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I’ve spent a long time researching remote work in the tech sector. Key elements of change 
come when: there is a crisis (e.g. dot.com boom and bust; global recession); in response to 
‘new’ technologies (e.g. the advent of social media); or when there is renewed investment 
and buy in from major institutions and government (e.g. national and global economic 
commission on technology access and education).  
 
COVID-19 presents such a change in the higher education sector, and while much of the 
technology infrastructure is bearing up, how we react and sustain such change is hugely 
impactful on the people we work alongside.  
 
This post is designed to cover some of the ground of managing dispersed teams.  At this 
point in time, many of us are grappling with the novelty of working from home and the many 
different modes of meeting and conducting work. Perhaps you already have experience of 
the different technology interfaces with access to a Microsoft Teams set-up, conducting 
different meetings in Zoom, and many of us may already be familiar with other services such 
as Skype and Google Hangouts.   
 
Some suggestions:  
 

 Empathise - there have been some fantastic examples of support from Heads of 
Department about what is 'realistic' concerning working patterns (see Anthropology 
case study). 
 

 Acknowledge the change – there are two different points of change across Durham 
University (DU):  
(i) working at home remotely during a crisis;  
(ii) the long-term DU offering to establish online taught programmes. 
 

 Promote 'team' bonding 
 Set up micro team pages – this could include a forum for suggestions or 

ideas on particular projects.  
 Enable a digital team' open room' – this is less formal than a team page. A 

digital equivalent of an office's coffee break area where users can simply 
check in with each other (a lot of this is going on behind the scenes already) 

 Enable webcams – helps teams feel more connected to one another (also 
turn these off during large meetings).  

 Be sensitive to language barriers – Many of us at DU speak different 
languages and/or are living somewhere away from native home. A written 
agenda for the meeting helps those whose native language is not used in the 
discussion and written minutes after the meeting help too. 

 
 Create Context - In addition to sharing the project specifications and requirements, 

what works well is establishing the 'big picture' (especially when things are so up in 
the air) and to bring the importance of everyone's roles to the forefront.  
Help to understand, not only what our roles are, but why they matter – and why each 
of the team benefits individually from being genuinely engaged in the team goal 
overall.   Teams need to know precisely how they are expected to collaborate. 
Working remotely can provoke feelings of isolation and disconnection. 
As part of creating context, set clear and measurable performance goals.  
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 Communicate clearly and with purpose - Communication is one of the first things 
to 'deaden' in a virtual team setting. This stems from the difficulty of missing non-
verbal clues. As we are working through a crisis, it is all too easy to misunderstand 
an email because virtual communication lacks the non-verbal clues we get from face-
to-face interaction.  
Physical distance can also contribute to the avoidance of conflict, where it is easy to 
default to "dealing with it later" and so things fall by the wayside.  

  
 Recommend setting up ground rules – agree regular check-ins using a video 

conferencing tool (see the Conversation Compass to provide a framework of key 
conversational points).  
 

 Make a point of intentionally connecting – connect with the people around 
you/who you are responsible for and make your availability as manager known. 
There is the 'level up' rule: phone calls are a level up and more effective than email 
(or text), and face-to-face communication (even by video) is another level up and 
more effective than a phone call.  
 

 Cultivate Community - we all work better when we feel like we are part of 
something. One route is to develop a strategy to pull in individuals into the group and 
then cement that feeling of community by acknowledging the team's efforts and 
celebrating overcoming hurdles.  
 

 Work to develop a feeling of trust - ask them what they consider appropriate 
incentives, and what aspects of remote work they find difficult/compelling/different. 
 

 Make a point of being accessible to the team - allow one-on-one time for each of 
your team members.  
 

 Be considerate – consider obligations, work commitments, and especially the time 
zones they are working in.  

 
 Set meetings and calls thoughtfully – set as your own schedule allows, and 

include group meetings regularly as a way of touching base and offering 
encouragement.  

 
 Ask your team for feedback – check what works for them? What isn't working? 

What can you improve or create differently?  
 

 Create an agile Knowledge Management System 
 Easy to find answers - people won't use the system if it's challenging to find the 

information they need. Create a standardised system, so it's easy to find 
answers. 

 Update regularly - best practices are constantly evolving and so should your 
knowledge management system. As your team discovers better ways of doing 
things, have them update existing resources and add new ones. 

 View as a problem-solving resource - even if you have an amazing knowledge 
management system, your team may not use it because they don't see its value. 
To change that, refer your team to relevant pages when they're struggling with 
work. 

 Enable different routes to ask for help.  
 
Foster a DU ethos: 

 Send out an internal weekly/monthly newsletter – use this newsletter to feature 
events happening in each of your offices, interesting things employees from various 
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locations have done, stories about local communities, etc. It's an easy way to keep 
employees in the loop with all the things their teammates are doing. 

 Create a collaborator match programme or a 'buddy programme' - give your 
team the ability to be paired with another person who they can collaborate with. 
Pairing employees with vastly different professional backgrounds gives them new 
perspectives and the ability to use diverse skills to solve problems faster.  

 Set up casual slack/Team channels - encourage digital water cooler conversations 
by creating slack channels for the topics that co-located teams often discuss during 
breaks.  

 
Finally, be realistic about what can be achieved. When working in isolation with 
multiple scheduled meetings it can be easy to confuse time spent in Teams/Zoom 
with being productive. Try setting alarms or using a timer for focused periods. It is ok 
if things fall by the wayside - they will have to in the short-term.  
 
Further reading 

 Personal advice from the Wellcome Trust’s Jeff Uren based on previous experience 
of working remotely 

 A more technical-oriented Remote work starter guide for employees from GitLab 
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