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Introduction 
 

Your company sent office workers home in March in a mad scramble to protect them from 

COVID19 and to keep your business alive. The survival of your workers was at stake. Now, as 

you plan the reopening of your office, it is clear that the survival of your business is at stake, 

and the old normal is obsolete.  

It is time to be disruptive. Create the new standard for a productive, innovative, less expensive, 

and safe office work. 

The fears of COVID19 infection will remain at the forefront of everyone’s mind until we have a 

vaccine or a cure. Or until 70 percent of the population has been exposed to the virus (which 

has the sad downside of increased illnesses and deaths). Any of these scenarios maybe six 

months away, such as for a miracle vaccine, or up to 24 months away for a cure. Vaccines may 

have to be reconstituted every year for this mutating coronavirus, like the flu vaccine.  

 

 

It is time to think big. It is time to make the moves now that will propel your business to be 

number one in your domain during this era. It is time to engage with your most valued asset, 

your workforce. It is time to provide them with an enabling environment so they may thrive, 

achieve great results, innovate, feel safe, and feel like trusted members of your organization. 

This is not the time for half-measures, happy talk, and incrementalism.  
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Your business needs to break away from the ineffective, habitual practices of the past with a 

bold long-term vision to be productive and to keep your workers safe.  

The open, crowded office bays of 2019-before 

COVID19- were unproductive work environments. 

The average worker was disrupted every three 

minutes. It took some workers as long as 23 minutes 

to return to the original task.  

Organizational Psychologist Matthew Davis reviewed 

more than a hundred office environment studies in 

2011.  He learned the following: 

Though open offices often fostered a 

symbolic sense of organizational mission, 

making employees feel like part of a more 

laid-back, innovative enterprise, they were 

damaging to workers’ attention spans, 

productivity, creative thinking, and 

satisfaction. Compared with standard offices, 

employees in open offices experienced more 

uncontrolled interactions, higher levels of 

stress, and lower levels of concentration and 

innovation. 

It is past time for new disruptive way thinking about the world of work. 

 

One office worker legacy of the COVID19 crisis will be the dramatic increase in remote work.  

 

Before COVID19, remote work was already: 

• preferred by 80% of the workforce, and all ages 

• the No. 1 preferred non-pay work benefit 

• growing more than 11 times faster than the rest of the workforce 

• enabling 43 percent of the workforce to work from home some of the time 

• saving employers $10,000 to $20,000 per remote worker per year by lowering real 

estate costs, turnover, and absenteeism and increasing employee productivity.1 

 
1 Workshifting Benefits: The Bottom Line, May 2010, by Kate Lister and Tom Harnish, Global Workplace Analytics, 
sponsored by Citrix Online. 
 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-biggest-office-interruptions-are-1378852919
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-biggest-office-interruptions-are-1378852919
https://www.newyorker.com/business/currency/the-open-office-trap
https://hbr.org/2017/02/the-most-desirable-employee-benefits
https://hbr.org/2017/02/the-most-desirable-employee-benefits
https://globalworkplaceanalytics.com/telecommuting-statistics
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/283985/working-remotely-effective-gallup-research-says-yes.aspx
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• saving carbon emissions. Consider this: According to Ladders, Just a 20% reduction in 

working from an office (one day a week) results in a 30% decrease in a person’s carbon 

footprint 

• enabling busy US workers in two-parent households, who work 58.5 hours a week 

between work and family duties, to have more work-life integration, higher job 

satisfaction, and less costly commutes and stress.2 

This trend to remote work has already started. Due to COVID19, 

Brookings estimates that about half of the US workforce is 

working from home, with most of these people being higher-

paid professional workers. About 3 percent of 1,000 HR 

professionals in the US, surveyed by the Society of Human 

Resources in April said their salaried employees were working 

remotely when the year began. That number rose to 64 percent 

by April.  PwC reports that 49 percent of Chief Financial Officers 

responding to their March 2020 survey say remote work is work 

is here to stay for some roles, as companies plan to alternate 

crews and reconfigure worksites.   

How will remote work be in your future?  How bold are you 

willing to be? 

