


Learning often starts by reflecting on your current practice.  

Here are six sets of questions and a reflection piece designed to help you think about 

the different aspects that compose the Virtual, not Distant® framework and how they 

manifest themselves in your team.  

There are no right or wrong answers – you just need to think about whether the 

answers you’re coming up with are the answers you want to be giving. 

For more resources on leading remote teams, visit                    

http://www.virtualnotdistant.com  
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When we can’t look around the office and see each other directly, we need to find other ways of making 

ourselves visible to one another. Making sure your team members know when you’re available for a virtual 

“tap on the shoulder” and letting everyone know what you’re working on is crucial to good team 

communication.  If others think you are busy, they might be reluctant to interrupt with a casual query or 

remark, when actually you're happy to be interrupted; or if we're busy and don't signal it, others might interrupt 

our deep work.  

ASK YOURSELF  

 Do you all know at what time of the day and week you can count on each other to be at the other end of 

the line or chat, for quick consultations?  Do you have specific times blocked out for this.  Conversely, do 

you have a way of signalling that your ‘virtual headphones’ are in place and you’d prefer not to be 

disturbed? 

 Do you know, or at least have a sense of, what everyone is working on in your team?  To what extent is 

this visible and measurable to you as a manager, or to each other? 

 Do you spend your online or face to face meetings mainly catching up on work, or are you able to focus 

on areas of interaction that really need the direct conversation? 

Choosing an online collaboration tool which best serves your team’s communication style can enable many 

helpful behaviours, such as sharing what you’re working on or from where, as well as being able to post a 

status indicating if you’re head-down in something requiring uninterrupted attention.  You might find a shared 

calendar is also valuable, for blocking out time when you’re in other meetings, working on something specific, 

or when it’s otherwise “open door” time for catching up and conversation. 
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If we want our team members to go the extra mile for their colleagues, we need to have a strong team identity.  

This can be more challenging when we are not colocated, because often remote communication is more 

inclined to focus on work-related things, for the simple lack of visual cues which act as conversation starters. 

(“Fab new haircut!” or “You look annoyed!”).   

We also lack the unstructured time hanging around together, waiting for lifts to arrive or kettles to boil, when 

the subjects of life outside of work can create those unexpected bubbles of connection, over our shared love 

of Siamese cats, baseball, or latest TV hit show.  

However if we don’t connect with the people we work with, we can’t identify with what the team represents.  

And then we’re less likely to collaborate, support each other, and go the extra mile when someone needs a 

hand.  

ASK YOURSELF  

 Do you truly understand each other’s values? What values do you share? While having this conversation 

is specially important when you're working across different countries or cultures, it's also worth having it 

regardless of cultural differences. It's easy to take things for granted when we think people are "just like 

us" 

 What’s important to you all? Can you answer this question yourselves? Would someone outside the 

team be able to answer it? How does the ‘official’ mission statement or published value statement of 

your organisation translate into personal motivations and drives, around which you can all pull together? 

 What are the unspoken rules in your team? What does everyone who’s been around a while know 

instinctively, but newbies have to stumble into and absorb? And how helpful – or otherwise – are these 

‘dos and don’ts’?  Are some team members the true custodians of this ‘insider knowledge’, and what 

power does this give them? 

In a remote team, implicit assumptions and understandings need greater transparency.  How about creating a 

team document where you define your communication processes, desired behaviours and values?  But this 

document will not serve anyone gathering dust on a shared drive: you need to make time to review it regularly, 

and make it safe for people to question and challenge what has been agreed at these sessions.  

Cultures evolve over time, and your agreements need to keep up, to maintain a strong team identity. 
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How do we know our business is on track, achieving what we’re setting out to do?  

Planning and target setting is vital, and in remote teams we need to have specific and tangible ways of 

measuring our productivity and success.  By breaking the goals of the organisation into team and personal 

objectives we can remain focused and aligned, and every team member can know what’s expected of them 

and how their work will be evaluated.  

ASK YOURSELF 

 Does everyone in the team have access to all the information they need to do their job, including who is 

doing what?  Are they completely clear about what results they’re expected to achieve, and how that will 

be measured? 

 Are team members relying on the manager/team leader to check whether their job is done?  Or do you 

have transparency across the team, so that they can hold one another accountable? 

 What does “DONE” mean in your team, and how do you all communicate when you’ve completed a task 

or finished a job?  Critically, is that definition of ‘done’ clearly understood by everybody? 

