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Take-Aways
	The post-COVID world of work may be permanently different than the pre-COVID world. 
	The pandemic showed that change happens rapidly and people can collaborate virtually.
	Remote and hybrid team members have autonomy, but must perform.
	People take habitual, ingrained ideas about work for granted.
	Determine what blend of hybrid and remote work fits your culture and goals.
	Pay attention to four dimensions of digital communications: “social, operational, conversational and speed.”
	Define performance and cultural expectations for remote or hybrid teams. 
	Collaboratively establish a team charter to clarify desirable and undesirable performance.
	Three skills make or break a hybrid team’s leader: digital literacy, delegation and coaching. 
	Give your team members structure and routine.


Recommendation
The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted traditional work as lockdowns impelled businesses to shift to remote, virtual work environments. Now, Australian consultants Alison Hill and Darren Hill report, the post-COVID work world may be changed forever. They recount how their firm, Pragmatic Thinking, faced this challenge and share their experience and wisdom. They argue that “work from anywhere” (WFA) could be as disruptive as the invention of the personal computer. They discuss how to maintain your corporate culture, manage dispersed teams and lead in a hybrid workspace.

Summary
The post-COVID world of work may be permanently different than the pre-COVID world. 
Twitter, Facebook, Shopify and Stripe, among other companies, have enacted policies to allow people to work from anywhere. Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey, for example, announced a permanent policy allowing employees to decide for themselves where and how to work. Back in 2020, Tata Consultancy Services committed to remote work for 75% of its workforce of 500,000 people.
Stanford University’s research in the summer of 2020 showed that only 26% of the US labor force worked on a company’s premises, compared to 42% working full-time from home.
“A new work order…will render obsolete age-old concepts such as location dependency; defined and fixed working hours; high-touch governance; and presenteeism as a prerequisite to optimal productivity.” (Tata Consultancy Services)

The authors’ company, Pragmatic Thinking, an Australian consultancy specializing in culture and team motivation, faced an existential threat when Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison instituted pandemic containment measures. However, the firm quickly transformed its operations to hybrid teamwork, with some members working together in a single location and others working from anywhere (WFA) or with individuals splitting their time between remote and onsite work. 
The pandemic showed that change happens rapidly and people can collaborate virtually.
The pandemic demonstrated that people can grasp the potential of remote work quickly and figure out how to make it function, even in the face of corporate policies that previously mitigated against it. Historically, managers were reluctant to allow working from anywhere other than the office base. Even Pragmatic Thinking managers resisted employee requests to do so, on the grounds that such requests focused on personal comfort and that granting them could undermine the collective culture. Leaders must believe WFA is an achievable, worthwhile and desirable goal. They must remain open to experimentation to attain it, including learning from their mistakes. 
“Core principles, such as conflict of interest, corporate citizenship and confidentiality, among others, are what good business decision-making is built on.”

Begin by developing a WFA philosophy that defines your approach to working successfully in a remote or hybrid environment. Many companies have historically made culture their top priority, but WFA success requires focusing on performance.
History offers a long list of companies with great cultures that went bust because they underperformed. However, different companies measure performance in diverse ways. The appropriate metric for your firm could be market share, revenue or new customers. Identify the factors that drive performance at your company and anchor your culture to the appropriate metrics.
Remote and hybrid team members have autonomy, but must perform.
Having autonomy does not mean remote team members can do as they please. It means people enjoy latitude regarding how and where they work. WFA allows people to change their work styles to include, for example, stand-up desks, periodic yoga stretches, taking breaks at a café or making phone calls in a park.
“Performance, culture and autonomy are equally important.”

Focusing on culture and autonomy without an equivalent focus on performance impedes team members from ascertaining whether they are succeeding.Focusing only on performance and autonomy without the context of corporate culture turns team members into independent contractors and probably leads to eventual outsourcing. Focusing on performance and culture without giving workers autonomy harkens back to restrictive office environments. Robbing people of autonomy undermines their motivation, creativity and innovation and turns employees into conformists.
People take habitual, ingrained ideas about work for granted.
Employees must redefine their working lives when they suddenly lack the routine support an office provides – including meeting rooms, supply cabinets and informal chats with colleagues over coffee. 
As the pandemic took hold, Pragmatic Thinking lost 90% of its revenue almost overnight. Its team members felt uneasy about rapidly shifting to working from anywhere, including working from home. Inculcating the sense among employees that they were embarking on a new, shared adventure inspired higher levels of energy and motivation, but sustaining that energy required extra effort. 
“New ventures create energy – energy that is harnessed into motivation.”

The fundamental question for each employee is, “What do you want work to be?” The customary way of working in an office had its disadvantages. In some businesses, such as hospitality and health care, most people may still have to carry out their jobs on site. But even in these businesses, some jobs or elements of jobs accommodate remote work. For instance, a manufacturing plant manager can prepare schedules or order materials while off site.
Determine what blend of hybrid and remote work fits your culture and goals.
Managers leaning toward a hybrid work environment should ask their team members what blend most suits their responsibilities and culture. Identify which elements of their work can thrive while working from anywhere, and when, why and how often the team should assemble in person. As these discussions and tests unfold, mistakes will be part of the learning process, so don’t wait for complete clarity before acting.
Catalyzing major change doesn’t need the impetus of a global pandemic. Other potential catalysts might be changes in leadership, regulations, consumer preferences or budgets. Even before the pandemic, many organizations had adopted WFA. These early adopters ignored the skeptics and succeeded as the COVID experience debunked the idea that WFA is unworkable.
“For some, the gains of increased productivity and a greater connection to family are aspects of this way of working they will not be eager to give up.”

