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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to the world of Virtual Not Distant, where we believe that people can work and create together without sharing the same four walls. Sometimes organisations struggle with helping their people transition to an ‘office-optional’ approach, but with the right mindset it is possible to adopt remote work practices which can enable team members to work together while being apart.

      At Virtual Not Distant we are immersed in the world of digital collaboration, remote leadership and online teamwork – and we regularly share what we are learning from, and what we are working and reflecting on. We know that remote collaboration is possible, but it involves a different approach to that we have been used to taking in the colocated space. Every month we create in-depth written content, reflecting on specific aspects of remote working and virtual teams – in particular the change management process involved in transitioning from a ‘traditional’, colocated office setting to something more flexible.

      Much of this reflection and discussion goes on in the 21st Century Work Life podcast, but also we have been populating our blog since the company was set up in 2016. With the aim of sharpening up our message and finding a new set of readers, we compiled a series of blog posts and turned them into this book.

      In Thinking Remote, we reflect on specific topics and learning points which come out of the current sociological shift. Some of the topics might be high on your agenda, if you are looking at more ‘office-optional’ possibilities for your team, while others you might not have thought about yet.

      We have curated them here, with a set of reflections at the end of each chapter aimed at team leaders and managers. Some of these are designed to be discussed with your team, as part of your ongoing strategy and team-building activities, while others might be more appropriate for internal reflection in the first instance. Every team and every team leader are different, and so will take different things from what follows.

      Furthermore, this short book is a handy tool for informal learning within management teams, and readers are encouraged to share and discuss their responses to the leadership reflection questions which are found at the conclusion of each chapter.

      We hope this book will be a good starting point for your own journey into the future of work, and in creating systems and culture which help you to get the most out of your own activities and environment.

      
        
        Pilar Orti and Maya Middlemiss

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Part I

          

          
            Laying The Foundations For Remote Teamwork

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Designing the digital workspace: what we can learn from the physical space

          

        

      

    

    
      In this chapter, Pilar reflects on how we can consciously shape our digital workspaces in the same way as our physical ones, and how both environments impact on the culture that we want to nurture and create.

      

      As we learn more about what helps people to be productive at work and the kind of environments that enable collaboration, companies are investing heavily in the design of their physical workspaces. However, the conversation about the digital tools used for productivity and collaboration rarely goes beyond: “Which one shall we use?”

      I have observed that little thought goes into designing the digital workspace in a way that is in line with the organisation’s or team’s culture, or that helps us change it when we need to do so. And often, how little thought is given to how employees will interact emotionally with the space, or how it might encourage spontaneous interaction between people.

      The conversation around what makes an ideal office design is getting interesting, so why don’t we listen in and apply what we are learning to design the digital workspace better? And while we are at it, let’s remember that even in companies not ‘going remote’, people are still getting most of their work done through technology – so this conversation is relevant to most organisations, regardless of whether they are adopting an ‘office-optional’ approach.

      The physical workspace

      In March 2018 I attended an event in London called ‘Experimenting with Workspace’. In the session, we looked at how the layout of an office space influences where we sit with others to work on a task together.

      We considered how we can design workspaces to encourage certain interactions, and how workplace design can affect them. Often, we need spaces where people can have impromptu conversations in the open, but also where private conversations or work in isolation can be carried out.

      For example, one way of encouraging people from different departments to interact is to have only one set of toilets on each floor: to go to the toilet, you need to walk by quite a number of people whom otherwise you might never come across.

      This is a very practical solution, and one which can’t (yet) be transferred to the digital space. However, the concepts behind it spark some questions to ask ourselves when making decisions about what our workspaces – physical and digital – could look like.

      The importance of culture

      What is the culture like in your organisation? Is it collaborative or competitive?

      If it’s competitive, designing an open space for discussion, where everyone can hear everyone else and see each other’s designs or scribbles, might not be the best option – that is, unless you want to challenge and change that culture through changing the environment.

      The same thought needs to go into designing our digital workspace. If we want to encourage collaboration, we can set up online tools and processes through which everyone makes their work visible to everyone else. However, if we are really competitive, those spaces might end up being unhealthy, bragging noticeboards. Or if we are used to keeping our heads down and barely interacting with anyone else, when we move to online communication, we could end up with an unused space that screams: ‘Nobody cares!’

      What behaviours are you nurturing?

      When introducing any kind of tool, we need to consider what behaviours they are likely to result in, and would like to encourage.

      For example, if we want to encourage more transparency in an organisation that is unused to sharing progress and having open conversations, perhaps we can start by encouraging different levels of sharing the work: such as in smaller groups in a team space as opposed to an organisation-wide space, or else in a private group or channel.

      
        
        A team I recently worked with wanted to start ‘working out loud’ in the organisation – consciously making our work and thought process visible to one another, deliberately putting our work and ideas ‘out there’ for our team members to see – but they were not used to having conversations in the online, written space.

