
Managing and supporting your remote team webinar transcript 
 

CS – Craig Smith 
DA – Dave Algeo 
 
CS: I’m Craig Smith and I’ve been working from home for the last 15 years, so for 
me I’m relatively lucky in that this is something that’s probably not affected me, from 
a working perspective, anyway. It’s obviously been massively impactful on my 
clients, which of course has impacted on me, but in terms of actual working 
environment, it’s not changed massively for me. 
 
My experience and my work is around change areas – change leadership, change 
management. I do a lot of work on engagement and internal comms, and that’s my 
area of expertise. 
 
DA: My background is in policing and my interest is in how people cope. I’ve worked 
in lots of different environments, and a lot of that has been in leadership roles. With 
that, I’ve gained a real fascination in how people cope and how they take care of 
themselves through the challenging and troubling times. 
 
I’ve run my business now for about 14 years, so I’ve got a lot of experience of 
working remotely and from home. Having said that, this is a new thing for me, with 
worlds colliding and families working from home with the kids there. It’s a reset for 
me to think about how I’ve been working and getting used to it. 
 
We’d like to know first of all, how big is your team [participants completed a poll 
during the webinar]. It seems that most of us are on the ‘one to 10’ size of team, with 
a couple slightly over that, and one person who doesn’t have a team at the moment. 
 
The tips and tactics we’re going to share will be focused on practical things you can 
do, no matter what the size of your team, although they’ll be particularly relevant for 
those in the one to 10 bracket. 
 
Next, what experience do you have with working with remote and virtual team 
members? [participants completed a poll during the webinar]. For the vast majority of 
us, this is new.  
 
This COVID situation is the only experience most have had, and nobody has had 
extensive experience. This is a good time to reset on previous experiences anyway, 
judging by the feedback we’re getting from managers. 
 
CS: We ran a session for a client last week and asked them to complete a word 
cloud – one word that describes how it all feels at the moment, for you. The group 
was similar to this one – managing teams remotely, many people for the first time as 
they hadn’t done it before. 
 
If we were to ask you to do a similar exercise, I think ‘challenging’ would come up, 
because it’s something that’s been mentioned on every session we’ve done. There 
are some positives about this at the moment, but it’s clearly a bad situation.  
 



People are learning new things, and while this isn’t the situation we’d want to learn 
them in, there will be transferrable skills coming out of this. However, most of it is 
challenging, frustrating, disconcerting and isolating.  
One of the things we want to do is to help you realise you aren’t alone in all of this. 
We’re talking to a lot of people who are finding this equally challenging, but what 
we’re going to do today is to give you some simple ideas and tools to help it feel a 
little less challenging and a bit more manageable. 
 
For a lot of people and their teams, technology is proving a problem. Bringing in new 
technology and using video conferencing, whether that’s Zoom, Microsoft Teams, 
Skype or another tool, it’s often the first time people have used them.  
 
That brings with it software and hardware issues, and we’re trying to multi-task 
through all of these new challenges on top of using phones and more traditional 
ways of communicating that we’ve used in the past. We’re trying to trade off all of 
these things. 
 
We’ve got the sense of isolation and being cut off, not having the teams and 
infrastructure around us that we’re used to, or people we’d usually interact with. For 
some of us, we’ve got childcare to manage or caring responsibilities for family 
members or others living with us. 
 
We’ve got the temptation or challenge of all of these chores that we would normally 
be able to delineate from our day to day work because that’s what we do when we’re 
at home, and now we’re surrounded by them. There is a compulsion to do a chore, 
or watch an episode of a Netflix show rather than doing work. There are lots of 
challenges and distractions that we and our colleagues are facing. 
 
The backdrop to all of this is that for all we’re seeing this as a temporary issue, for a 
lot of us we may be wondering how temporary it really is. All of the indications are 
that there’s not an exit strategy as such, and if there is nobody really knows what it 
is. It’s probably going to evolve in the next few weeks, if at all. 
 
The key message here is that we’re in this for at least the medium term and possibly 
even longer. What we want to say here is that it’s not all doom and gloom, but it’s 
about the fact that we need to look at this as something that is worth investing some 
time in so we get better at it now. We’re probably going to be dealing with this for the 
foreseeable future. 
 
