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    Book Abstract


    It's not unusual for startup entrepreneurs to fall victim to the "superhero syndrome" – to assume they have to do everything themselves. That might be necessary and helpful in the early days of an enterprise but if it goes on for too long, you end up becoming a choke point for ongoing growth – if you don't reach burnout first.


    The solution is to fire yourself and to build a virtual team to take over your tasks. This effectively involves just three steps:


    
      	Find:You have to find and hire a team of virtual workers you can trust


      	Train:You have to train those workers until you're happy with the work they do for you


      	Manage:You have to manage your team on an ongoing basis so they create value for you

    


    The end result of building a virtual team who do high-quality work you would otherwise do yourself is freedom. You can then set your own hours, do those big-picture tasks which generate the most added value and work on your business rather than solely in your business.


    “This is the blueprint you need to go from a stressed-out, overworked business owner to someone who is refocused and highly energized about all the new freedom you've amassed. You'll enjoy the prospect of building your business again instead of just running it. I'm going to restore all of that original enthusiasm and help you prepare for the next ten years of blossoming into the most successful entrepreneur you can be. And it will all result from the strategy of building and utilizing a virtual team to help you run, support and grow your business.”


    -Chris Ducker


    About the Author


    CHRIS DUCKER is an outsourcing expert and serial entrepreneur. He is the founder and CEO of three businesses – Live2Sell Group, a call center, Virtual Staff Finder, a recruitment company and a co-working space for startup entrepreneurs. He is also an experienced keynote speaker, blogger and podcaster. Chris Ducker has been featured in Entrepreneur Magazine, Forbes India and Rise to the Top. Mr. Ducker has more than twelve years’ experience working with virtual workers predominantly in the Philippines. He is a graduate of Merton College in London, United Kingdom.


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of Virtual Freedom (Chris Ducker)


    Find


    Finding and hiring virtual workers is not dissimilar to the process of doing the same for employees who will work in your office. The main differences tend to be in the mindset you need to bring to the job to be successful.


    The four key points to remember here are:


    
      	Understand the fundamentals


      	Create 3 lists


      	Make your local/global decision


      	Attract the right people

    


    Find. 1. Understand the fundamentals


    Before you start trying to assemble a virtual team, there are four principles you must understand:


    
      	
        Virtual workers are people, not a program.

        And therefore you'll get the most out of your virtual assistants (VA) if you treat them with the same respect you would a person who is working in your office. It's smart to understand the communication customs, cultural traditions and holidays of each of your VAs rather than expecting them to be available 24/7 every day of the year.

      


      	
        Put quality in to get quality out.

        In fact, the quality of the work any VA will do for you depends entirely on the quality of the instructions you give them. Give them jumbled and unclear instructions and it should come as no surprise they deliver poor results.

      


      	
        One size does not fit all.

        You'll find every VA you ever use has strengths and weaknesses. They won't admit that up-front so you'll have to tread carefully and figure it out for yourself. Match a specific VA to what you need done rather than expecting them to be able to do everything well.

      


      	
        Super-VA's don't exist, so stop looking.

        There is no single VA anywhere on the planet who can handle everything you do as well as you do things. Stop trying to find a virtual clone of yourself that you can turn everything over to and retire to the beach. Instead of trying to find that elusive super-VA, identify specific roles you need to fill and hire specialist VAs for each of those roles.

      

    


    That last point is critical. You wouldn't hire an electrician to fix a hole in your roof in the real world. The same holds true in the virtual world. As an entrepreneur or business owner, you fill many different roles. Don't fall into the trap of thinking there's a super-VA lurking out there who can do everything you do. That's not feasible.


    GVA


    A super-VA does not exist but what you should be looking for is a virtual sidekick – a general virtual assistant (GVA). Rather than wearing all the hats you do, your GVA will help run your business life and help you by taking over those time-draining repetitive tasks you dislike handling anyway. Think of your GVA as your business sidekick – in much the same way as Batman had Robin.


    “As entrepreneurs, time is our most valuable commodity. Money will come and go, but once you’ve invested your time into something, that time is gone forever. It stands to reason that if there are any actions we can take as business owners to free up more time in our daily routines, we should take them. Hiring and working with a GVA will help you do just that. Think of your GVA as a personal assistant (PA). Aside from bringing you a cup of coffee or picking up your dry cleaning, GVAs can do all the same tasks that an old-fashioned, in-office PA could handle.”


