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Virtual Working – The Trend 

• In 2014, the Society for Human Resource Management estimated that as many as 45% of 
large organisations already employed virtual workspaces, and the number of virtual 
teams and employees is trending upward 

• We live in a virtual world, and the way we work is changing

• Working virtual means that we have to challenge all the assumptions of our traditional 
ways of working and bring in new approaches to management and teamwork

• Now is the time to take steps not only to weather the current economic pressures, but 
also to plan for the longer term

• Working smarter should be at the heart of transforming and streamlining our 
organisations
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The Society for Human Resource 
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headquartered in Alexandria, Virginia



Recent Study

• Authors: Sarika Sidhu & Bill Yoder

• info@springboardintl.com

• www.springboardintl.com

• Springboard International is a business advisory organisation that helps its clients 
build, maintain, and grow high-performing businesses through analysis of existing 
practices, and guidance in three key areas:

− Organisational Effectiveness, Leadership; and

− Coaching, and Learning and Development.
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Key Findings…

• All organisations experience change

• To experience effective change, however, it is essential to get all parties within 
the organisation aligned

• Historical change management wisdom confirms that one of the keys to 
successful change is to ensure that the value propositions for the change 
(individual and the organisation) are clearly communicated in a manner that 
engages all parties and allows them to express their concerns through two-way 
communication
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…Key Findings…

Respondents reported encountering obstacles to change consistent with what one 
would expect in a traditional environment:

• Over 57% reported encountering some form of resistance

• In over 40% of cases, the population undergoing the change showed signs of anger 
or fear

• Respondents attributed the resistance to a variety of factors including a lack of clear 
direction as well as confusion regarding future roles and expectations

• In many cases, the resistance seemed to take the form of anxiety, resentment, a lack 
of trust, and a sense of disconnectedness
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…Key Findings…

• Respondents overwhelmingly indicated that the most effective strategies for 
addressing these problems involved communications and leadership engagement

• Over 87% indicated that the key to getting people aligned with the change was 
effective communication

• Likewise, leadership engagement came in at a close second with 61% of 
respondents saying they felt getting leaders on board and ensuring an aligned, 
efficient message was critical to successfully addressing the challenges that 
change presented
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…Key Findings…

• Both anecdotal accounts and interviews indicated that the most impactful 
communication in supporting sustained change was two-way

• The people impacted by change are not satisfied to simply be told about the 
change – they needed to have a chance to express their concerns and believe 
that those concerns have actually been heard in order to buy-in to the change

• Given these findings, there should be no surprise that, when asked what 
approach(es) were found most effective at preventing remote team members 
from feeling isolated or disengaged during the change, frequent contact and 
clear/transparent messages were the highest rated as being most effective
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…Key Findings

• Finally, the research showed that 61% of the changes encountered seemed to be 
positively received or successful, and only 10% with neutral or detrimental impact on the 
organisation

• Given how respondents handled the change (with key stakeholder engagement), it 
thereby isn’t surprising that their change initiatives were successful
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“Communicating clearly, consistently, and 
constantly. Being open, honest, and 
transparent. Answering all questions. 
Explaining the down sides and alternatives, 
not just the happy corporate story.”



A New Vision

1

Focus on 
outcomes not 

process

4

Collaborate more 
effectively with 

other teams

The vision is to create a place where people:
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Work flexibly 
and cost-

effectively
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Maximise productivity and 
innovation while reducing 

environmental impact

2

Are 
empowered 

by technology
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Key Principles of Virtual Work

12

Work takes place at the most 
effective locations & at the 

most effective times, 
respecting the needs of the 

task, the customer, the 
individual and the team

Simplified collaboration and 
connectivity virtually 

everywhere means sharing 
information and working with 
others regardless of location

Space is allocated to 
activities, not individuals and 
not on the basis of seniority

A ’flexibility first’ approach 
where flexibility is the norm 

rather than the exception

Everyone is assumed to be 
capable of working virtually 
without assumptions being 
made about people or roles
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Outcomes of Virtual Work

Greater productivity and services delivered more effectively

The costs and environmental impacts of work reduced as space is shared 
and used more intensively

People having more choice about when where and how they work, 
supported and connected by effective and appropriate use of technology

People have the opportunity to lead more balanced and healthier lives
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Meaning in Practice

• Management by results rather than presence

• Business continuity will be enhanced by the ability to work in an all-electronic environment and 
from a much wider range of locations

• For individuals, this means being empowered to choose the best times and places to work, 
varying start and finish times and choosing work settings that suit the nature of the task and 
personal preferences so that the job can be done well and quickly

