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Virtual Teams: Work/Life Challenges - Keeping Remote Employees Engaged

Abstract

Remotely located employees are quickly becoming a norm in the modern workplace in response to
evidence that telecommuters save on costs and produce more efficiently. There are many intangible
benefits also felt with the increasing prevalence of remote employees. Telecommuters are more satisfied
with their work/life balance and report lower rates of job burnout. Though there are also many well-
identified setbacks remotely located managers and employees may face. Employers see the most
success with telecommuting by first recruiting the people best fit to fill these remote roles. However, the
process of developing remote employees is a process that requires constant monitoring. The purpose of
this paper is to identify the best practices being used by companies to keep remote employees engaged
while simultaneously avoiding burnout.
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VIRTUAL TEAMS: WORK/LIFE CHALLENGES - KEEPING REMOTE EMPLOYEES
ENGAGED

Kirsten Sundin, American Express Graduate Research Assistant for CAHRS

Remotely located employees are quickly becoming a norm in the modern workplace in response to
evidence that telecommuters save on costs and produce more efficiently. There are many
intangible benefits also felt with the increasing prevalence of remote employees. Telecommuters
are more satisfied with their work/life balance and report lower rates of job burnout. Though there
are also many well-identified setbacks remotely located managers and employees may face.
Employers see the most success with telecommuting by first recruiting the people best fit to fill
these remote roles. However, the process of developing remote employees is a process that
requires constant monitoring. The purpose of this paper is to identify the best practices being used
by companies to keep remote employees engaged while simultaneously avoiding burnout.

Telecommuting

As little research focuses solely on the relationship between whole virtual teams and the idea of
engagement, this paper will focus on the closely related link between individual virtual team
members and their feelings of engagement. Remotely located team members are more and more
often a reality of workplace teams both globally and locally as telecommuting becomes a common
answer to budgetary problems in a challenging economy and work/life balance issues that have
long been a concern of Human Resource managers (Derven, 2007; Madsen, 2003). Estimates of
cost savings begin at least at $2,000 per employee (Hewitt, 2008) and range to IBM’s estimation of
$100 million per year as a result of its 42% remotely located workforce (Mulki, Bardhi, Lassk, &
Nanavaty-Dahl, 2009). In addition to a savings in the tangible costs associated with working
remotely telecommuters do not use a workspace or amenities and create less commute-related
pollution and for which companies and tax payers have traditionally incurred a financial burden
(Flemming, 1991).

Remote employees generally report a high degree of satisfaction with telecommuting, including
greater work/life flexibility. In addition, they report being able to more quickly master new
technologies used in daily work (Golden, 2006). In general, remotely located employers report less
absenteeism, turnover and effects of job burnout (Flemming, 1991). Estimates suggest that
telecommuters can be 20% more productive than traditional employees (Schepp & Schepp, 1995).

In reaction to the vast returns a company and an employee can see, telecommuter work grew over
20% between 2005 and 2006. At least a quarter of the world’s workforce (878 Million workers) is
estimated to consist of mobile employees (Cisco, 2007). Responding to this rapid growth,
companies are assessing whether telecommuting is a good idea for a wide variety of employees.

While the benefits and cost savings of telecommuting can be vast, there are also many well-
identified drawbacks, including a deep feeling of isolation and long hours (Schepp & Schepp, 1995).
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The purpose of this paper is to identify the best practices being used by companies to keep remote
employees engaged while simultaneously avoiding burnout.

Managing

Core Competencies

When implementing telework, emphasis should be placed on recruiting the right people (Snell,
2009). Employees well-suited for telework have a strong balance between technical knowledge
and social skills. They are adaptable, well organized, and flexible. Their psychological profile is
characterized by low levels of neuroticism, resilience, extroversion, and self-confidence. Further,
they are always open to new experiences and opportunities to socialize (Conlin, 2009) and are
highly self-motivated (Cisco, 2007).