Before transitioning to WFA, make sure your team members have what they need to work and communicate. This may mean investing in laptops and other devices or re-arranging work spaces. Videoconferencing is the contemporary standard, so everyone will need a reliable, high-quality internet connection. Look into ways to give your workers higher internet speed. Be aware of the effects of lighting, line of sight and audio quality when videoconferencing.
In the first phase of WFA, employee motivation increases and adrenaline pumps, but this surge of energy won’t last. The inevitable end of the honeymoon doesn’t mean your transition to remote work has failed. At this point, consider the original purpose for making the transition, talk with your team members about how it’s going for them and identify steps to take for improvement.
Pay attention to four dimensions of digital communications: “social, operational, conversational and speed.”
Heed these variations in digital communication and master all four:
	Social – Engagement is elementary to team building and teamwork. Suggest that everyone in a video conference should keep his or her video turned on to facilitate reading other peoples’ nonverbal cues. Keeping all microphones unmuted allows for the free flow of conversation, even though it requires minimizing interruptions and background noise.
	Operational – Whiteboards prove impractical in a WFA setting, but numerous software tools – such as Monday.com, Trello and Jira – can replace them.
	Conversational – The right software, such as Slack or Microsoft Teams, enables casual conversations similar to those in an office environment.
	Speed – Build communication channels your team can use under specific circumstances. Sometimes a simple text message will work, but reserve one channel for urgent communications. Make sure everyone knows how and when to use each channel. 

Define performance and cultural expectations for remote or hybrid teams. 
Corporate surveys indicate that most CFOs intend to make remote work permanent and almost half of workers prefer a hybrid model that combines working from home with working in an office. When leaders acknowledge these findings and accept WFA as a permanent strategy across industries, they understand that it requires new managerial tools. Some office policies suit remote and hybrid work, but others don’t – in the same way a socket wrench from a non-metric set might occasionally work on a metric nut, but not very well.
Mapping your cultural and performance expectations for your remote or hybrid team helps you detect when things go off course and decide how to move ahead. Once teams are working remotely, assess – and, if needed, change – how they connect, what technology they use, and how they regard performance, culture and personnel.
“The adventure into becoming a world-class hybrid team requires not only a new way of working, but also a new way of leading.”

Make your expectations clear. For example, your ground rules for team members’ performance could include shortening the time it takes for you and your team members to respond to each other and requiring an answer to every communication, even if only with an emoji. Team members should share successful methods to improve morale and demonstrate progress.
Automatic, an online company, has a globally distributed team with 1,200 members, and has never had a head office. The company’s CEO Matt Mullenweg uses a five-level model to describe remote work. The first level is a toe in the water and the fifth level is a fully deployed work-from-anywhere team.
Collaboratively establish a team charter to clarify desirable and undesirable performance.
People are more likely to buy into a team charter when they contribute to it. Demonstrate your team’s standards in action and communicate them clearly. If team members don’t meet an agreed-upon standard, address the shortfall immediately. 
In today’s environment of constant change, team success requires growth mind-sets. Are your people oriented toward discussing solutions or frustrations? That is a clue to their mind-sets. Numerous tools, such as cognitive re-framing – looking at an issue from a different perspective – can help open fixed mind-sets to a growth-oriented way of thinking.
“The ultimate question that…business owners need to be asking – that you need to be asking – is, ‘Do I have the right set of tools for the job?”

Accept that roadblocks such as perfectionism, procrastination and pessimism will occur, and you’ll have to deal with them. Feedback is essential to performance and remote work success, so hold scheduled feedback sessions and formal conversations, such as quarterly reviews. With co-location, unplanned feedback typically accounts for four-fifths of feedback. These spontaneous and informal chats are, of course, less feasible under WFA. Focus feedback conversations on the behavior, not the person. Be specific and refer to things other team members actually do, such as being the first online for a videoconference, rather than referring generally to “punctuality.”
Three skills make or break a hybrid team’s leader: digital literacy, delegation and coaching. 
Team leaders must champion relevant tools, use digital technology effectively and make sure their team members do as well. Remote work demands a higher standard of communication because it carries more opportunities for miscommunication and misunderstanding.
“To keep progressing, you need a charted course of direction or a map to come back to.”

Coaching conversations work. For example, leaders who delegate and communicate well can create an atmosphere of trust and inspire their teams to work more efficiently and effectively. Supervising and micromanaging as in a traditional office environment tend to be ineffective with WFA. Ask team members what they need, what they are trying to achieve, what is working well and what is not. Use supportive leadership to build team confidence. Avoiding difficult conversations is easier in WFA than in the traditional work environment. But innovation and collaboration decline if leaders fail to acknowledge or meet challenges.
Give your team members structure and routine.
Business rituals that can continue to operate in a remote or hybrid environment include self-coaching, establishing work zones, dressing for work, setting a morning routine and separating work from downtime by building in transition time or pointedly signaling the end of the workday.
“Working from anywhere…increases energy and increases connection to work, but only if you find the rhythms that work for you and your team.”

Collaboration, which is habitual in an office, may suffer under a WFA arrangement, so build in robust structures to support it. To minimize miscommunication, the best hybrid teams share stories and regularly touch base. Furthering connection nourishes employee mental health. 
“Rhythms and rituals” contribute to better performance. In a traditional work environment, meetings and even birthday celebrations happen on schedule, almost automatically. Find ways to hold these important rituals virtually to enhance team chemistry and employee satisfaction.

About the Authors
Alison Hill and Darren Hill founded the Australian strategy company Pragmatic Thinking. They also wrote Dealing with the Tough Stuff along with Sean Richardson.
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