DA: We want to introduce a foundation for this entire session, which is psychological 
safety. One aspect of it, rather than looking at the whole thing, is about “how can we 
operate as managers and support our teams, and create a sense of psychological 
safety in times of uncertainty?” 
 
Rather than trying to create certainty in a world that clearly isn’t, we need to 
acknowledge that there are a lot of changes that we can’t control. So how can we, as 
managers, move into what practical things we can do to create psychological safety 
for ourselves and our team members? 
 



CS: Looking at this more broadly than just the current challenges people are facing, 
we need to look at the skills people are acquiring. This is not a temporary situation 
but there are some transferable skills to come out of it. 
 
The Bridges Model is a simplified version of the grief cycle, and I think a lot of people 
have been through various stages of that cycle. There’s been anger, denial, blaming 
and eventually coming to some acceptance. 
 
This is a simpler version of that framework, but it acknowledges that, in any change, 
there are three phases that we go through. There’s letting go of what we’ve had in 
the past, and obviously in the current situation we’re hoping that some elements of 
what we had in the past will come back at some point.  
 
We’ve suddenly had to disconnect ourselves from our team, and then there’s been 
the transition area where we’re not feeling competent or efficient, but we’re having to 
muddle along. For many people, there’s a new beginning – coming through to the 
other side and getting a semblance of normality. 
 
Looking at the Model from the pandemic perspective, we’ve moved through working 
in an office with a team and we’re coming into the area where we’re looking at the 
future and less perhaps on keeping the past running or worrying about how we 
would have done things a few weeks ago. 
 
Looking at the broader scale, it’s been a short, sharp shock with the changes we’ve 
been through with COVID19, and we’ve not really had any choice in the matter; we 
just had to respond to it. 
 
A lot of the change that goes on in your organisation, whether that’s reorganisation 
or change of policy or procedure, or going down a new strategic route, will hopefully 
have a bit more time and opportunities for conversation around it.  
 
What we’re saying is, regardless of whether it’s an externally-imposed change that 
happens through crisis, or whether it’s a change that’s more deliberate, emotionally 
we still go through this same cycle of having to let go of what we’re familiar with and 
going through a transit of feeling incompetent and not as good as we used to be 
when we did it the old way. We will come through that and be in a position where 
we’re competent again. 
 
You can apply this framework to the current crisis situation, but you can also apply it 
to change going forward, and I think this is something we’ll talk about in a bit more 
detail on a future podcast. 
 
One of the tools we wanted to share with you, which we’ll go into a bit more detail 
about on the podcast, looks complicated but is actually really simple. This is usually 
when we’re dealing with conscious, deliberate change, not when we’ve had to 
respond, such as at the moment. 
 
Going forward, this will be a useful way to unpick and structure people’s concerns 
and worries and fears, to actually get them to consider, ‘How much of that is worry 



about what you’re letting go of, and which are fears and hopes of what we’re moving 
towards?’ Getting people to organise their thoughts in a clear way will help them. 
 
You can say, ‘You’re worried, but there’s also a sense of intrigue’, which is important 
to all change. So you can then say, ‘How much is that you’re sad about letting go of 
what you had in the past and how much are you apprehensive about for the future? 
Beyond that, is there actually anything about the past that you’re glad to see the 
back of?’ 
 
People are usually fair-minded, and even in the most reluctant of changes they will 
acknowledge that there are things that weren’t working in the past and frustrated 
them. The new way of working may allow them to move away from that. And of 
course, regardless of how cautious people are, there might be areas that they’re 
intrigued by and want to know more. 
 
If we can understand and break down those concerns, apprehensions, fear and 
hopes and create a structure, it gives us a way of addressing them individually rather 
than just trying to deal with employees who come to us with a generic sense of ‘I’m 
not ok with this change.’ If we can unpick which bits of it they’re resisting and which 
bits they’re not happy with, that can be helpful. 
 
So, those are just a couple of change models that David and I will be exploring more 
in our audio recordings that we’ll be sending out after this, but we just wanted to give 
more context beyond COVID. You don’t need to just think, ‘How will I cope in the 
current situation?’ although that’s broadly what we’re going to be talking about today. 
 
DA: As a manager, we need to navigate the line between being robust at times and 
supportive at others. Some of us will be more comfortable with being robust, setting 
boundaries and with having more challenging conversations; some of us will be on 
the supportive end where we’re more orientated to wellbeing. 
 