Despite their prevalence, a Blessing White survey of 898 executives found that 37% of managers
found managing global teams very difficult (Newsline, 2006). Telecommuters require a very
different style from managers. They require much more time than the traditional employee to
produce a similar level of engagement (Cisco, 2007). However, many of the competencies needed
by managers in virtual and local settings are very similar. For example, Whitford (2009) found that
transformational and visionary leadership produced the same levels of engagement from local and
distance employees.

Just as core competencies have been identified for telecommuters, businesses are focusing on the
leadership qualities remote managers must possess to be successful. Managers must be organized.
Often agendas for meetings and work planning become the basis for daily interaction. One manager
at Pfizer Global Pharmaceuticals uses a “check-in process” to solicit a statement from his employees
and assess daily where they stand in progress towards their goals and how they feel about their
current projects (Derven, 2007).

Always Connected

But first and foremost managers must be effective communicators. The communication is different,
to be sure, but new norms develop even with those not familiar with the technologies. They must
be skilled at relationship building. Short but frequent contacts are required to keep remote
employees abreast of daily happenings - effectively replacing the small interactions that would
traditionally happen in the hallway or in the lunch room. Replicating these instances of informal
learning is a major identified drawback of remote managers (Kerber, 2004). Distance leaders
become responsible for communicating the company culture to remote employees (Derven, 2007).

Short, frequent communications with purpose help remote employees to feel connected and
included (Janove, 2004). A manager should make a special point to acknowledge the contributions
of remote employees. Informal feedback also becomes critical in engagement (Linkow, 2008).
They must know that their work is being noticed and is critical to the group effort (Derven, 2007).
Managers must make time for personal interaction, especially if it is done virtually, to compensate
for the impersonal means of communication (Newsline, 2006). During these points of contact it is
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important for managers to always make themselves available for contact from remote employees
(Gerke, 2006). Without a strong connection to their manager, employees can feel isolated or
develop closer connections with a frequent customers, which can lead them to lose their focus on
the company’s main goals and strategic objectives.

Assessment

In a virtual environment trust can be very hard to gain. Managers must keep their commitments to
remote employees. Frequent rescheduling or lack of response to questions will very quickly create
disengagement and distrust (Gerke, 2006).

Performance management is most effective when management and employees agree on how
performance will be assessed and measured (Linkow, 2008). Managing via technology can become
demanding, but when a remotely-located employee is clear on their manager’s expectations and
confident on how they will be assessed, teleworkers will fully enjoy the benefits telecommuting can
offer (Cisco, 2007). Managers can facilitate the process by maintaining consistency in their
communications and actions towards remote employees.

Trust

Unfortunately the virtual employment relationship produces less inherent trust than exists
between a traditional manager and employee (Merriman, Schmidt, & Dunlap-Hinkler, 2007).
Remote employees are most productive when allowed to self-manage. They thrive when trusted to
perform their job well (Cisco, 2007). Trust goes hand-in-hand with greater decision-making
responsibilities and greater autonomy can help foster creativity in remote employees (Derven,
2007). Though leaders sometimes find this the most difficult part of remote management.
Software-enabled monitoring as detailed as real-time long-on/log-off systems exist and are
available to managers who worry about security risks and the data that is being transferred outside
of a company’s intranet. However, enabling this type of control can lead to a temptation to “look
over the shoulder” of remote employees. Research suggests that while some means of technical
accountability may be good, this type of rigid structure is detrimental to employee motivation and
productivity (Newsline, 2007; HR Magazine, 2005; “PC remote control”, 2007). Managers are
challenged to find a balance between people and the task at hand - between the two extremes of
micro managing and allowing too much distance (Derven, 2007).

Communication

Communication within the company as a whole, beyond just one’s manager, is very important to
keeping remote employees engaged.

Feeling Connected

Mentors can help keep a remote employee from falling into the psychological traps that can
accompany working alone. Often employees who report low feelings of engagement experience
little team support behind their contributions (Cisco, 2007).