Think about how to share team and personal objectives, and a frictionless system for ensuring everyone 

reviews and updates it regularly.  When results are transparent and obvious, everyone can feel confident that 

they are working effectively both as individuals and as a team. 
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Trust at work is built in many subtle ways, but in a colocated environment we rely a lot – rightly or wrongly – 

on non-verbal cues, ranging from eye contact to handshake to tone of voice.  In the absence of those signals 

we have to build trust in other ways, so that we can feel safe and committed to doing our best work.  

The good news is that in a remote team we can establish trust more objectively through the things we do and 

say, though we must take conscious steps to do so.  

We need to be able to rely on each other to do our work effectively, and know that the other members of the 

team will be there for us when we need them. 

ASK YOURSELF  

 What happens when we make a mistake as individuals or when the team fails?  Are people able to own 

up to failure, and learn lessons, avoiding a culture of blame or shifting responsibility? 

 Do team members (and that includes you) feel able to say ‘no’ or disagree with each other?  How is this 

perceived and responded to by the recipient - do they feel safe enough to accept feedback without the 

need to immediately leap to their own defence?   

 Do you get feedback from team members?  In other words, does this feeling extend both ways – can 

team members safely feed back upwards in the chain of hierarchy?  Does everyone understand how to 

constructively criticise an idea or a piece of work, without undermining the person behind it? 

Trust takes a long time to build, but can sometimes be irreparably damaged in a single conversation.   

Don’t underestimate this.  

Make sure you communicate often with your team (and that includes a lot of being on the receiving end of the 

conversation) both individually and within groups, so that they feel able to bring up the problems they 

encounter as soon as they come up rather than having to wait for a monthly meeting or call.  

When things go wrong, try to find a solution together first. Then dissect why the problem happened (context, 

actions) and what needs to change so that it doesn’t happen again.   

If you model and enable a culture of openness when things don’t go to plan, people will learn that it’s safe to 

own their screw-ups, and to share what they’ve learned. Through this comes growth (see below). 
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If we want our team members to innovate and adapt to change, we need to provide them with opportunities to 

grow at work.  

Growth leads to feelings of accomplishment and intrinsic reward, of progressing towards self actualisation. It 

keeps good team members on board, more than any other kind of reward (including financial incentives, as 

research repeatedly demonstrates). We achieve upgrowth when we solve problems using our creativity, and 

we’re allowed to flex our mental muscles and think laterally about possibilities.  

This can only be accomplished at work with trust and autonomy, making a safe space for this to happen. In an 

output-driven working environment, there’s a risk that opportunities for growth may get overlooked in the rush 

to the ‘right’ result.  

ASK YOURSELF  

 How often do you turn small problems, challenges or new tasks into learning opportunities for you and 

your team? Do you all provide regular feedback to each other, to help you improve?  Does the whole 

team feel safe to call out in-the-moment learning experiences? 

 How often do you have informal conversations (live or asynchronous) about your product, industry, 

clients/customers/end users, your organisation… Getting input from outside of your team, to challenge 

your assumptions, provide new perspectives, and contribute new ideas, has many benefits across your 

organisation in addition to stimulating growth and creativity.  

 Do you have a platform (e.g. an online collaboration tool, regular online meetings) where team members 

can go to seek advice and share their work experiences, and their learning experiences outside of work? 

Do you have a way to capture ideas and innovations, where it’s safe to share and brainstorm ideas 

which may not yet be fully formed, but could be your next killer product or service?  

Look for opportunities where people can learn or discover for themselves how to approach a task.  

When possible, use coaching rather than telling, even if it requires more time and energy.  The learning 

benefit will have longer term productivity benefits, as team members build resilience and expertise, and feel 

empowered in their roles. Encourage nurturing within the team too, a collaborative ‘many hands’ approach to 

problem solving will enable people to cascade learning and growth opportunities through the organisation, and 

foster future leadership skills. 
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Deep down, we all really DO just want to be loved. Or at least recognised for what we bring to the team, not 

taken for granted, and respected for our professional contributions.   

We need to know that what is unique about ourselves is known and valued, and that even when the work is 

hard, it yields results. 

When we cannot see each other to share a look of gratitude, a high-five or a group hug, it’s possible for 

significant accomplishments to get overlooked in the rush of the day-to-day work. And it’s also much easier in 

a remote team to simply not notice when someone has made an effort above and beyond the norm, to keep a 

commitment to a customer or a goal.    

 ASK YOURSELF 

 Can you and your team members individually complete this sentence: “What’s valued most about me in 

my team is…”  

 How often do you and your team members receive encouraging feedback or praise? How does this take 

place?  Does this affirmation come top-down, or is peer-to-peer appreciation and recognition 

encouraged and facilitated?  

 Do you ever get together, online or in person, just to celebrate a job well done or the end of a difficult 

period? 

 Do you have processes or structures to encourage people to ‘blow their own trumpet’ and share their 

successes out loud, if the work environment doesn’t always make it obvious? How could you encourage 

this? 