There are pros and cons to both, but we need to address how we navigate the line. 
We’re going to look at tools and tactics on both sides of it, and hopefully give you 
some practical things to move forward with.  
 
Consider whether you’re more supportive or robust in your own style. There’s no 
right or wrong answer, although most of us would probably describe ourselves as 
supportive. It’s about how comfortable you are with having different types of 
conversations. 
 
CS: There are 101 things that we could go through about being robust and 
supportive, so we’ve taken a couple and will be exploring these in more detail (along  
with some others) in the audio recordings we’ll put out. 
 
For me, a really important part about being robust is understanding that it’s not about 
being tyrannical, it’s about having clear standards and guidelines about what you 
expect from people. Set some clear levels of expectation.  
 



Before we go into this in more detail, it’s really important to emphasise that a lot the 
things we talk about are things we’re already familiar with from our own learnings 
that are good to use at any time. 
 
For me, this whole situation, with the virus, pandemic, isolation and people working 
remotely, means we have to be far more conscious and deliberate and try to do the 
things we don’t always do in the office. These are techniques that would usually take 
time and have some friction around how easy they are to do; in the current situation 
you need to be really conscious of doing them to the best of your ability. 
 
We are operating at very extended lines of trust, and I think that’s the difficult issue. 
We can’t see what people are thinking, we can’t read their body language, so we’re 
trying to do everything through a very limited bandwidth. Things are reduced, so as 
managers we need to be far more deliberate. 
 
For boundary-setting, it’s important to have some clear communication guidelines. 
Whether we’re using video, email or voice only, we need to set those guidelines on 
how to operate. For instance, you might say that on video everyone needs to mute 
their microphones, and ask a question in a certain way. 
 
It might sound controlling and draconian, but it’s about making sure that there’s no 
clutter or multi-tasking. There’s a temptation to be distracted and for people to use 
their phones or look at another screen. In team meetings, it’s important to be 
present. If we leave voicemail messages for each other, agree when people can 
expect to hear back. 
 
DA: It’s about setting boundaries and picking up on the things that we’d probably 
take for granted in the normal world. That includes communication guidelines and 
having some explicit expectations and requirements around what you can expect 
from staff and what they can expect from you. 
 
That contracting and re-contracting process is really useful for setting the ground 
rules again. It’s time to revisit that in the context of the lockdown and remote 
working, but it’s a healthy activity to do anyway. 
 
There’s also things around autonomy. One of the things we’re hearing is that 
managers are fielding a lot of concerns from their staff, and then after working hours 
are having to pick up and do their own work. It can be really useful to think about, 
‘what are the areas of work that I can hand over or remind them that they can make 
decisions about as they go forward?’ 
 
That takes the burden off you, so that any decision-making that comes along isn’t 
directed at you. Focus on the outputs rather than inputs, which means as a manager 
you may be more focused on the time it takes to complete a project. We can’t check 
in or oversee with what someone is doing, but we can check in in terms of what’s 
coming out the other end – the results. 
 
Anybody who’s ever been involved in project management in any way, shape or form 
may have come across the acronym RASCI, which is a framework for project 



management. When there are different people working on different elements of a 
project, it’s helpful to check what they’re doing. 
 
When we’re remote and we need to be really clear on who’s doing what and how, it’s 
useful to have this. A RASCI grid or framework is for a particular task, ideally for 
something big rather than just minute detail.  
 
When people are collaborating, it’s good to know who’s responsible for which bits. 
Who is accountable? It may be you as the manager, but it may be someone else in 
the team. Who’s going to support that and who do you need to consult (anyone in 
the team who’s going to be affected by the project although not directly involved). 
 
The rest of the team need to be kept informed and up to date, and make sure they’re 
kept in the loop. They probably won’t have any input into the project in terms of 
changing the direction. 
 
It might sound like overkill, but for a significant project or workstream, clarifying who 
those people are and in what capacity they’re involved with it can be really helpful in 
terms of avoiding ambiguity or expressions of concern. People will know what their 
responsibilities are so can’t make excuses for not doing the work. 
 
It’s important to have clarity upfront. Those roles may change and evolve as the 
project goes on, but all the time we can refer back to having clarity over levels of 
involvement. 
 