83



Social networking has become a popular way for employees to feel more engaged with local
employees. Internal social networks are used for building a sense of personal community between
remote employees but can also offer a convenient tool in the way of professional knowledge
information sharing. LinkedIn, Facebook, and even MySpace groups on the internet have also
become popular ways for employees to connect with one another. Currently 65% of professionals
report that they engage in social networking and 52% of companies report that their motivation in
encouraging social networking is specifically to keep local and remote employees engaged. Internal
blogs and Podcasting (especially from top leaders) have also become popular as a form of
communicating the goals and expectations of upper management (Newsline, 2007, “65% of
business professionals”).

Means of Communication

[t can be difficult to maintain a strong trust between company and telecommuter without frequent
access to reliable communication. Companies must provide adequate connections to the “office” for
remote employees to be a productive member of the virtual team (Linkow, 2008). Access to audio
conference features, e-mail, and telephone are crucial, and communication over these tools must
always be as seamless as possible. Virtual communication is impersonal by nature and can be
easily misinterpreted, and there is large room for error in the interpretation of e-mail. The phone
remains the most frequently used and effective communication tool for remote employees (Cisco,
2007).

Competencies of the Company

Managers are best able to interact with remote employees in a decentralized system. This
improves the line manager’s ability to manage (Snell, 2009) with the leeway to tailor
communications and goals to the individual employee. The company culture must foster enough
trust to allow employees to make autonomous decisions (Cisco, 2007). Empowered employees with
the ability to manage their own careers will exhibit the highest levels of engagement (Snell, 2009).

Avoiding Burnout

While growth in virtual employment suggests that the benefits outweigh the costs, it is important to
note one of the most frequent pitfalls of remote work: burnout (Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De
Witte, & Lens, 2008). Burnout from local and remote employees is a serious issue. It can lead to
extreme absenteeism, substance abuse, and stress-related health problems (Thomas, 2007).

Telecommuting is sometimes seen as a remedy for traditional employee job burnout. However,
remote employees can develop burnout stress from entirely new sources. They report strong
feeling of isolation from the company and co-workers. They feel they miss a team connection and
their motivation can suffer as a result (Zhang, 2008). This stems from a lack of casual and personal
conversations often experienced during breaks in the traditional office work day.

Some remote employees complain that they are promoted more slowly or passed over for
advancement opportunities, or at least report that their work is not valued (Schepp & Schepp,
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1995). Employees also frequently report difficulty in drawing clear boundaries between their work
and personal life. Remote employees are often busy outside of normal 9-5 working hours due to
issues with time-zones (Thomas, 2007). Some teleworkers report having a hard time drawing lines
between family and work commitments when they are physically in the same place. Managers
must focus on helping remote employees to set priorities and frequent breaks (Mulki et al., 2009).

Recommendations

The difficulties remote employees face are serious. There is research supporting both the positive
and negative effects telework can have on family/work conflict (Madsen, 2003) (Linkow, 2008).
However, some management difficulties may stem from general teamwork, locally or virtually
located (Gerke, 2006). Research also supports the idea that with active management many of these
difficulties are easily avoided. The opportunities for very positive increases in productivity and job
satisfaction can be realized through effective management (Cisco, 2007). Today, the most effective
way to accomplish these goals is through constant, consistent communication and virtual
networking. When a remote employee is in constant virtual connection with their team, they are
more likely to be committed to the team’s goals (Kerber, 2004). Remote employees are more
committed to their own goals through interactive coaching from managers. Managers are also
responsible for creating a virtual environment that replicates the informal professional
development the company would provide (Kurland, 2002).

Telecommuting will continue to grow in its many forms. The key to benefitting fully from the
advantages of the practice and avoiding burnout is to maintain employee engagement (Kurland,
2002). Personal communication and recognition of accomplished goals are of utmost importance
(Whitford & Moss, 2009). With a constant stream of communication and information from a
dedicated manager, remote employees can reach their maximum potential.
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Table 1:

Core Competencies
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manage in telecommuting environments involve clan strategies: fostering synergy, replicating
informal learning, creating opportunities for interpersonal networking, and professionally
developing out-of-sight employees. These challenges affect telecommuters' professional
development opportunities, which in turn heighten their perceived professional isolation.

