Tips for Managing in a Virtual Workplace

	Consider individual work styles and needs.

	Employees who work well independently, take initiative, have a strong work ethic, and communicate well may be more productive and successful working offsite than those who don’t share those characteristics.  Consider that some offsite employees may need more structure, guidance, and follow up to keep them focused and productive.

	Build trust and rapport.

	Managing employees offsite can be difficult because employees don’t have change to build trust and rapport with the supervisor and other members of the team.  Employees can feel isolated and lose their sense of purpose and focus.  Provide as many opportunities as you can to help build a sense of partnership or team:
· Spend time initially (e.g., during the planning phase) with the employee or the team in person.  This is especially important with new employees to help familiarize them with the work group.  It also helps a virtual team to establish a working relationship.  
· Allow for informal socializing (the small talk that often happens in the lunchroom or in the hallway) during electronic meetings.  
· Give feedback often, especially positive feedback, to help offsite employees feel connected.  Reiterate the goals that the work unit is trying to achieve and how their work contributes to those goals.
· Talk to your offsite employees often – ask how things are going, solicit their opinions and suggestions, and ask what support they need from you to be more effective.  As you would in the office, keep “an open door” policy and let them know you are available.
· Encourage offsite team members to communicate with each other frequently.
· Share and celebrate the employee’s or teams’ successes.

	Identify the most appropriate communication methods.

	Use a variety of techniques to communicate and share information with virtual employees – email, telephone, teleconferencing, video conferencing, webcasts, shared electronic white boards, virtual meeting rooms, chat rooms, groupware (e.g., Lotus Notes).  Make sure your employees are comfortable using the technology.


Tips for Managing in a Virtual Workplace (continued)
	Set ground rules for communication.

	Frequent and regular communication is critical when managing virtual employees.   

· In addition to ongoing communications, establish regular times for one-on-one interaction with your employee or for group interaction if you manage a virtual team.  Consider how often, when, and how it makes sense to have these check-ins (e.g.,  phone call every Monday morning or Friday afternoon?  Once a month teleconferences? Daily email status reports?).    Consider sending your employee or team a meeting schedule with any ground rules clearly defined. 

· Consider how you want information and communications to be shared to ensure that everyone feels included and employees are kept “in the loop.”  What information needs to be communicated and to whom to make sure everyone is on the same page (e.g., should everyone on the team be copied on all emails)?  What communications do you want employees to copy you on (e.g., interactions with customers, other stakeholders)?   How quickly do you expect employees to respond to emails or voicemails from you and others on the team?  

· Make sure employees know how to reach you and others on the team.

	Use good meeting management skills.  

	With any meeting, it’s important to have an agenda outlining the meeting purpose, topics, how much time you plan to spend on these topics, anticipated outcomes (e.g., decisions, action items), and so on.  Meeting planning becomes even more critical when holding it virtually to ensure you are making good of everyone’s time (even if the meeting just involves you and one offsite employee). 

· Send an agenda out ahead of time.
· Tell participants how they should prepare for the meeting. 

· Encourage everyone’s participation in the meeting.  Consider having employees contribute specific information to the meeting to keep them involved. 

· Periodically summarize during the meeting to ensure everyone’s “on the same page.”
· Get agreements on key decisions and action steps before closing the meeting. 



	Ensure employees have access to the information they need.  

	Determine what information offsite employees may need and how they can access it.  Consider putting forms, reports, and other resources and tools in a central online location for easy access.  
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