As someone who has directed HR operations for global businesses of at large corporations for 

over 20 years and has implemented flexible work arrangements, I am offering the benefits of 

my successful experiences to you so that you can restart your business safely, profitably, and by 

providing a great and comforting experience to your workforce. My new guidebook, 9 Steps to 

Introduce a Bold, New Post-COVID19 Office Environment, will give you valuable information 

allowing you to direct your own organization’s reopening. 

With this guidebook, you will learn this valuable information: 

1. Which jobs, not workers, are ideally suited for home-based work, and which criteria you 

use in making this determination 

2. Guidelines to keep office workers safe as you bring them back to your new office 

environment 

3. Which digital technologies to use and the importance of bandwidth strength 

4. Leadership in the virtual and collocated world: How to effectively set operating norms 

for virtual meetings and how to keep employees aligned to your mission and goals. 

 
2 Kim Parker and Wendy Wang (March 14, 2013) “Modern Parenthood: Roles of Moms and Dads Converge as They 
Balance Work and Family.” Pew Research Center Social and Demographic Trends. Retrieved from 
www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/03/14/modern-parenthood-roles-of-moms-and-dads-converge-as-they-balance-
work-and-family/. 
 

https://www.theladders.com/career-advice/3-ways-remote-work-can-save-the-environment
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/04/06/telecommuting-will-likely-continue-long-after-the-pandemic/
hrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/hr-topics/talent-acquisition/Pages/SHRM-COVID-Coronavirus-Employers-Say-Remote-Work-Not-Here-to-Stay.aspx?utm_source=marketo&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=editorial~HR%20Daily~NL_2020-5-5_HR-Daily&linktext=SHRM-Employers-Say-Remote-Work-Is-Not-Here-to-Stay&mkt_tok=eyJpIjoiT0RWaE4yTXpOVEpqTVRJNSIsInQiOiJvcDd5VVNoeG9IbFdYRFVWT0NXUG55eEl3ZVA0cWFVc1JvZGV3d2hrTHNSUURYNXQ1SHM1MGZVOFArZjM1c2RKT0dLMjZQUitkc0dxMG94RGJ2VytSdlZMbE9CenJlSXVQT25vbFY1MWQraTdDNTJ0RmFhT1JmQWhGTncrdGE3TSJ9
hrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/hr-topics/talent-acquisition/Pages/SHRM-COVID-Coronavirus-Employers-Say-Remote-Work-Not-Here-to-Stay.aspx?utm_source=marketo&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=editorial~HR%20Daily~NL_2020-5-5_HR-Daily&linktext=SHRM-Employers-Say-Remote-Work-Is-Not-Here-to-Stay&mkt_tok=eyJpIjoiT0RWaE4yTXpOVEpqTVRJNSIsInQiOiJvcDd5VVNoeG9IbFdYRFVWT0NXUG55eEl3ZVA0cWFVc1JvZGV3d2hrTHNSUURYNXQ1SHM1MGZVOFArZjM1c2RKT0dLMjZQUitkc0dxMG94RGJ2VytSdlZMbE9CenJlSXVQT25vbFY1MWQraTdDNTJ0RmFhT1JmQWhGTncrdGE3TSJ9
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/pwc-covid-19-cfo-pulse-survey.html


 

VA@VictorHRConsultant.com Copyright May 6, 2020 707-331-6740 

5. How to have employees respond, wherever they are, when you need them. 

6. How to digitally store and share essential policies, procedures, files, and data. 

7. How to reduce or eliminate excess office space and accumulate huge savings. 

8. How to convert a traditional office space to a flexible work environment where works 

have the space, tools, and time for great performance. 

9. How to make sure these valuable changes drive your top and bottom line and improve 

your employer brand. 

Much of the guidance I will provide you, comes from my experience implementing remote work 

and flexible work environments, at Medtronic’s offices in Santa Rosa California, and with other 

Medtronic business across the world.  

Following a 30 percent increase in the use of remote workers, the Medtronic businesses based 

in Santa Rosa experienced significant productivity increases, of up to 22% for remote workers. 

The employees who would remain residents, coming into the office every day, were more 

productive too and enjoyed an upgraded office environment with improved videoconferencing 

capabilities, more conference rooms, huddle rooms, and open areas.  