We should always be clear about our policies and procedures within the 
organisation, but more so now than ever, we are probably working on the periphery 
of them. Some will have always been in place but are more relevant today. For 
instance, taking data home and using your own broadband to transmit confidential or 
secure information – any processes you have in place around that is much more 
important. 
 
You might have a policy in place which is about your responsibility as a manager for 
people’s mental health and wellbeing. At the moment, the situation may be pushing 
fragile people to a point they’ve not reached before. Knowing what the policies are 
and applying and discussing them with your colleagues is really important. 
 
The final point on boundaries, which is probably more towards the supportive end of 
the spectrum, is about taking time to remind your team of what your values are. That 
may not be something you’ve ever explicitly articulated.  
 
When you work together in the office, it’s obvious what the team is like – always 
responsive, prides itself on communicating with each other and having good social 
interactions.  
 
You can’t do those things at the moment, but spend time with your team and ask, 
“When we were all together, what were we all about? How can we keep that going?  
Those unwritten rules we followed when we were all together may now be easy to 
transgress and break because we can’t see each other.” 
 



You’re now operating on extended lines of communication which aren’t ideal for 
anybody. No matter how often people say that we’ll all be remote in the future, we’re 
also finding that there are a lot of things we can’t do at a distance and we’ll always 
need face to face meetings. 
 
Next, you need to consider your role as a facilitator, which might not be something 
you’ve ever thought of before. We’re not talking about you suddenly getting a 
flipchart and post-its and delivering sessions, but about being a facilitative manager. 
 
This is about you being the catalyst for discussion and engagement within your 
team, and not necessarily the only person’s voice that’s ever heard. I think this is 
particularly important when we’re talking about using voice and video calling and 
interaction. While that technology may not be new to all of us, it’s new in the way 
we’re applying it. 
 
Whichever method you use, when you have group gatherings, have clear roles. It 
may feel like overkill to do this in a face to face meeting, but online it’s a good idea. 
Choose someone to take minutes and share them somewhere everyone can access 
them. 
 
Assign a timekeeper to make sure everyone sticks to the agenda, and to ensure that 
it’s not always you talking or making decisions – you need to be delegating. Choose 
a leader for the session too. Usually that would be you, but as your team becomes 
more independent, perhaps you can ask someone else to chair the meeting and 
you’re a participant. 
 
As the leader, you don’t have to have all of the answers, just an agenda and a 
structure for the meeting. The participant role is not a generic task given to everyone 
else; there’s an expectation of a level of contribution. Allocate the roles and be clear 
on who is doing what is really important in these extended working relationships. 
 
There is a lot of doom and gloom at the moment, so try to lighten the mood during 
the meeting. Speak to a couple of people beforehand to ask them to share some 
good news.  
 
Perhaps someone has finally mastered Zoom and has had a useful meeting, or 
cracked something that’s been challenging them for a while. No matter how modest 
or trivial those achievements might be, celebrate them. Maybe they’re working more 
effectively or efficiently, or they’ve made progress on something that they’ve 
struggled with. 
 
 It doesn’t have to be happy-clappy and delusional, you just need to show that 
progress is being made even though it doesn’t feel like it. Maybe after hearing one of 
those stories someone will say they’ve been struggling with the same thing and 
people can help each other and bring a sense of collaboration. 
 
Get people into the habit of using their names. Anyone who’s taken part in these 
kinds of meetings, especially voice only, will have heard someone lobbing in a 
contribution and nobody knows who it was who spoke. Get into the habit of saying, 



‘It’s Craig here, and I’ve got a comment on that.’ In bigger calls, there can be 
protocols and people let others speak first. 
 
Encourage people to use their names and don’t assume that silence is consent to a 
decision. Get a positive affirmation from people, whether that’s asking them to put a 
comment in the chat box to show they agree or a show of hands. Use the 
engagement tools – many of the platforms we’re using at the moment have facilities 
for polls, breakout rooms, whiteboards and so on. Get people engaged and make 
sure you capture any decisions to circulate them afterwards.  
 
Finally, get some feedback. Don’t just assume that everybody loves what you’re 
doing and the meetings are working for them. Ask them if they have any suggestions 
on how to make the calls more effective, and then implement the changes. Let 
people feel some ownership and responsibility for that. 
 