        Their first step towards being more visible in an organisation was to practise sharing their learning, achievements and progress inside the team, before moving on to make their thoughts available to everyone else.

        

      

      

      If we aren’t used to sharing information on a collaboration platform, we might start by facilitating a greater flow of information in live, synchronous conversations when we have more control over who we share information with (mainly, whoever is there), and where we don’t end up with a permanent record that results from communicating in writing.

      If we want more collaboration, we can start by asking for visibility of the work at a more superficial level (for example, task-level, event-level), then gradually build our ‘narration’ of the work to sharing the thinking and decision-making processes and wider pieces of work. Or we might decide that our competitive culture is just what drives our business forward, so we avoid setting up systems that are going to dampen that sharp edge.

      In any case, give consideration to the kind of space you are building and whether it fits your culture, or whether it’s going to help you to shift it to a more desirable one. As you can see, what can help a company grow in the right direction could have a negative effect in another.

      Identity and a sense of belonging

      One highly-specific function of a building is to separate the organisation from the outside world. When you enter a building as an employee, you know you belong to that place, and usually you know what role you are playing in it.

      When designing the digital workspace, we need to be thinking about that as well. Often, this is reflected in the way that intranets are designed. Intranets are not just customised to follow brand guidelines, but also to signal to employees that they are now ‘in company property’.

      At the team level, you can see this customisation in applications and online tools: in the way that folders are named, how they are organised, the background of project management boards, etc.

      So, especially if you are transitioning or putting a team ecosystem together for the first time, ask yourself:

      
        	How do we want people to feel when they enter the digital space?

        	What can we do to remind them of where and who they are in relation to that space?

      

      Something as simple as changing the background on a project board, or having a prominent image that is not the company logo, might create a greater sense of connection with the team. It really depends on where you want the locus of engagement to be (that is, what employees connect with, and feel attached to, in an organisation). Again, ask yourself:

      
        	Do we think people benefit from feeling like they belong to the team?

        	Do we prefer to remind them that they belong to the wider organisation?

      

      First impressions

      When designing a new office layout, a lot of thought goes into what people first see when they enter the space, and what it prompts them to do.

      At a simple level, the reception area is usually the first thing you encounter when you enter a building. That makes sense, because it’s what visitors are usually looking for, and no one wants them to get lost. But you could make the decision instead to have a prominent staff picture, or a monitor with examples of the company’s work, or one that displays a news channel, reflecting how important it is to stay up-to-date with what is going on in the world.

      Thinking along the same lines: what do you want your people to do, or even to think, when they log on to the digital workspace?

      
        
        Here’s an example that I came across on the Happy Melly podcast:1

        Zappos, the online shoe and clothing store, reminds its employees every day of the importance of being familiar with other employees in the company. When an employee logs onto their system at the beginning of the day, a picture of another person in the company pops up with the question, “Do you know who this person is?”, and five names from which to choose.

        If the employee doesn’t pick the right answer, the system tells them their colleague’s name and redirects them to that person’s profile, so that they can learn a little bit about them.

        Zappos is not a remote organisation. However, it is seeing the company grow and is deliberately fostering that sense of connection by making the most out of technology.

        This is a prime example of the need to pay attention to the digital space, even when your people are in the same building.

        

      

      Going back to the collaboration areas in the digital workspace, how you label them will encourage different kinds of behaviours and influence people’s relationship with the space. So it is worth giving some thought to how you name the groups, channels, boards, lists and so on – all those areas that make up a collaboration space.

      As the lines between physical and digital workspaces continue to blur and merge, we can use aspects from each environment to inform the evolution of the other – until it all becomes just ‘work’.

      Do we need to keep people together or apart?

      How we answer the following questions will depend on the nature of the work, and the size of the

      
        	Will teams benefit from having all their members together?

        	Will they benefit from individuals being able to move around the building, working independently and having access to members of other teams?

      

      
      
        	Do we need an online space where people can mingle?

        	Do we need spaces that belong only to a team, or even to a sub-team?

        	Do we need private spaces for individuals which are still online as part of our ecosystem, but where the content only belongs to one person?

      

      Not always together, or not always apart

      
      
      
      
        	Can you create a space online to act as an ‘attractor’? A place where people don’t necessarily go to interact with others, but where they might bump into them. For example, a section in your collaboration platform which holds the most recent news or updates.

        	Or somewhere that changes its design in a playful way every day, or even a few times during the day?

        	Or a platform where people go to when they need to have a chat with someone else?

      

      
      
      Serendipity in the digital workspace

      
      
      
        
        
        
        
        

      

      
      
      
      Carefully crafting your digital workspace

      
      
      
      
      Next steps

      
      
        	What is your culture like: is it competitive, collaborative or something in-between?

        	What is the use of the space encouraging?

        	How can you make the digital space unique to your organisation or team?

        	Do you have spaces where people can feel connected to each other, and spaces where they can feel they have sole ownership of their work?

        	Do you have places where people can meet and feel connected to other people through the work?
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      Leadership reflections
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