Employees and managers alike reported a 98% satisfaction rate with the implementation of 

remote work. In addition, management saw substantial reductions in real estate costs, 

employee turnover, and carbon emissions. Employees who worked from home did not miss 

their average hour-long commutes. They appreciated having more control over their work life 

integration and reported more confidence in the leadership of their managers and of top 

management.  
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Which jobs, not workers, are ideally suited for home-based work 
 

 

 

 

The model for a flexible workplace is to align space and technology with when and how 

employees and teams worked. Form follows function, not for the whole business but each job 

family. This family identifies three categories of workers: office, lab, and manufacturing 

residents, home-based workers, and mobile workers. They are road warriors with customers 

and suppliers.  Workers could be home-based or mobile workers only if the technology, space, 

resources, and relationships required for doing their work effectively could be addressed from 

home or on the road. 

In the Post COVID19 crisis, the model must also include how to keep employees safe when they 

come into the office or to centralized meeting areas.  
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Office, Lab and Manufacturing Residents. 
 

Office residents do most of their work in traditional work 

environment settings, often in engineering labs, factories, or office 

buildings. To perform their jobs, some office residents need access to 

files that are only available in the office and face-to-face interactions 

with other office-based employees and team members. They need 

dedicated office spaces to do heads-down work. They need access to 

team project rooms, videoconferencing rooms, and “huddle rooms” for group interactions, as 

well as open social spaces designed for casual conversations and sharing of ideas.  

Office residents comprised 75% of the workforce (excluding sales). While they were not allowed 

to work from home on a regular basis, they did benefit from more liberal flextime 

arrangements. Exempt workers, who are required by federal and state wage and hour laws to 

record their time and report whenever they work through lunches and breaks, were required to 

be office residents. Companies who believe their time charging software and discipline are 

transparent and reliable, may allow non-exempt officer workers to work from home.  Another 

consideration is how restrictive state and municipal regulations are for time reporting. Always 

check these local regulations. Many of the exempt workers, in the Medtronic environment, 

were factory workers or lab technicians, and had to be in the facilities every day.   

Sometimes employees on very dynamic teams, such as innovation teams and needed to be in 

the office collaborating with access to shared paper files or lab equipment to prototype ideas. 

Most of the time, these employees need to be in the office. Still, they may have opportunities 

when they have to do “heads down” work (such as going over complex data or writing reports). 

Then it is appropriate for them to work at home, away from office distractions. 

 

Remote or Home-Based Workers 
 

Home-based or remote workers are employees who 

work from home three to four days a week and do most 

of their work through their computers. Most of their 

communications are through text, email, chat, phone 

calls, teleconferences, or videoconferencing. They tended 

to be accountants, clinical researchers, community 

relations specialists, IT workers, graphic designers, 

programmers, recruiters, regulatory affairs specialists, 

software engineers, supply chain workers, social media 

specialists, web developers, and  writers.  
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Home-based workers had to certify that they had safe, ergonomically sound home office 

environments, where they could work free from distractions. Home-based workers would no 

longer have dedicated offices or cubes.  When they came into the office, it would typically be 

for meetings.  Whenever they need to do computer work in the office, they would use a 

touchdown space, which are unassigned work areas that employees can use for five minutes or 

half a day. They often look like workstations you would see at airports. They also have access to 

“huddle rooms” for impromptu meetings or private conversations.  

Home-based workers ended up comprising about 30% of the workforce, or 45% when external 

sales force workers were included in the count. No employee who qualified to work from home 

was forced to do so. The decision to work from home or in the office was completely up to each 

person.  External sales workers who were dispersed in regions across the country were the 

exception. Working in their region with a home office was a job requirement. 

Some employees who chose not to work from home did not have a suitable home environment 

for work that was free from domestic distractions. Others craved the daily social interactions 

they found at work.  Another reason can be loud roommates or children at home. Finally, the 

employee’s town or neighborhood may not have good Wi-Fi.  The vast majority of identified 

home-based workers took the opportunity to work from home. 

 

Mobile Workers 
 

Mobile workers are employees who are constantly traveling to 

customer or supplier sites, or they are frequently moving about the 

facilities or in and out of R&D labs. Mobile workers would no longer 

have dedicated cubes and, like home-based workers, would utilize 

“touchdown stations” to do computer work and “huddle rooms” for 

private discussions and conference calls.   