    -Chris Ducker


    Find. 2. Create three lists


    The first step towards virtual freedom is to figure out exactly what tasks you want freedom from. To do this, take a piece of paper and create three lists:


    
      	Tasks You Don't Like Doing (The stuff that drives you nuts)


      	Tasks You Don't Know How To Do (The stuff that you'd like to do)


      	Tasks You Shouldn't Be Doing (Necessary and time-consuming)

    


    As you put together those three lists, you're starting to figure out what kind of virtual workers you will need. You're also coming up with a list of all the activities which need to happen in order for your business to operate on a day-to-day basis.


    You can go through these lists and tag those activities which you love doing yourself and those you don't. That second category – the tasks which you don't like doing personally – are where you should start to be thinking about using virtual workers.


    “You now have a foundation of tasks that are easily delegated that will continue to grow over time, as they do for most entrepreneurs today—not only that, but through the 3 Lists to Freedom exercise you’ve deepened your understanding of yourself and the types of tasks you need to delegate. This is essential to your success.”


    -Chris Ducker


    Find. 3. Make your local / global decision


    One of the biggest questions when you consider building a virtual team is whether you should recruit VAs who are local or overseas. There are advantages and disadvantages to both approaches and the answer is never one-size-fits-all.


    The advantages of working with a local VA are:


    
      	You're in the same time zone so you can answer their questions quickly and keep them on track.


      	You have a VA who understands the concerns and requirements of your local customers.


      	You can get to know your VA in person and keep using them on more projects in the future.


      	A local VA will need less hand holding – they will just get what you're trying to do.


      	Customer support delivered by someone local is generally preferred by customers. They speak the same language and think the same way.


      	You'll know the culture and traditions of your VAs.

    


    The advantages of working with an overseas VA can also be quite appealing:


    
      	You can hire a well-qualified VA for a fraction of what it would cost to hire someone local.


      	Many VAs come from appealing cultures – like Filipinos who have a strong work ethic and are very outgoing people.


      	Overseas VAs are excellent when they can work by e-mail or on the phone using FAQ sheets and other materials you supply them. They will follow your instructions to the letter.


      	Some overseas VAs provide amazing customer service. They are a pleasure to deal with and go out of their way to provide outstanding support and service.


      	For many overseas based VAs, the money you pay them is their family's sole source of income. They will be incredibly loyal to you and work hard. If you continue to show appreciation by giving them periodic cash bonuses, they will reciprocate by going above and beyond the call of duty. That can be impressive for your customers.

    


    Find. 4. Attract the right people


    There are two approaches you can use to putting together a team of virtual workers:


    
      	Project-based – You put together a team to do one task or for a single project


      	Role-based – you hire part-time or full-time workers to fill a role on an ongoing basis

    


    Most people tend to start with VAs who come on board for a specific project and then transition to using those people in specific part-time or full-time roles. That way you get to know the VA on a low-risk basis.


    More than likely, you'll be hiring VAs to assist you with marketing and growing your business. Therefore, the most likely roles you'll be looking at filling are:


    
      	Web developer


      	Graphic designer


      	SEO specialist


      	Content writer


      	Video Editor


      	App developer

    


    To give some ballpark figures for filling these roles with Filipino virtual workers:


    
      	General virtual assistant (GVA) – an online personal assistant who helps keep everything organized and who manages your calendar and who checks in with the other team members. Expect to pay $500-$900 a month for a good GVA.


      	Web developer – who keeps your Website relevant, up-to-date and fully functional. Expect to pay around $600 to $1,500 a month for a good web developer.


      	Graphic designer – who will create logos, product images, marketing materials and more. Pay scale for an experienced graphic designer is around $600 to $1,500 a month.


      	Search engine optimization (SEO) specialist – who will be focused on increasing your rankings on all the most popular search engines. Pay scale:$600 to $1,000 a month.


      	Content writer – who will be generating the quality content which will attract attention for what you do or offer. Typically paid between $400 and $700 a month.


      	Video editor – who can take the raw video you generate and turn it into professional-grade video clips and other materials. Pay scale:Between $800 and $2,000 a month depending on services offered.