Linkow, P. R. (2008). Meeting the challenges of a dispersed workforce: Managing across
language, culture, time, and location. Retrieved March 12, 2010 from The Conference
Board.

Abstract: The Conference Board established the Research Working Group on Managing Distant
Workforce to explore the organizational, managerial, and individual challenges of managing across
different languages, cultures, time zones, and locations and to identify effective approaches for
addressing those challenges. To do so, managers and employees in five companies—Bechtel,
DuPont de Nemours International, Eli Lilly, Target Sourcing Services/AMC, and Sybase—were
surveyed. To elaborate on some of the issues raised by the survey and to better understand how top
managers are addressing them, a small number of interviews and focus groups were conducted
with high performing distance managers and their teams. The findings are grouped under seven
headings: The Payoff from Effective Distance Management; The Competencies of Effective Distance
Managers; Selecting and Developing Employees for Distance Work; Managing Across Differences in
Languages, Cultures, and Time Zones; Managing Relationships and Connections; Evaluating
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Distance Employees; Building Distance Teams; and Developing Distance Managers. The final section
includes ten action steps based on the findings.

Madsen, S.R. (2003). Work and family conflict can: Can home based teleworking make a
difference? Human Resource Development Quarterly, 14 (1), p35-58.

Abstract: A key issue in HRD is to identify and determine factors that influence the
performance of employees and organizations. Two possible factors are the initiation

of teleworking and the reduction of work-family conflict. The purpose of this survey
questionnaire study was to investigate the differences in work-family conflict between full-
time worksite employees and full-time employees (individuals who worked from home at
least two days per week). Two hundred and twenty-one usable surveys were returned
from full-time teleworkers and nonteleworkers in seven corporate organizations. The
findings indicate that teleworkers had lower levels of various dimensions of work-

family conflict. Relationships were also found between work-family conflict and gender,
health, number of hours worked, and number of children.

Merriman, K. K., Schmidt, S. M., & Dunlap-Hinkler, D. (2007). Profiling virtual
employees: The impact of managing virtually. Journal of Leadership &
Organizational Studies, 14(1), 6-15.

Abstract: Leaders in the age of virtual work require an understanding of how this affects
their employees' relations with management. From a survey of employees working in a
variety of virtual and conventional settings, an empirical profile of employee-manager
relationships was completed using a multidimensional measure of virtual status. The
profile identified distinct virtual characteristics for two types of virtual employment
relationships—free agents and regular core employees who work virtually—and
contrasting characteristics for conventional employment relationships. Further analysis of
the identified groups suggests that trust in one's manager and perceived managerial
support differ across types of employment relationships. Specifically, the findings indicate
lower levels of trust and support within virtual as compared to conventional relationships,
and lower levels of trust within free-agent versus regular- employee virtual relationships.

Mulki, ]., Bardhi, F., Lassk, F., & Nanavaty-Dahl, ]. (2009). Set up remote workers to
thrive. MIT Sloan Management Review, 51(1), 63-69.

Abstract: During the last decade, virtual work -- professionals working remotely from
home, from client locations or simply from the road -- has become increasingly prevalent.
Some Fortune 500 companies, including Procter & Gamble, IBM, Accenture and AT&T, have
already partially or fully eliminated traditional offices. As much as 10% of today's work
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force telecommutes from home -- more than triple the level of 2000. This trend will
accelerate in the coming decades in response to the ongoing globalization of work, ever-
increasing customer demands and the cost and time of commuting. However, remote
employees as well as managers are becoming increasingly aware of the challenges
associated with virtual work as they relate to internal communication, social interaction
and employee satisfaction and commitment. The article focuses on four critical challenges
involving remote work that require management attention: (1) finding the right work-life
balance, (2) overcoming workplace isolation, (3) compensating for the lack of face-to-face
communication and (4) compensating for the lack of visibility.

New technology allows companies to monitor employees' whereabouts to improve
productivity. (2005). HRMagazine. 50 (7), 99.