These workers were brand marketers, external trainers, facilities workers working on the 

building, supply chain workers, quality inspectors of vendors, and R&D technicians. They were 

assigned lockers (in their departments) for their private belongings and either individual or 

team-based files for file storage. Unless they were in a manufacturing setting, they also 

benefited from more liberal flextime. 

 

Guidelines to keep office workers safe as you bring them back to work at 

your new office environment 
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When you review the recommendations for keeping office workers safe, it is evident that the 

use of flexible work arrangements for up to 50% of office works, based on the criterion above, 

alleviates many of the obstacles of violating social distancing guidelines. Below are the Center 

for Disease Control’s primary recommendations for keeping workers safe in offices upon 

reopening: 

• social distancing (specifically, staying 6 

feet away from others when you must 

go into a shared space) 

• frequently washing hands or use 

alcohol-based (at least 60% alcohol) 

hand sanitizer when soap and water 

are not available 

• wearing cloth face coverings 

• avoiding touching eyes, nose, and 

mouth 

• staying home when sick 

• cleaning and disinfecting frequently touched objects and surfaces 

The social distancing requirement (above) poses considerable challenges for offices, especially 

as employees come to work or leave work, and crowd entrances, hallways, and elevators. Some 

employers are actively looking at alternating the days employees come into the office, 

sometimes by choosing the elimination of every other office resident’s chair or scheduling 

different start times to prevent crowds. They are also looking at limiting the number of people 

in elevators and even marking off standing positions on the floors of elevators. Companies are 

also looking at staggering lunches and breaks or putting up temporary break rooms and eating 

rooms to allow for social distancing. 

Also, to prevent sick employees from coming to work, many employers are looking at taking 

employee temperatures daily at entrances or administering COVID19 tests. Test shortages and 

the complications of taking blood tests, however, make the second choice difficult. Workplaces 

that have had hot spots of reported COVID19 illnesses should work with their public health 

officials to take tests to disinfect the workplaces and implement social distancing. 

All of these precautions come at considerable expense. Employees will appreciate these 

precautions but will have fears about being exposed to the virus upon their return to work. 

Why not consider having 50% or more of employees work remotely three to four days a week, 

based on the criteria above? 

Learn more from the CDC’s Reopening America’s Guidelines and its website CDC.gov. 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/reopen-guidance.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/reopen-guidance.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/pdf/Reopening_America_Guidance.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/
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Which digital technologies to use and bandwidth strength 
 

When companies sent their employees home with just hours’ notice due to COVID19, the only 

technology employees took with them, in many cases, was their laptop and smartphone. That is  

just the beginning of what is needed for a successful long-term strategy for remote work. 

The technology required for successful remote work are the following: 

 

Hardware 
 

Contrary to what some executives may believe, home-based 

workers will need at home the same hardware they used 

in the office. A laptop and smartphone are a great 

start, but depending on the job, what also may be 

needed are monitors, printers, shredders. A good 

criterion to use is if an employee (or better yet 

the employee’s job classification) used the 

hardware in the office, why not provide for it at 

home? Certainly, the availability of financial 

resources is a determinant factor and may 

require practical compromises. One way to 

provide needed resources at home while not 

running up the budget is to allow employees who 

will be working from home to take their equipment in 

the office home with them, and not to allow for duplicate 

equipment in the office. In effect, the home office is the 

employee’s office and in the future they come into the office not to work but only for essential 

meetings, recognitions, and town halls. The issue of printers could be problematic if an office 

bay shared a printer. In that case, companies can look at reimbursing employees for ink and 

paper costs while they use their home printers, or provide them small, affordable printers.  

File storage, sharing, and security. Organizations need to review whether they need to increase 

their broadband and file storage capability to be able to accommodate the increased digital 

traffic and digital files for remote workers. Cloud file server costs have come down but 

increased digital use may raise the risk of security breaches and the costs to guard against 

them. This issue is critical to resolving with your IT department or provider as you transition to 

enabling more remote work.   
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Strong WiFi 
 

Nothing is worse than spending valuable minutes waiting for a file to open at the home office 

or having the audio or video being interrupted during a video conference. Good WiFi is 

essential, as is the smart discipline of using home WiFi. Employees can call their WiFi providers 

to ask them to increase their broadband and speed. The company will face a question about 

whether that increase should be reimbursed. (In my experience, reimbursing that cost and the 

cost of other hardware was an easy decision to make when companies reconfigured their 

offices for fewer workers and substantially reduced their real estate footprint).  