We’re all busy people, and we’re working without some of the visual cues which tell us that someone needs 

one of those virtual fist-bumps.  

So, we might need to remind ourselves to say thank you.  You could put a reminder in your to-do list app to 

thank someone, towards the end of each day - at least to reflect on whether that’s needed and by whom.   

Who are you grateful to today?    

Say it often, do it sincerely and do it publicly (when suitable), to build a culture of appreciation in your team.  
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YOUR OWN PRACTICE 

Leading virtual teams requires even more flexibility than in the colocated space. At times you might need to be 

the housekeeper or caretaker, making sure that the processes and tools you’re using are working and actually 

enabling the work, rather than holding it up. 

Other times you might need to take on the role of facilitator, bringing people together and making sure that 

they have everything they need to do their job. Sometimes you might turn into a monitor, checking and 

keeping watch over results.  

Some teams and situations might require you to set direction and then fade into the background. Other times 

you might need to take the spotlight to advocate for your team. Often you’ll need to be part teacher, part 

mentor, part coach, part listening-ear, and you might not know at the start of a conversation which 

combination of your many roles will be invoked.    

You’ll need to be professional enough to maintain everyone’s respect, while being able to be yourself in order 

to build trust.  You’ll need to be disciplined so that supporting your team members doesn’t take all your time 

away from your work. You’ll have to make sure that the ability to work all day doesn’t burn you out. 

You need to know yourself well enough to acknowledge any gaps in your personal skillset or areas which 

require development, and find support for yourself, of the kind that you might expect to offer your team.  If you 

are outside of a line management relationship you might need to think creatively about where that support 

comes from, such as a coach, mentor or non-management support group… The choice will depend on an 

honest assessment of your personal aptitudes and competencies. 

 

9 



MAKING ROOM FOR OTHERS TO LEAD 

Like it or not, you’ll have to be humble.  But giving away power can be liberating for you personally, as well as 

empowering others.  

Organisations are turning into more flattened, less hierarchical environments. This is an opportunity to 

encourage all team members to improve our team processes, to raise red flags when they see a problem, to 

take the lead when they have the skill. But that requires that we give away some of our role authority, that we 

step to one side while keeping watch.  

However it doesn’t absolve us of our responsibilities, as a leader we must be able to assess when something 

is a development opportunity and when it’s too big a risk.  

In your virtual team or flexible work environment, you’ll need to do all this without seeing your team members 

every day, without being able to look them in the eye during the tough conversations and without being able to 

develop rapport with them through a smile.   

That’s why you can’t leave those informal interactions to chance.  Whatever else is going on for you in your 

work, you need to maintain conscious contact with each member of your team - and never assume that lack of 

contact from them means everything must be going fine.  

Your actions need to be deliberate. Your level of self-awareness has to be high.  
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DIGITAL WELLBEING 

If you are part of a virtual team, chances are that you spend all day at your computer. You might be in an 

office, you might work sometimes from home or you might change where you work from every day. 

In any case, look after your health. Make sure that you take breaks from your computer, your phone and your 

work. Go out for a walk, take a long coffee break, let your mind wander away to help your creativity.  Even 

more frequently, look up from the screen - fix your gaze on something in the distance, to relax both your mind 

and the muscles around your eyes. 

Find a support network.  When you’re in a leadership position, it’s important to know people outside your team 

or organisation, who will be there for you when you need help. Don’t get too comfortable behind your 

computer, and make sure that every now and then you make new connections face to face.  

Whether you’re seeking work-life balance or work-life fusion, take control of your work patterns. Set 

boundaries when you can and when you need to be flexible, make sure that flexibility goes both ways: we’re 

often more accommodating for others than we are to ourselves.  

Remote teams are an opportunity to make the world of work a better place. Physical distance need not be an 

obstacle to working closely together anymore. 



STAY IN TOUCH 

I hope these questions and my own thoughts in the last section of this document have been of use to you. I’d 

love to hear some of your answers and any new questions I have inspired. We haven’t cracked the world of 

work yet, but I think we’re getting close… 

Feel free to email me on pilar@virtualnotdistant.com  

  

FURTHER RESOURCES 

To get more great content delivered to your inbox, sign up to our Monthly Newsletter.  

To continue developing as a manager, check out our articles on the Virtual not Distant blog.  

We also have a range of episodes about remote work, virtual collaboration and the evolving workplace in 21st 

Century Work Life podcast.  

And finally, if you are looking for some outside help, we offer team and individual coaching, consultancy and 

in-house workshops, delivered both online and colocated (in the UK). 

http://www.virtualnotdistant.com  
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