Abstract: The WiFi Watchdog system can be deployed in private sectors as a way to track external
and internal wireless users’ authorized and unauthorized use of a company’s wireless networks. It
identifies rogue users by location and time of use. It prevents outside intruders from penetrating a
company’s wireless network as well as legitimate inside users from unwittingly associating with
neighboring wireless networks. In the next couple of years, experts say, more-accurate tracking of
wireless users’ locations, whether inside a building or outside, will become the norm.

PC Remote Control Increases Mobile Workforce Productivity. (2007). Newsline Article.
Retrieved March 5, 2010 from the World at Work organization online.

Abstract: In many cases, allowing employees to work from home has proven productive: It lowers
company expenses, and allows employees to more easily achieve a balance between their business
and personal lives.

Richman, A., Noble, K,, & Johnson, A. (2001) When the workplace is many places.

Abstract: Though it is still common to envision a corporate office building or factory as the place
where we “go to work,” every day a large proportion of the labor force works “off-site” in another
kind of environment— perhaps a room in their home, an airport lounge, or a customer’s office.
These off-site workers are a major and apparently growing component of the workforce. To
determine the prevalence and profile of off-site work, the American Business Collaboration (ABC)
funded this study as part of its goal of providing leadership on leading-edge issues for a changing
workforce. The primary objective was to obtain information that would enable ABC companies and
the corporate community at large to manage off-site workers and a dispersed workforce more
effectively. The findings discussed here are based on a nationally representative sample of 2057
adults who are either full-time employees of companies with 500 or more employees, or family
members of employees. The study presents a 360° perspective, incorporating the views of off-site
and on-site workers, their coworkers, managers, and family members.
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Rosen, P.B.; EKelman, F.B., & Lubbe, E.J. (2000). Managing Expatriate Employees:
Employment Law Issues and Answers. Journal of Employment Discrimination
Law, 2(2), 110.

Abstract: The article focuses on the management of expatriate employees. Over 100,000
United States companies are engaged in global business ventures valued at more than one
trillion dollars. These companies employ almost seven million people outside the United
States. As the world becomes more economically politically and culturally linked, the labor-
management relationship is more dynamic and the legal issues more complex. American
companies operating in the world marketplace must be knowledgeable about these
challenges, including the cultural, economic and political challenges that confront
employers; effects increased global competition and technology have on the workforce;
managing a diverse workforce and avoiding the liability that often results from diversity in
the workplace; managing acculturating and negotiating contracts with expatriates;
applicability of federal workplace laws to American citizens employed abroad by American
companies or "American controlled" companies. The American workforce is embarking
upon an uncertain journey into the 21st century due to the rapid globalization of the
marketplace.

Schepp, D & Schepp, B. (1995). The telecommuter's handbook: How to earn a living
without going to the office. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Abstract: Telecommuting today; Telecommuting’s Advantages: The Upside; Telecommuting's
Disadvantages: The Downside; How To Become A Telecommuter; The Best 50 Jobs for
Telecommuting; ; 100 Companies With Telecommuters; Resources For Telecommuters.

Snell, A. (2009). Tackling the challenges of employee engagement. Strategic HR Review, 8 (2),
37-38.

Abstract: Engaged employees go beyond the confines of their job description, conscious of how
their roles drive the business towards its objectives. The strongest driver in achieving this is a
sense of feeling valued and involved. However, achieving high levels of employee engagement is
becoming increasingly challenging. Indeed, as organizations globalize and become further
dependent on technology and virtual working environments increase, so do the issues associated
with engagement. Greater emphasis is put on connecting and engaging with a dispersed workforce.
Despite the threat that technology brings, the following are examples of how it can be used by
organizations, along with talent management processes, to improve employee engagement: 1.
Recruit and onboard the right people. 2. Proactively drive internal mobility. 3. Improve the line
manager's ability to manage. 4. Empower employees to manage their own careers.
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Telework trendlines for 2006. (2007). Retrieved March 11, 2010 from
http://www.workingfromanywhere.org/news/Trendlines_2006.pdf