Another discipline to use is to prevent teenagers and toddlers live-streaming videos and games 

on their laptops and tablets while one or both parents are on video-conferencing meetings.  

 

Virtual Collaboration Tools 
 

Videoconferencing and digital communication and collaboration tools are essential for 

successfully leading a remote workforce. What is also immensely helpful are chatrooms, 

generous file server space for document storage, and project management software.  

Email tools such as Microsoft or Gmail are essential to have. Both systems have built-in or 

companion tools also to accommodate chats and texting. Microsoft, for example, has Microsoft 

Teams and SMS Text Messaging, and usually excellent interfaces with file servers to store and 

share documents. Microsoft calendaring allows for everyone on the platform to share their 

calendars, which makes the scheduling of meetings very direct and easy. Google’s Gmail also 

has companion tools, often at lower costs which are 

popular among start-ups and small firms. These 

include Google Hangouts and Google Docks.  

Voice Over Internet Protocol, which allows the 

making of phone calls over internet networks, is 

also essential. However, email and VoIP are old but 

reliable technologies.  

Chat rooms. More and more, collaboration is 

happening in virtual spaces in real time chat rooms, 

which makes communications among team 

members seamless. Slack and Google Hangouts are 

leaders in this space.  
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File sharing. File sharing is also critical, especially if you do not have enterprise-wide IT file 

server networks. Leading file-sharing platforms in these circumstances include Google Drive, 

Box, and Dropbox. 

Videoconferencing. But what really helps is video conferencing that enables several individual 

team members to be able to see each other, read each other’s emotions, share presentations 

and documents, and chat with one another during a meeting. The eye-to-eye contact during a 

meeting provides a significant advantage over only a phone call to make sure all team members 

are engaged and to read the emotions of the room. While it is not the same as being in a room 

together, it is the next best thing and meets social distancing criteria. 

Zoom leads this space. Other good platforms include Microsoft Teams, WebEx, and Fuse.   

Project Management Software 

The work of virtual teams can also be significantly improved with the use of project 

management tools. They can make tracking goals, milestones, and budgets easy, and reduce 

stifling micromanagement. The best tools often integrate with third-party collaboration tools 

and allow teams to seamlessly set their tasks and goals, track their progress, check off 

completed work, and hold each other accountable for missed deadlines. 

Some of the best tools include Microsoft Project, Basecamp, Teamwork Projects, and Asana. 

 

Ergonomics 
 

Desks and chairs are an important part of the hardware for productivity and to keep workers 

safe from repetitive motion injuries. If an employee injures themselves at home even while 

working remotely for an employer, the employer may be held liable for the injuries. Because of 

this potential legal liability, it is advisable to have employees sign an agreement that they will 

have an ergonomically correct desk and chair for their work. (Please see the image on the next 

page). And that they will not be working at a poorly designed ergonomic workspace such as a 

kitchen counter with a high stool for a chair.  
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Leadership in the virtual and collocated world: How to effectively set 

operating norms for virtual meetings and how to keep employees 

aligned to your mission and goals. 
 

Leadership in the virtual world is very much like excellent leadership in the face-to-face world, 

but more so. A simple way to express this is that the leadership competencies you should have 

been doing all along are doubly important now with your remote team. You need to be more 

planful. 

 

Alignment. 
 

Workers in the virtual world want to stay focused and perform well but are overwhelmed by 

the strangeness of their new surroundings while being overjoyed by not having a commute.  

You, however, have to work doubly hard a keeping them focused on the larger purpose of the 

company and your team’s role in the company. You achieve this by tirelessly speaking about it 
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and continually updating them on changes to the business and its environment, particularly 

when it comes to the livelihood and health issues regarding COVID19.  

 

Will my goals change?  
 