      	App developer – who will design and create mobile apps for you to a professional standard. Expect to pay an experienced app developer between $1,000 and $2,500 a month.

    


    There are a wide range of options for finding virtual workers. The most commonly used are:


    
      	You can engage an outsourcing company to do this for you – although this is expensive.


      	Use job-posting websites – like Elance.com, oDesk.com or Craigslist.org.


      	Go to the freelancer websites – such as Freelancer.com, Guru.com or Fiverr.com.


      	Use a virtual assistant recruiting service – for example VirtualStaffFinder.com.

    


    It's important as you start looking for virtual workers that you put together good job descriptions. Specify:


    
      	The job title and whether it's full-or part-time.


      	Working time zone requirements.


      	Particular skills this role will require.


      	Daily reporting and accountability requirements.


      	Compensation package.


      	Daily work expectations.


      	Recurring weekly or quarterly tasks.


      	Future tasks and skills which will be required.

    


    Train


    Training your virtual staff so they understand exactly what you want them to deliver is absolutely essential to making this a productive tool for your business. You need to approach this strategically and tactically. The four keys to success are:


    
      	Look in the mirror first


      	Develop great training tools


      	Best practices and curveballs


      	Focus on your high-level priorities

    


    Train. 1. Look in the mirror first


    The first person you need to train on how to make best use of virtual workers is yourself. It's amazing how many business managers hire VAs, give them no training whatsoever and then complain they didn't do a good job. Remember, you're the one with the vision but it counts for little unless you share.


    Before you hire someone as a virtual worker, pause and do three things:


    
      	
        Define the role you want them to fill – write out a job description. One of the keys of success is to hire for the role, not the task. Accordingly, before you hire someone, set out in writing:

        
          	What are the core roles you want this VA to fill?


          	What skills or traits will the VA need to have in order to properly do that?


          	How will you measure whether or not they are successful in this role?

        


        It might be helpful to go back to your three lists and to use those lists to clarify the roles you're trying to fill here. Expand that job description you've already started writing and get everything down on paper. Clear out any ambiguities and clashes that you can see.

      


      	
        Set clear expectations – and make sure you communicate those to your VA. Tell them:

        
          	When and how they will be paid. (Weekly, biweekly, monthly, at project completion, etc.)


          	How much you will pay.


          	How you will track progress.


          	What kind of response times you expect when you e-mail them.


          	What you will do if the work does not meet your standards.

        

      


      	
        Train rather than assume – in fact, don't assume anything ever when it comes to VAs. Work on the basis they have common sense but need to be taught how you want the work to be done. Give them clear and concise instructions about what's expected. And never, ever assume:

        
          	If the VA doesn't know something, they will ask for help. – It won't happen. They will be too busy trying to impress you to do that, even if it would save lots of time.


          	The VA will never define the phrase "a reasonable amount of time" the same way you do – They just won't. You need to define precisely how much time they should spend on a task before moving on. One hour? Four hours? An entire day? They won't be able to read your mind so clear things up in advance.

        


        “The Internet has enabled us not only to do business from a distance, but also to capitalize on an avalanche of global talent that was previously inaccessible. Sure, there are some downfalls to working with virtual staff, such as different time zones, the inability to meet in person regularly, and the potential of cultural differences, but when handled


        

        

        
      

    


    Train. 2. Develop great training tools


    

    
      	
        Written materials – you send your new virtual worker an e-mail with the job description and clear and concise instructions. You also provide any necessary file transfers and software they will need. It's a good idea to set out your instructions:

        
          	Using lots of bullet points.


          	With important points being highlighted or placed in a separate folder.


          	With loads of good examples for them to learn from. (Use screenshots, links, attachments and so on to give them good examples.)

        

      


      	
        Audio recordings – where you sit down and dictate your instructions. You can do this on your smartphone or laptop and send them your audio file. Just remember to:

        
          	Be clear and concise rather than rambling.


          	Have just one task per recording. Don't confuse things by having instructions on multiple tasks lumped together. It's too hard to track results.


          	Label your audio files clearly so you and your VA can search for it and find it later.


          	Save your recordings. These can be reused to train different VAs over and over again.


          	Take advantage of the audio training tools which are available at Skype and elsewhere.