• Managers focus on the output and employees choose how it is delivered - as a result, trust-based 
relationships become central

• This greater autonomy will increase the opportunity to lead more balanced and healthy lives 
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An End to Wasteful Working Practices

Wasteful practices are built into traditional ways of working:
• The average UK worker commutes for just under an hour per day – equivalent 

to 4 years over a working life

• The average full-time employee is absent for 6.8 days per year, 7.9 in the 
public sector

• There are some 10 million office workers in the UK occupying 110 million m² 
of office space…

• …with average occupancy in a traditional office over the working day at 
around 45%
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People, Workstyles and Culture Change

• Because of the complexities of the changes involved, it can be tempting to see virtual 
working as being all about designing offices and setting up new IT, but this really misses 
the point

• While these are key enablers, virtual working is essentially about people and culture 
change

• It is about bringing about change in the way people work, and empowering them to work 
in smarter ways to deliver better services

• Change, however, is inevitably challenging and the new ways of working need to be 
managed well. It is partly about managing work in new ways, and partly about managing 
behaviours
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Challenging Assumptions

• It is important to challenge old assumptions of necessity around traditional 
working places and times, and the default position of working 9-5 at the office

• Managers and team members should think how changing times and places of 
work can improve effectiveness, reduce travel and resource use and drive down 
the cost of work

17



Virtual Working is for Everyone…

• Virtual working involves changes for the way all people work - it is not a question saying some 
roles are eligible and some are not

• It is true some roles may have more hands-on, place-specific or time-critical components to the 
work, and this may restrict the range of flexible options that are possible

• They will however be working with other people whose workstyle is changing: the nature of the 
tools they use and the interactions with colleagues are likely to change as a consequence

• So it is not a question of some roles carrying on unchanged in traditional ways of working while 
others become flexible

• At every opportunity we must be looking for ways to improve work processes and be smarter in 
the ways we work
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…Virtual Working is for Everyone
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Virtual working involves 
changes for the way all 
people work - it is not a 

question saying some roles 
are eligible and some are not

It is true some roles may have more 
hands-on, place-specific or time-

critical components to the work, and 
this may restrict the range of flexible 

options that are possible

They will however be working with 
other people whose workstyle is 

changing: the nature of the tools they 
use and the interactions with colleagues 

are likely to change as a consequence

So it is not a question of some 
roles carrying on unchanged in 

traditional ways of working 
while others become flexible

At every opportunity we must 
be looking for ways to improve 

work processes and be 
smarter in the ways we work
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Important Norm

• One important norm is that work times and locations need to be evaluated on 
the basis of the tasks involved, rather than whole jobs

• It is too easy to say, on the basis of traditional practices, ‘This sort of job can’t be 
done flexibly’

• Increasingly work has more knowledge-based components and is being 
untethered from physical resources

• This requires new thinking about how, where and when work can be done
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Teamwork Protocols

Protocols should be established to cover:
• A requirement to let others know where and when you are working

• Clear reporting structures

• Sharing of calendars and schedules

• Rigorous use of electronic document management systems, to ensure work is easily 
accessible

• Being flexible about flexible working – to ensure that no individual is disadvantaged by the 
choices of others, e.g. in providing office cover or attending evening meetings

• Etiquette in online communications, and behaviour in virtual meetings

• Signposting availability for phone contact or online discussion

• Fairness in use of space when in the office
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Rethinking Meetings

• The new ways of working provide an opportunity to:
− Replace physical meetings by online interaction

− Replace ‘set-piece’ formal meetings by shorter interactions, in person, online or mixed 
physical/virtual

− Reduce the number of people at a meeting for the whole session, calling people in remotely 
when needed, or having them primed to respond to questions by instant messaging if 
needed

• Managers should consider setting targets for reducing the numbers of meetings, to 
liberate more time for other kinds of work

• Following this guidance it should be possible to reduce the number of physical face-to-
face meetings by at least one third
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Highly Collaborative and Dynamic Teams

• The aim in moving to virtual working is to create the context in which teams can operate 
more dynamically, and have better physical and online spaces in which to interact

• Though they may no longer always sit at adjacent desks, virtual working with new 
technologies and team protocols should facilitate much more effective sharing of work 

• It is important to note that the changes affect mainly team members who are mostly 
based in the office

• There needs to be a single culture of working according to shared values and respect for 
the team as a whole, avoiding a situation where a traditional office culture dominates 
amongst office-based staff (e.g. relying on face-to-face interaction and management by 
presence) while mobile and remote team members operate according to different and 
more modern principles