This is a common question of employees working in a crisis and especially when there is a black 

swan disruptor such as COVID19. If there was any lack of clarity about goals, milestones, and 

due dates, it is crucial to provide clarity on that now. It is OK to acknowledge that priorities in 

the COVID19 world with all of its disruptions and illness will change—but be sure to tell them 

about the changes.  

 

Which meetings to keep?  
 

 

Why not keep all of them? That is my advice but get used to holding them by teleconference or 

videoconference. For example, if you hold staff meetings on Tuesday mornings, one-on-ones on 

Tuesday afternoon and Wednesday 

mornings, and scrum meetings for 

various projects every morning at 8:00 

AM, keep doing it. It is important to 

maintain the rhythm of the operations. 

Maintaining well-understood routines is 

reassuring to employees and shows 

that the work is continuing. 

The only thing to decide is which 

meetings to hold by videoconference 

and which by telephone. Hold as many 

as you can by videoconference, so you 

can make the emotional connection of looking each other in the eye and also see the 

expressions on the faces of your team members. It may seem unbelievable, but studies show 

that employees quickly get used to reading emotions during videoconferences and being able 

to relate to their team members when they are overjoyed by something, confused, or 

disappointed. Empathy is the number one determinant of team success. Empathy is more 

natural to experience when you see the faces of your team members, and they see each other’s 

faces.  
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If it becomes unpractical to hold one-one-ones by videoconference or you are experiencing 

videoconferencing fatigue, then use a phone call for some of your one-on-ones. When things 

with the virus settle down a bit, have them be in person in the office, respecting social 

distancing. 

It is also important that you maintain your disciplines for sending out agendas before the 

meeting and recording decisions and actions for follow-up. 

 

Keep Providing Feedback 
 

Your role as a leader does not change during a crisis and with leading a remote workforce. 

More than ever, employees want your feedback. Leaders must continue to provide both 

developmental and performance feedback even with the circumstance of working remotely for 

the first time. The developmental feedback is perhaps most notable as many remote workers 

fear that since they are not in the office, their careers will be stunted, and favorable treatment 

will go to those remaining in the office. 

Your continued feedback and coaching to employees will alleviate these concerns. 

Besides, with all the changes of COVID19 and working remotely, you need to double down on 

helping employees overcome the obstacles they have to perform efficiently. Be sure to ask 

them about their perceived success with working remotely. What is going well, and what are 

the obstacles they see. Ask them for their solutions to overcome the obstacles and how you can 

help and then provide your observations. Then follow through on what you can reasonably do 

to assist them. It is important to have a positive to negative feedback ratio of 5:1 or 3:1 and to 

celebrate early successes. 

 

Operating Norms 

 

Having well defined operating norms are essential for keep employees aligned to your goals, 

and for having employees respond, wherever they are when you need them. In addition, they 

will significantly improve the effectiveness and innovation of your virtual meetings. Operating 

norms are one aspect of leading remote workers that I have seen leaders side-step and at their 

own peril. They are the glue that keeps your remote workforce attuned and focused. 
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Daily Greetings, Virtually 
 

I encourage leaders to have their team members text them when they are starting their days, 

taking lunch and ending their day, in much the same way a worker would tell his or her leader 

of these actions if they were in the office. This simple communication helps leaders be 

understand that their workers are working, and it gives everyone a sense of connecting and 

having access to each other. After weeks, when this becomes the routine, many teams may 

quietly adjust these practices to fit their new normal. 

 

Team Behavior and Decision-Making Norms 
 

Leading a virtual team is always a daunting task, especially if it is not your company’s norm. The 

role of the leader is critical. The example leaders set in running effective meetings, keeping a 

focus on the company’s top goals, making sure all employees are heard and understood, and 

building relationships with each team member is essential. Above all else, is the smart use of 

digital technology, especially video-conferencing technology and building trust. 

Below are six critical factors for having virtual teams be just as effective as co-located teams. 

1. Level the power dynamics so that all employees feel their participation is welcomed 

and heard. Leaders can assure 

this by making sure to solicit 

everyone’s opinion on the topic 

and not allowing one or two 

team members to dominate 

the discussion. 

 

2. Clarify roles and handoffs for 

team members and between 

teams. This step is vital for 

cross-functional and innovation 

teams. When team leaders see 

all team members following these norms, it is a sign the team is off to a good start. 