        

      


      	
        Video clips and materials – where you record yourself giving instructions and incorporate screencasts and other materials. The advantages of video training materials are:

        
          	You build rapport with your VAs because they see you in action.


          	You can do the training at a time that suits you and they can watch it at a time that suits them. No need to sync schedules.


          	You create a vault of training material you can reuse in the future. This is especially helpful for repetitive tasks.


          	Videos are a lot of fun to produce. You can let your creativity run wild.

        

      

    


    

    
      	Camtasia (Techsmith.com/camtasia)


      	Jing (Techsmith.com/jing)


      	Screenflow (Telestream.net/ScreenFlow)

    


    

    Train. 3. Best practices and curveballs


    

    
      	Identify and tag clearly repetitive tasks – those which you will want your VA to be doing again and again. Create simple processes for these tasks and clarify that you don't want them to reinvent the wheel over and over. Make sure your VAs know they will do these tasks repeatedly using set processes.


      	Create cheat sheets for your VAs to use – shortcuts, protocols, standard operating procedures and pretty much anything you can come up with to simplify things. Make it clear they don't have to figure out their own solutions but should use yours. Your cheat sheets should state:"If that happens, then this needs to happen." Make it easy for your VA to cut to the chase and do what you want to be happening in repetitive situations.


      	Throw your VA some curveballs – let them handle some tricky situations using their own initiative and see what they come up with. Experience is a great teacher. Give them some hands-on experience in handling problems and they should be able to handle more straightforward inquiries easily and efficiently. Tell them if they point out a problem to you, they should also be in the habit of suggesting a potential solution as well. Empower them to figure things out on their own without going overboard.

    


    Train. 4. Focus on high-level priorities


    

    

    

    

    
      	Clearly defined needs and goals – unless you have these, a VA will just be another cost to your business you have to micromanage. You need to get your virtual workers working independently.


      	Training – you have to get your VA trained so he or she does work you can use. Your virtual workers will have skills but you need to train them on how you want things done.


      	Focus on high-level priorities – if you free up your time by using VAs, you need to use that time on high-level priorities. There's no point spending money to free up your time so you can go to the beach and do nothing.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Don't be a virtual micromanager


      	Run revolving tasks and projects


      	Set up good reporting systems


      	Always be building your virtual team

    


    Manage. 1. Don't be a virtual micromanager


    

    

    
      	Always set clear objectives – so there's no confusion about what's required of VAs


      	Give your VAs examples of what you're after – so they have a clear-cut target to aim for


      	Establish benchmarks and checkpoints – where you want to see their progress


      	Give your VAs the freedom to do their job without you looking over their shoulder

    


    

    
      	Your VAs probably won't get everything right first time around. That's to be expected. Treat the first time through as a discovery process and move forward from there.


      	Even if your VA has lots of creative ideas, your job as manager is to give direction and clarify your objectives. Share what you're trying to achieve frequently and clearly. Explain how you will measure results. That's what managers do.


      	If you break big projects down into chunks, you can then check-in with your VAs as each chunk is completed. That's a good approach.


      	Craft the way you manage to the role each virtual worker is filling. For example:

        
          	Check in with your GVA at least twice a week. Give them the tools they need to succeed. Pay them at least biweekly so they stay interested.


          	Give web designers loads of examples of websites you like and keep them focused on the user experience.


          	Share with graphic designers fonts that impress you and loads of examples of what you're after.


          	Ask your SEO specialist for a strategy they propose and then use site analytics to determine whether you're heading in the right direction.


          	Outline in bullet points the main points you want your content writers to cover. Be comfortable working with multiple content writers.


          	Get into a good routine with your video editor so you can generate quality material without needing to reinvent the wheel again and again.


          	Hire an app developer you like and get them focused on developing an app that does one thing very well.

        


        

        
      

    


    Manage. 2. Run revolving tasks and projects


    

    
      	
        Revolving Tasks

        
          	Social media updates


          	Filtering email


          	Keyword research


          	Managing schedules


          	Writing articles


          	Organizing files


          	Checking voicemail

        

      


      	
        Projects

        
          	Promotional tours


          	Launch new website


          	Organize live events


          	Arrange speakers


          	Research ideas


          	Do customer survey


          	A/B test landing page

        

      

    


    

    

    

    

    
      	Basecamp.com – where you can consolidate everything on a single page. Each person's calendar can be synced so you see what people are working on. You can also share files and more.