Abstract: The following report includes data from the Telework Module of the “2006 American
Interactive Consumer Survey,” a random digit dialed (RDD) telephone survey conducted Oct. 17
through Nov. 5, 2006 by The Dieringer Research Group, Inc. The telecommuting questions in the
“2006 American Interactive Consumer Survey” are commissioned by WorldatWork through a
special arrangement with The Dieringer Research Group. One thousand and one telephone
interviews were conducted with adults 19 years and older in the United States using computer
generated random digit telephone lists. The data were weighted to match current population norms
for U.S. adults 18 years and older, using four weighting factors: age, gender, educational attainment
and U.S. Census region. Data for all U.S. adults in the survey (n=1,001) is considered reliable at the
95 percent confidence interval to within +/- 3.1 percent. The primary goal of the larger “2006
American Interactive Consumer Survey” is to generate representative population projections for
selected segments of both online and offline U.S. adults 18 years and older.

Thomas, D. (2007, March). How to: avoid burnout. Caterer & Hotelkeeper, 197 (44), 8.

Abstract: Being constantly overworked and under pressure is likely to lead to a state of emotional
exhaustion, or burnout, with deadly effects on your career. However, there are precautions you can
take to prevent burnout. What are the danger signs? Typical symptoms include: tiredness, loss of
productivity, cynicism, high rates of absenteeism, interpersonal conflict, substance abuse, and
deterioration in mental or physical wellbeing. Prolonged and intense levels of stress are usually
seen as a precursor to burnout.

Van den Broeck, A., VansteenKkiste, M., De Witte, H., & Lens, W. (2008). Explaining the
relationships between job characteristics, burnout and engagement: The role of basic
psychological need satisfaction. Work & Stress, 22 (3), 277-294.

Abstract: Within the Job Demands-Resources model, the presence of job demands (e.g., work
pressure) and the absence of job resources (e.g., social support) relate to burnout through

a psychological energetic process, whereas the presence of job resources associates with

work engagement through a motivational process. Although various mechanisms have been
suggested to understand these processes, empirical evidence for these mechanisms is scarce within
the JD-R framework. This study examines the role of basic need satisfaction, as defined within Self-
Determination Theory, in the relationships between job demands, job resources, and employees'
exhaustion and vigour, the main components of burnout and engagement, respectively. Structural
equation modelling in a heterogeneous sample of 745 employees of the Dutch-speaking part of
Belgium confirmed that satisfaction of basic psychological needs partially explained the
relationships from job demands to exhaustion and from job resources to vigour. It fully accounted
for the relationship between job resources and exhaustion. We conclude that the current study
adds to the research pointing at need satisfaction as a promising underlying mechanism for
employees' thriving at work.
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Virtual Teams are Routine, but Now Managers Need New SKkills. (2006). Newsline
Article. Retrieved March 5, 2010 from the World at Work organization online.

Abstract: What hinders effective management of remote employees, Rice observed, is a lack of
daily face-to-face interaction which makes it easy for employees to lose touch. "Team leaders and
members alike have to cope with time shifts and extra-long days. Misunderstandings are common
and may erode the trust base. Virtual teams need careful nurturing of trusting relationships, as they
tend to suffer without informal opportunities to socialize."

Whitford, T; Moss, S. (2009). Transformational Leadership in Distributed work Groups: The
Moderating Role of Follower Regulatory Focus and goal Orientation. Communication
Research. 36(6), 810-837.

Abstract: This study addressed the question of whether the benefits of transformational leadership
extend to virtual environments. Furthermore, whether regulatory focus or goal orientation
moderate the extent to which these benefits apply to virtual environments was also explored. A
total of 165 employees completed a survey that assessed the leadership style of their supervisors as
well their own regulatory focus, goal orientation, work engagement, and job satisfaction. When
followers and leaders worked at different locations, visionary leadership was positively related to
work attitudes, provided that promotion focus was sufficiently high or prevention focus was
sufficiently low. Furthermore, when followers and leaders worked in the same location, personal
recognition was positively associated with work engagement, especially if prevention focus or
performance goal orientation was high. These findings align with the proposition, derived from
construal level theory that leadership advice and support in which only the essence needs to be
extracted apply to virtual environments.
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