23



Dealing with Problems and Issues

24

Loss of opportunities for career 
progression or training

Being isolated

Loss of personal space in the office

Difficulties with time management

Loss of team spirit or effectiveness

Dealing with technology and getting support

Intrusion of work into home life

24/7 working

Managing performance



Work-life Balance

• Virtual working empowers staff with greater autonomy and the ability to make 
mature decisions about how they work, always informed by business needs

• This allows employees greater scope to balance or blend work with other aspects 
of life. It adds new  dimensions to work-life balance policies, by creating a 
strategic context in which to exercise choice

• Rather  than flexible working being exceptional or seen as some kind of privilege, 
it becomes a normal way of working

• Patterns of work may vary in different stages of an employee’s life
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Getting the Policies Right

Existing policies and guidelines will need to be reviewed in the context of virtual 
working, for example:

• Flexible working policies should address not only legal requirements but actively promote 
virtual working to address work-life balance and business performance issues

• Health, safety and security policies need to reflect the more diverse working environments

• Equality, diversity and inclusion policies can be stronger if people can work more flexibly

• Recruitment policies need to encourage managers to offer smarter flexible work styles 
wherever practicable
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A New Culture for 21st Century Working

• It is not about doing things in the old way with some new technologies and redesigned offices – it 
is about new ways of working using new tools, new processes, and new approaches to 
management and teamwork

• This requires different types of behaviours and different expectations about how  work is done

• The new working culture will be developed through embracing practical measures - sharing space 
and resources more effectively and having different kinds of meetings

• A trust based culture through new techniques and protocols for teamwork and through managing 
by results

• Being open to further change becomes a habit of mind when people feel empowered to challenge 
and improve processes and behaviours
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Continuous Challenge and Improvement

Central to virtual working is a constant quest to improve working practices and 
business processes as new opportunities emerge

It involves challenging current ways of working and asking questions such as:
• Why are we doing this (at all)

• Why are we doing this here?

• Why are we doing it in this way?

• Why are we doing it at this time (rather than another time)?

It is about challenging the assumptions of necessity around traditional or habitual 
ways of working
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Continuous Challenge and Improvement

Having identified practices and processes that could be done differently, the next questions 
to ask are whether using virtual working techniques there are ways of doing these things 
that are:

• Faster?

• More flexible?

• Lighter (i.e. less heavy on resources – time, energy, physical resources)?

• More in line with customer needs?

• More in line with employee aspirations?

People are encouraged to propose new ways of working that will deliver benefits 
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Flexible Working Operations

Virtual working incorporates the full range of flexible working options. These 
broadly fall into two areas: 

• flexible place and 

• flexible time
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Flexible Place Options

• Mobile working: Employees who work in many places need to be empowered and equipped to 
work when travelling, in public settings, and touching down in offices as needed

• Sharing space in the office: Employees do not have a permanent desk, but choose a work setting 
appropriate to the task in hand 

• Working from other offices: Staff may choose to work from other offices – offices belonging to 
the organisation, third party serviced offices or partner/client offices, as appropriate

• Working as virtual teams: To prevent relocation or frequent travel, staff work flexibly as virtual 
teams, using online communications and collaboration techniques.

• Working from home: When employees regularly work from home it is typically for 1-2 days per 
week - more mobile staff may work using home as a base rather than, or as much as, using the 
office as a base.
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Flexible Time Options

• Flexi-time: employees can vary start and finish times. Sometimes this is limited by a ‘core hours’ requirement.

• Time off in lieu (TOIL): TOIL is a form of flexible hours working that allows hours to be varied across days, by paying 
back extra hours worked on one day with time off on other days.

• Annualised hours: employees are contracted annually to work a set number of hours, which can be worked flexibly 
over the 12 month period. This is useful for coping with peaks and troughs in work, as well as for meeting personal 
requirements.

• Compressed working weeks: employees work their standard working hours in fewer days – e.g. one week’s hours 
worked in four days, or two weeks’ worked in nine days. There are a range of patterns of varying complexity. 

• Term-time working: this enables staff who are parents to work around school terms and holidays.

• Part-time working: staff are sometimes recruited on a part-time basis, while others seek to reduce their hours, 
with pro-rata reductions in pay and benefits. It is typically associated with parenting responsibilities, but surveys 
indicate this is an option of interest to older workers who are thinking in terms of phased retirement.

• Jobshare: this is a particular form of part-time working, where two (or occasionally more) people share a full-time 
job.

• Self-rostering: teams take control of their own shift patterns and cover arrangements, which can be especially 
valuable in roles that are very location-specific or have a ‘hands on’ requirement.