      	Asana.com – which is very good for milestones, priorities and due dates. You can use Asana to send everyone reminder messages on their smartphones.


      	TeamworkPM.net – which has very good privacy capabilities. Team members and messages can be categorized for easy searching.


      	HiveDesk.com – which is great for assigning tasks to VAs and then tracking their feedback and results.

    


    

    Manage. 3. Set up good reporting systems


    

    

    
      	What did you accomplish today?


      	Is there anything you need help with or have questions about?


      	Do you have any suggestions on what we could be doing better?

    


    

    

    

    
      	Pay them what they're worth – rather than the least you possibly can. Don't expect an overseas VA to do more work in a month than a typical nine-to-five employee and get paid $250. Do some homework about what workers in that country would typically be paid and then be generous.


      	Always pay on time – twice a month is about right. Many home-based workers will have family commitments like putting siblings through college or taking care of extended family. Paying on time will make them oyal to you.


      	Treat your VAs with respect – as if they were sitting in your office. They're virtual assistants, not slaves. Good virtual workers can be a much valued part of your team.


      	Evaluate your VAs regularly – at least every twelve months. Talk about their job performance and where they need to focus on improving. They will appreciate the feedback. Also, if they're doing more, start paying them more.


      	Pay your VAs holiday pay – even if strictly speaking you aren't required to. Familiarize yourself with the holidays in the country where they live and follow local customs. They will be appreciative and loyal if you do that. Perhaps budget an extra month's compensation to be paid to them every year for holiday pay.


      	Consider offering your virtual workers health insurance – perhaps as a bonus or an additional perk for outstanding work. It's usually not all that expensive and if you do this, you will signal that you're an A-grade employer.

    


    

    
      	Vouchers for iTunes credits.


      	Flowers or chocolates on their birthdays.


      	Overnight stays in local hotels.


      	Baby clothes for their newborns.


      	Gift certificates for restaurants.


      	Books or other reading materials.

        

        
      

    


    Manage. 4. Always be team building


    

    

    

    
      	Find good people.


      	Hire them for projects to test their capabilities.


      	Decide when to transition them to full-time work.


      	Make certain they fit in with the rest of the team.


      	Keep moving more of your tasks to your virtual team.

    


    

    

    
      	Set a challenging company goal – and offer some enticing rewards for everyone who participates in achieving that goal. This might be a sales goal, a calendar goal or loyalty benchmarks. When everyone works towards a common goal and shares in the spoils, team dynamics deepen.


      	Meet everyone in person – through online services like GoToMeeting or through Skype, Google+ Hangouts or other services. If you hold regular online team meetings where everyone has the chance to chat with each other, team spirit will increase. You can hold these virtual get togethers weekly, monthly or at whatever interval makes sense.


      	
        Set up a social network for your team – so everyone can access the same materials and collaborate. There are loads of free ways to do this:

        
          	Set up a private Facebook group.


          	Start a LinkedIn group.


          	Organize a Google+ Community.


          	Use Yammer.com.


          	Launch your own digital community at Ning.com.


          	Create a BuddyPress social networking site.

        

      


      	Consider hiring some virtual project managers – who will go off and form smaller project teams to do specific tasks and projects. You might promote your GVA into the virtual project manager role or recruit elsewhere. You use a virtual project manager to run growth projects for your business so you can stay focused on big-picture issues. They help you take your business to the next level. Give your virtual program manager a budget to work with and let them go to work building their own project team.

    


    

    

    

    

    
      	Researching – what kind of blog posts, videos, podcasts and so on will draw attention to your products and services. Have them use the Google Keyword Tool and Google Trends to identify what people are looking for that you can provide.


      	Creating and publishing new content – which helps people solve real problems. Take your material and publish it as a white paper or an e-book and also make it into video clips. Create content you can sell as an e-book on Amazon and post on YouTube.


      	Promoting your content – through Facebook, Twitter, Google+, etc. Share your material on LinkedIn and have your content bookmarked on StumbleUpon, Digg and Reddit. Post images of your content on Pintrest and Flickr. Spread the word.


      	
        Optimizing your content – taking the content you have and reformatting it into fresh blog posts, podcasts, videos, blog comments, infographics, PowerPoints, etc.
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