I know some of you will be thinking about coaching, and will have team members 
who are very reliant on you and need you to help them to do things because they 
lack independence. You can’t fix everything at the moment, and you need to move 
people away from coming to you with all of their problems and towards being able to 
find solutions. 
 
I’m not talking about saying, ‘Don’t come to me with problems, come to me with 
solutions.’ It’s about getting them to think for themselves over a period of time. This 
model (OSCAR) comes from a branch of coaching known as ‘solution focused’ and 
is about turning a problem that someone brings to you into something that they’re 
going to take away and work on. 
 
I’m not suggesting that in one conversation you’ll convert someone who’s massively 
dependent on you, insecure and doesn’t have any confidence into someone who’s 
going to manage a big project, because it’s a long game. But it’s another one of 
those tools which helps them (and you) to manage their own workload. 
 
The metaphor we use is about not letting people put their monkeys on your back so 
you can manage your own monkeys. Monkeys are a metaphor for your own 
workload and so on, and not letting people offload their problems onto you, but teach 
them to be more independent. 
 
Now more than ever, you’ve got the justification for doing that, given that they’re 
having to work remotely and be self-starters. It might not have been something you’d 
be confident to try in the office, but the environment we’re in now gives us lots of 
opportunity to try things and experiment. We’re not hamstrung by having to get 
things right. 
 
DA: When it comes to the supportive aspect, it’s not about taking on more problems 
or challenges, but how you can create a climate of support to help individuals without 
adding to your own burden?  
 
I want to stress here that it’s really important to recognise that as a manager, there 
can be a tendency for some of us to effectively move the burden from a team 
member to ourselves. Doing so means we’re not removing it, we’re just moving it to 



someone who may already have a lot on their plate, which could lead to overwhelm 
and breakdown. 
 
Firstly, what I’m going to talk about is tips and tactics for you to look after yourself, 
but also your individuals. You’ll all have your own manager, so it’s worth having a 
conversation with them to find out what can be put into place to support your needs. 
And remember, don’t go it alone. You are not the office psychologist or counsellor, 
and this is about being a manager who’s in touch with their staff and creating a 
climate that can be encouraging for people to open up when they’re struggling.  
You’re then the person supporting them to work on solutions or who can pass them 
on to the resources to help them.  
 
The underpinning part of this is protecting your wellbeing. You’ve all heard the 
analogy is that if you’re on an aeroplane and the oxygen masks drop, put yours on 
first. If you pass out then you become a problem and can’t help others. I want you to 
think that your wellbeing is a priority and really important. 
 
There is a simple model that shows the link between behaviours and actions, mood, 
mindset and social connection. The visual is loosely based on the biopsychosocial 
model of behaviour. It’s like a jigsaw. 
 
Before COVID19, the workplace has been an important provider for providing 
routine, ritual, social connection, meaning and fulfilment. Those things have a real 
positive impact on mood and mindset.  
 
Now, when we’re in a place where that’s all changed, we can find that those 
routines, rituals and social connections that we’ve relied on have changed, and in 
some cases been removed.  
 
Inevitably, we’re all going to have a struggle with how we manage our mood and 
mindset, and the knock-on consequence of that is that in order to ease the 
psychological strain that the collision of these worlds (childcare, family members, 
work) has caused. Consequently, that will have an impact on our behaviours and 
actions and how we connect. 
 
Typically, we might see that we can withdraw from social connection or become 
over-reliant on some aspect of our social connection. Are we engaging in behaviours 
that aren’t the most positive? We might start to procrastinate, avoid things or indulge 
in things that help us ease that strain, whether it’s drinking alcohol or starting earlier. 
 
So, what practical things can you do as a manager to protect your own wellbeing? 
This is something that can help your staff as well, but it’s important that you get your 
own rituals sorted, and the first thing is around work, rest and play. 
 
It’s an oversimplification, but we have different areas of our life, and one of the key 
things about working from home, where everything is in the same place, is that it all 
blurs. It’s about how we create lines and spaces between them. 
 
Create zones, which is a fancy word for areas, so you can have a space that you call 
your work area, and another where you have breaks or chill out, and a third where 



you play or have family time. Try to keep that blurring temptation away by having 
separate areas, and encourage your staff to do the same. 
 