• Career breaks: the option to have a career break or sabbatical to pursue professional or personal development.
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Critical Choice Factors for Deciding the Time 
and Place of Work
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Specific time

Specific place Specific place

Flexible time

Flexible place

Specific time

Flexible place

Flexible time

Critical service
delivery needs

Adequacy of
tools & comms

Employee/contractor
preference

Viability of
alternatives

Environmental cost
of time/location

choice
Financial cost

of time/location
choice

Effectiveness of
of time/location

choice

Critical
collaboration

needs

Customer 
preference

This figure outlines some of the critical 
choice factors when thinking about the 
most effective times and locations for 
tasks. Work may have to take place at a 
specific time and a specific place 
(‘Specific place’ and ‘Specific time’). The 
time of work or the place of work may 
be varied, and in some cases both.

Round the outside of these time/place 
combinations are a range of ‘critical 
choice factors’. These are the factors 
that managers and teams should take 
into account when making judgements 
about where and when work should 
take place.



Making a Case and Implementing Change
• It is vital that the move to virtual working has strong 

support from the top

• Without strong messages coming down, individual 
managers may resist or introduce compromises that will 
in the end lead to failure 

• So the vision and the broad direction of the changes 
need to be clearly understood by everyone at the 
outset and throughout implementation

• The business case for virtual working should be 
relatively straightforward to represent:

− In addition, non-financial benefits can include improved 
environmental and social sustainability and better 
employee health and wellbeing

− In summary, investing in a combination of new working 
environments, technology, business processes and more 
flexible working processes can deliver substantial 
business benefits
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Planning and rolling out the Changes

• Implementing the changes will involve close liaison between senior leaders, the estates 
and facilities, IT and HR functions in a department, working with the management of the 
teams undergoing the transition and is likely involve rethinking the culture and 
management practices of the organisation

• It will be necessary to form an inter-disciplinary programme team to manage the 
changes and as a business transformation programme rather than simply a property 
project

• A plan will need to be developed detailing the costs, timescale and risks.
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Timeline for Implementation

• Work with senior team to understand the 
possibilities agree the new vision

• Establish senior team to drive the change 
programme forward

• Gather the evidence – desk occupancy, 
workstyles, travel, productivity, staff preferences, 
technology use, customer location and needs, etc

• Consult stakeholders

• Prepare business case

• Identify and address health and safety & equal 
opportunity and diversity issues

• Set targets and priorities

• Plan any changes to technology, working with the 
ICT team
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• Plan any changes needed to the office space, 
working with the property and facilities team

• Run awareness raising and training sessions with 
managers and teams, working with the HR team

• Develop specific policies and protocols for remote 
operations

• Set-up a fast-track pathfinder/trailblazer 
implementation to learn from an make appropriate 
modifications

• Roll out the changes to the rest of the organisation

• Continue culture change processes and training

• Evaluate and monitor progress for lessons learned 
as well as any necessary reporting

• Modify further in light of evaluation findings



The Importance of Top Level Support and 
Enthusiasm
• Implementations that are purely cost-driven and ignore staff aspirations and the 

importance of culture change will run into trouble

• One of the biggest barriers to success is lack of engagement at the top level

• Any virtual working programme needs to have clear and dynamic support at top 
level 

• The vision has to be clearly endorsed and communicated

• The message is ‘This will be done. We’ll consult on and adapt the detail, but the 
vision and principles are not in question’

• This empowers the programme managers to move ahead confidently
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Managing Virtual Working
Managers have a key role to play in ensuring that virtual working is implemented 
effectively and in setting an example of how it works in practice

On a day to day basis, managing virtual working means moving away 
from managing by presence to managing by outcome

This involves different ways of keeping in contact with staff, of assessing 
workloads and monitoring and measuring performance

For the team this means greater sharing of schedules, filing information so it 
can be accessed by others and updating each other about work-in-progress
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Role of Leader in Virtual Teams
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Shifting the Paradigm

• The key to successfully managing change in a virtual environment is to shift 
the traditional paradigm that we have to physically be in the same room in 
order to be effective

• While there are certainly challenges of working virtually, virtual environments 
can, at times, offer advantages that are not possible in a traditional office

40



“In this rush to get back to normal, use this time to decide which parts 
of normal are worth rushing back to.”

- Dave Hollis
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Questions and Discussion
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Thank you!

We are not living in fear.
We are living in faith.

-Family caregiver using CaringBridge

Cobus Terblanche
0832817246
cobus@nvnt.online
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