 

3. Establish fast decision-making processes for the team. The best teams, virtual or co-

located, need to act and move fast. Many teams falter with decision-making where 

there is no standard for making decisions, and the team vacillates between the leader 

deciding, vocal members of the team deciding by dominating the rest, or consensus. The 

best teams set up norms for making decisions based on analytics and equal participation 

of members (no dominance). These norms, however, should be reviewed by the leader 
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every time a decision is to be made. If it is a close call on making the decision, put in 

place milestones to watch for early indications that the decision needs to be rethought. 

 

4. Set up escalation paths. Even the best teams will need guidance from executives on the 

decisions they are about to make. The best teams, even virtual ones, have fast—in a day 

or two—paths to raise issues for guidance so the team can decide and move forward. 

 

5. Build trust and demonstrate empathy. Research shows that the most effective teams 

set up psychological safety, or trust, and team members are sensitive to the need of 

other members. Trust is often found to be more critical for team success than the 

intelligence of team members, the commitment of team members, and expertise. Team 

members who can share new ideas, mistakes, and failures with their teams without 

criticism, tend to be more honest, open, and innovative. Trust makes for better decision 

making. For teams to innovate, they need to create a learning culture of failing fast, 

furiously, and frequently. What did you learn today? What is tomorrow’s experiment? If 

teams do not have this trust, they will not do their best work. 

 

6. Use great video-conferencing technology. I have made this point earlier, but it bears 

repeating. Research shows that team members who can see each other’s faces and 

body language get better at empathy and build stronger relationships. This effect also 

occurs when people observe expressions on video conferencing. Therefore, it is 

essential to use high quality and reliable video conferencing technology and not just 

teleconferences. In addition, when everyone is visible to everyone else, they are less 

inclined to be distracted by emails. 

 

7. Be understanding of everyone’s work from home experience and pressures. Working 

from home exposes the remote worker to having their home life be on public display to 

their boss or colleagues. You have 

probably seen many examples of 

this. One may be a crying three-

year-old who busts into mom or 

dad’s office with a hurt finger. 

Another may be the dog barking, or 

an inpatient teenager who is yelling 

in the background. Working from 

home often involves more casual 

dress. Another may simply be a 

lousy Wi-Fi connection day in the 

neighborhood of one or more of your team members with frequent interruptions to 

audio or video.  

 

https://victorhrconsultant.com/2018/02/13/four-studies-identify-the-critical-dynamics-that-contribute-to-team-success/
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While it is essential to maintain professionalism and a business casual appearance, it is also 

important to be conscientious of everyone’s home life and the struggle these times cause for 

every family member. A little patience and understanding will go a long way. 

 

How to have employees respond, wherever they are, when you need 

them. 
 

One worry leaders have is how to get ahold of a worker or groups of workers when there is an 

urgent need or a change in direction. I recommend that each team put in place communication 

norms for fast responses and  hierarchy of communications urgency, so workers know when 

they need to immediately respond to their leaders or team members. Here is an example we 

have had good success with implementing: 

1. Most urgent. A telephone call is received. The receiver should pick up the phone or 

respond immediately upon getting out of a meeting, where the call could not be 

answered. 

 

2. Second most urgent. Text. A question by text or chat should be answered within the 

hour. 

 

3. Least urgent. Email. Emails ought to be answered by lunch and again at the end of the 

day. 

 

 

How to reduce or eliminate excess office space and accumulate huge 

savings. 

 

Benchmarking at the time of the Medtronic flexible workplace implementation in 2013 

revealed that over 80% of Fortune 500 companies had some form of flexible work 

arrangements. Companies commonly discovered that that dedicated cubes and offices were 

only occupied 40% of the workday and actually sat empty 50% to 60% of the time, resulting in 
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wasted space. (Please see the 

chart at right.) Workers were also 

tired of the cube and open office 

environment and the din in the 

office. They needed more quiet 

space for concentrated work and 

private conversations as well as 

conference rooms with improved 

telecommunications or 

videoconferencing technology.  