Then, think about the kinds of work you’re doing. I often talk about the ‘red, amber, 
green tasks’. Which tasks fall under which heading, and what type of intensity does 
each involve? See if you can categorise them: ‘red work’, which is high cognitive 
load and takes a lot of effort and means you need to avoid distractions.  
 
Negotiate with family members to try to protect that time, but also contract with your 
team members that at those times you’re not available because you need to focus.  
Carve the time out, and make it something that’s accepted amongst your team, and 
encourage them to do the same.  
 
Amber tasks are things that you can handle an interruption such as, ‘have you got 
five minutes’ or ‘can I just pick your brains about’ but you can’t manage any more of 
that. You might ask them to give you half an hour before you can speak to them. 
These are lower-level tasks but still require some thinking.  
 
The green tasks are the ones you could do anywhere. The kids could be climbing all 
over you and you could still do them. If that’s the case, it can help you orientate how 
you protect your day. When is your energy at its highest for the most stuff, and when 
is it low when you just need to go through emails?  
 
A couple of things that tie into zoning are: whenever you finish a work piece, get it 
out of your head. Jot down whatever is left to be done, and use that process to give 
your brain the chance to say, ‘Great, I’m finished with that.’  
 
There’s a phrase – retention residue’ – which describes moving from one activity to 
another. What it means is that you might move to another activity but your head is 
still behind as it adjusts to the new task.  
 
A good way to do this is to create ‘airlocks in space’ where you allow yourself time to 
decompress and do a ‘get it out of your head activity.’ That could be a conversation, 
a notebook and pen or typing into a document. 
 
Create a routine around the types of work you do, split it into chunks and have 
airlocks between the tasks so you can keep your head as clear as you can. There 
are some resources you can use to help you. 
 
Next, it’s important to create a culture or climate to support the wellbeing of your 
team and the individual, and to also understand how you can support someone you 
feel is struggling. 
 
This is about helping your individuals build their own routines. You’re not imposing 
things on them, but you may want to encourage certain times where you’ll have a 
team huddle, but you need to acknowledge that the time for the huddle may not 
match when people are most productive or able to work on high-focus tasks. 
 



Remember, too, that many people are juggling kids and home-schooling, too, so give 
them flexibility to develop their own routine, as well providing them with anchors 
throughout the day where they can check in if they need to.  
 
Help and encourage them to build in time for activity and exercise. When Craig and I 
have delivered in-person workshops, many of the attendees were used to never 
taking a lunch break. In the lockdown, people are keen to claim their half-hour to 
exercise, so try to build on that, and let them take it at a time that works for them. 
 
And help them to see their day in chunks, so that they can structure their day around 
mealtimes, their half-hour break and red-amber-green tasks, but also to break down 
each hour into 40-10-10. 
 
This is a CIPD suggestion: 40 minutes of focused work, perhaps sitting down; 10 
minutes of standing up, which could include taking phone calls, and 10 minutes of 
movement, which could be a break or walking and talking. It’s about building a 
different variety of work and activities. 
 
It’s important to think, during this particular time, ‘How are we going to support each 
other and what are we going to watch out for? How are we going to get through this 
as a team, to focus on our collective and individual wellbeing?’ Perhaps you could 
agree individual wellness action plans with team members. 
 
Agree with your team about how and when you communicate, because it is possible 
to overdo it, both on a team and individual basis, but you need to find a balance. Set 
times when you’ll connect with them, but encourage them to reach out if they’re 
struggling so it’s not always you taking the initiative. 
 
As well as the formal connection, think about the informal aspect. You’re keeping in 
touch about work and how they’re getting on, but have informal check-ins too. That 
doesn’t have to be Zoom, it can be text, email or voice call.  
 
Foster and encourage social non-work interactions too. Whether we like it or not, 
people socialised in the workplace, and it’s actually a really healthy thing to be able 
to stop, put the kettle on and have a chat. That’s now stopped, so how can we foster 
and encourage those kinds of conversations and connections in the virtual world? 
 
If you have concerns about a member of the team, what are the signs that would 
make you worried? They could be things like lack of communication, anger, not 
answering emails, being withdrawn, working at odd times, sending emails late at 
night or missing deadlines or meetings. 
 
People often become withdrawn or refuse to join in with something, or display 
behaviours that are out of character. Knowing your team is important, so that you 
can spot and deal with any changes. Remember that you need to be vigilant about 
these things. 
 
