical solutions for clients to nurture belonging.

      Isabel shares what it means to feel a sense of belonging and what organisations and managers can do to facilitate this. 

      

      Teresa Douglas

      Teresa is a seasoned project manager and programme driver who has managed a number of high-performance remote and hybrid teams to achieve their goals.

      Teresa shares some of her own experiences managing remote teams as well as some anecdotal evidence from some personal research.

      

      Laurel Farrer

      Laurel is an internationally-renowned thought leader on the topic of remote work and virtual organisational development. She is the founder of Distribute, a consulting firm specialising exclusively in remote work and virtual organisational development. Laurel shares her expertise on these topics.

      

      Dr. Julianne Holt-Lunstad

      Dr. Holt-Lunstad is a professor of psychology and neuroscience and director of the Social Connection & Health Lab at Brigham Young University. She is also the founding scientific chair and board member for the US Foundation for Social Connection and the Global Initiative on Loneliness and Connection.

      Dr. Holt-Lunstad shares findings from her seminal research on the effects of loneliness on our physical health as well as some hypotheses on why we feel lonely at all. 

      

      Asia Hundley

      Asia is an account manager for Spanish manufacturing company CUBPRO.

      At the time of recording, Asia was a remote worker from the US living and working in Spain. She shares her personal experiences of feeling disconnected and lonely and what helped. 

      

      Dr. Richard MacKinnon

      Dr. MacKinnon is a chartered coaching psychologist, chartered occupational psychologist and the founder of WorkLifePsych, a team of accredited and experienced workplace psychologists providing coaching, development programmes and training.

      Dr. MacKinnon shares some common themes that occur for struggling workplaces and individuals as well as some solutions that have worked for his clients.

      

      Maya Middlemiss

      Maya has been working remotely for over 25 years and is the founder of Remote Work Europe, where she supports individuals working remotely, and consults and speaks for teams and organisations. At the time of recording the Connection and Disconnection season, she was an associate at Virtual not Distant, where she created content and co-hosted the "What's Going On" segments on the 21st Century Work Life podcast.

      

      Brian Rhea

      Brian is the head of product at After.com, a company redefining the end-of-life planning process. At the time of the podcast season, Brian was developing a culture tool to help teams determine how connected their teams felt day-to-day. He shares the ideation process and some of his own experiences that led to pursuing this. 

      

      Courtney Seiter

      Courtney is the people partner at The Browser Company and former director of people at Buffer. She shares some of Buffer’s programmes and tools that help its remote team remain connected. 

      

      Tara Vasdani

      Tara is the managing partner and founder of Remote Law Canada, a law firm specialising in civil litigation, employment law, real estate and remote work. She shares her expertise on the topic of duty of care as it pertains to remote employers and their employees.

      

      Marcus Wermuth

      Marcus is the vice president of engineering at Safety Cybersecurity and a former senior engineering manager at Buffer. He shares his experience as a manager of remote teams and some solutions to common problems in the workplace.

      

      Our First-Draft Readers

      As part of our writing process, we sought feedback from a few trusted friends and family members to share their thoughts and reactions to the text. They often provided us with new perspectives, which we have incorporated throughout the book.

      

      And finally…

      

      You, the reader.

      

      We’d like to encourage you to read through our examples, advice and experiences and reflect on to what extent they apply to you and your situation.

      Our hope is that this book will serve as a resource as you build out the practices that serve you best.

      Whether you're a team leader looking to strengthen your distributed team, an individual trying to navigate the complexities of remote work, or an organisation aiming to build a connected remote culture, we hope this book sparks conversations that will prevent loneliness from standing in the way of people fully enjoying remote work.

      
        
        Bree Caggiati and Pilar Orti

        Melbourne / London 2025

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            DEFINING THE ISSUE

          

        

      

    

    
      As it stands, with the advancement of technology, high speed internet and continually evolving online communities and platforms, our world seems more connected than ever. 

      The explosion of remote work for knowledge workers during the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 led to widespread embrace of online tools including video calls that is still prevalent today, even among hybrid or office-first workplaces.

      Despite this, Western society has found itself experiencing unprecedented levels of loneliness and social isolation. 

      But what exactly do we mean when we talk about loneliness and social isolation? And how, if at all, are they related to disconnection?

      THE CONNECTION CONUNDRUM

      Though often used interchangeably, the terms loneliness and social isolation describe distinct experiences.

      Dr. Julianne Holt-Lunstad, a professor of psychology and neuroscience and director of the Social Connection & Health Lab at Brigham Young University, puts it this way:

      
      “Social isolation refers to objectively being alone, having few relationships or infrequent social contacts; whereas loneliness refers to subjectively feeling alone, or the discrepancy between one’s desired level of connection and one’s actual level.”

      
      Others have taken this idea further to suggest that while social isolation can contribute to feelings of loneliness, it isn’t the only cause. Nor is it essential to feeling lonely.

      As Suzanne Degges-White wrote in a Psychology Today article, “the presence of loneliness reflects the absence of connection, not the absence of people”.

      This is why we are particularly focused on connection and disconnection in this book.

      As long term remote workers, and as co-authors who have never physically met, we know we can feel deeply connected to people on the other side of the world. We also know that being physically near someone doesn’t guarantee feeling connected – particularly in a work setting. 

      It’s this “connection conundrum” that we’re interested in exploring.

      Despite its many benefits, the very technology that enables us to work from anywhere can also contribute to us feeling isolated and disconnected from our work and our teams.

      Connection is more than just having a stable internet connection or being reachable via instant messaging. True connection in a work setting (remote or otherwise) encompasses a sense of belonging, shared purpose, and meaningful engagement with colleagues and the work itself. It's about feeling part of a team or organisation even when you're physically apart from your colleagues.

      Disconnection, on the other hand, can manifest in unexpected ways.

      While Dr. Holt-Lunstad and Suzanne Degges-White describe loneliness as the absence of connection, disconnection doesn’t always have to carry the emotional weight of loneliness.

      Sometimes, it's a subtle feeling of being out of sync with your team or a creeping sense of professional stagnation. For some, disconnection might mean struggling to build trust with colleagues they've never met in person. For others, it could be the challenge of staying motivated without the energy of a shared workspace.

      But it’s when these moments of disconnection, which are normal and common, go unchecked that they can compound into a more chronic state of loneliness, which
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      WHY THIS MATTERS

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      HOPE ISN’T LOST
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      SUMMARY

      
        
          	
        Social isolation is defined as objectively being alone with few relationships or infrequent social contacts, while loneliness refers to the subjective feeling of being alone or the discrepancy between one's desired and actual level of connection.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        The ability to foster connection in remote work can lead to a more balanced and satisfying professional life and can also enhance relationships and communities outside of work.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        The exploration of connection and disconnection in remote teams is a personal journey, acknowledging the challenges and opportunities of remote work.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        There is no one-size-fits-all solution to fostering connection in remote teams; a nuanced approach is needed to acknowledge diverse needs and preferences.
      

      

      

      CONTINUING THE CONVERSATION - QUESTIONS FOR YOU AND YOUR TEAM

      
        
          	
        What does connection to the work itself, to our colleagues, and to the company as a whole currently look like for us in our specific work context?
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        How has our team's understanding of connection evolved since the shift to more remote or hybrid work models?
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        What are the potential long-term implications of remote work on our team's dynamics and overall wellbeing?
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        How can we move beyond the initial excitement of remote work to address the more nuanced challenges of maintaining connection and addressing isolation?
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