So, what can you do to support them? Firstly, if you’re going to have a conversation 
with someone on your team you’re concerned about, don’t go straight in for the kill 



and ask them what is wrong. If someone is withdrawn, they may also be defensive. 
Start wide, and remember this method: tease-tease-tell. 
 
Go in wide and then move into something more direct at the end. The wide question 
might be, ‘How are you doing? How are things going and how are you getting on?’ 
Keep it general for a conversation starter. You might find that people are more willing 
to open up and let the conversation flow. 
Start to narrow it in slowly – ‘How are things with your workload? How are you 
managing that?’ or, ‘How are you managing with the childcare and schooling?’ Get 
into something a bit more specific to see if you can elicit the conversation that way. 
 
But don’t avoid the problem. Move from the tease to the tell, and be direct: ‘I’m a bit 
concerned, because I notice you’re not attending the meetings’ or ‘I’ve noticed some 
changes in the way that you’re acting, and I’m concerned that you’re struggling. Can 
we have a conversation about that?’ Lay it out. 
 
You’ll always have resistance from people, but this should overcome it initially and 
you can get into a conversation, which is what you’re trying to do. If and when you 
get into the problem, then you need to move into solution focus. There are four key 
points to this, which can be helpful when structuring your conversation. 
 
Firstly, recognise that one of the reasons we struggle is because we feel out of 
control, and part of the way we feel we’re getting back into control is to withdraw and 
exhibit different behaviours. So, how can we give them some power and control back 
and ask them what they can do? This is where an OSCAR conversation could come 
in. 
 
‘OK, you’re struggling. What would be a good solution? What’s the outcome? And on 
a scale of one to 10, with the ideal being 10, where are you with that?’ If they say 
they’re a four, how can you help them get to a five or a six? What are the solutions 
you can come up with that could be useful? 
 
Discuss some options and say, ‘I’ll come back to you tomorrow and see how you’re 
getting on.’ It’s important to have a conversation around what they can do to help 
themselves. Then, as a manager, what is in your gift in terms of decision-making and 
relationship with the team member? How can you support them? 
 
It might be helping them prioritise work and identify new routines, manage their 
expectations around what work they can do and within deadlines. It’s about having 
the conversation. 
 
Then, we move into accepting that you’re not doing this on your own, and maybe you 
need to find additional support and advice. That could be using resource links or a 
conversation with HR or occupational health to find additional help and support you 
can go back to them with. 
 
Ultimately, what needs escalating? Is there something that still hasn’t been resolved, 
and if it’s not resolved will become problematic and get worse? In that case, you 
need to confident in escalating.  
 



That could be encouraging them to speak to their GP or looking at an occupational 
health referral, or escalating to your manager, because they have more decision 
latitude in relation to what they can to support the individual. 
 
It’s really important to know your organisation’s policies and procedures, because 
there will be tools and procedures to help you in your role, so it’s worth digging into 
them and being proactively familiar with them before you have someone in need of 
support. If you do find yourself in that situation, go back to see what information is in 
there. 
 
CS: We’re putting together some podcasts to go into more detail on some of the 
themes that have come out of the webinars we’ve been doing, and they’ll be easy to 
access on a smartphone.  
 
There are eight topics that we’ve identified so far, such as supporting the wellbeing 
of overwhelmed staff, how to get people to business as usual, and how managers 
who like to be involved in everything manage now that that’s not possible. 
 
We’re also going be covering how to keep the team together and stop them 
fragmenting, how we avoid information being sent via too many channels and 
choose just one or two with usage protocols, and how we help people petrified of 
using technology to communicate.  
 
Also, we’ll be looking at how managers can look after their own needs and not 
sacrifice those for the benefit of the team and end up working at night, and how to 
get the balance right between being supportive, being too controlling and laissez-
faire. 
 
One final tip is to explore an option to let people post questions on a platform that’s 
not email. Organisation permitting, you may use something like Yammer or 
WhatsApp for people to drop things in and stay in touch, and agree frequency and 
response times.  
 
If you’re building the social contact, particularly if you’ve got people who are quite 
new to the team, you could do something like start each day with a coffee on Zoom 
where you just chat and don’t discuss work – if people can get there. 