An employee survey, time study 

and sensing session analysis 

revealed that Medtronic’s office 

cubes were unoccupied 60% of the time. We also learned that conference rooms were in hot 

demand during peak office hours and needed to be increased by approximately 20%. This 

increase could be accomplished by a combination of formal conference rooms with 

videoconferencing equipment and informal meeting places for impromptu meetings and 

private conversations of two to four people, keeping the office work areas quiet.  

The resulting flexible workplace design provided effective, dedicated, and quiet workspaces for 

office residents, while more than 200 cubicles were eliminated. These space savings allowed for 

more of the spaces that office employees wanted based on surveys taken at the time. The 

office spaces in hot demand included:  

1. “quiet space” norms were also put into place for cube areas and touchdown stations. 

2. project space for teams 

3. open spaces for impromptu free-ranging discussions and socializing 

4. touchdown spaces for mobile and home-based workers when they were in the office 

5. “huddle rooms” for impromptu meetings and private conversations of two to four 

people 

6. more formal conference rooms, requiring advanced scheduling for use, with significantly 

improved videoconferencing technologies.  

7. there was more support services space for files, copiers, printers, and employee lockers.   

Directors and VPs kept private offices, but many of them “got into the spirit” and opened up 

their offices as huddle rooms while they were traveling.  
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How to Convert a Traditional Office Space to a Flexible Workplace 

Where Workers Have the Space, Tools, and Time to Achieve Their Goals. 
 

The realization that every office worker does not need to work in the office every day frees-up a 

lot of space and enables the company to reduce its office footprint significantly. In the COVID19 

environment, it allows leaders the flexibility to provide more space between office residents or 

even platoon their days in the office, allowing for better compliance to the social distancing 

guidelines. 

Based on the analysis conducted for Medtronic in Santa Rosa CA, the traditional office areas 

were significantly reduced and what was expanded was space for the following:  

 

• team project rooms 

• conference rooms 

• video conference rooms 

• touchdown spaces for mobile or 

remote workers when they 

came in the office needed to 

use their computers 

• huddle rooms,  

• open, informal spaces.  

 

 

Please see the diagram on the next page, “Taking from the Me and Giving to the We.” This 

design was exceedingly popular. 
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How to make sure these valuable changes drive your top and bottom 

line and improve your employer brand. 
 

It is said that “crisis is the mother of invention.” COVID19 is a global healthcare and economic 

crisis. The world of work will never be the same, and many changes implemented during this 

crisis will be long-lasting and continuing to evolve.  

One of the lasting changes is leading a remote workforce for up 25% to 100% of your workforce 

depending on your industry and the level and size of your manufacturing, research and 

development infrastructure, and security needs. Unlike many changes that COVID19 has forced 

upon business, the non-profit sector, and government agencies, the smart implementation of 

flexible work environments and remote work will provide your organization with significant 

financial improvements and employee engagement.  

Implementing remote work in a comprehensive and durable way will improve your 

productivity, efficiency, and the morale, health, and safety of your workforce. Besides, it will 

also substantially reduce the costs of your real estate footprint and COVID19 safety 



 

VA@VictorHRConsultant.com Copyright May 6, 2020 707-331-6740 

precautions. Finally, it will allow your organization to substantially reduce its carbon emissions 

by lighting, heating, and cooling fewer facilities and through reduced employee commuting. 

As with any significant business strategy, the implementation of a flexible work environment 

and remote work requires a well thought out project plan with a healthy dose of change 

management. The diagram below highlights the implementation and change management plan 

to implement a flexible workplace system at Medtronic’s Santa Rosa, CA. facilities (pictured 

below, in part) and to have 30% of the 1,200-employee workforce work remotely three to four 

days a week. Many employees who did have to come into work every day enjoyed more liberal 

flex time and upgraded office areas, complete with videoconferencing rooms and huddle 

rooms. 

The original plan was put together by Medtronic corporate real estate working with the Santa 

Rosa facilities, IT, and human resources teams, and advised by DEGW out of San Francisco. An 

in-depth analysis by the real estate team determined who would be allowed to work from 

home, who could be mobile, and who would be office residents. 

 

 

 

The original plans were shared with teams of executives and with employees in employee 

sensing sessions, management sensing sessions. Employees were asked, through a survey, how 

and where they currently did work, the tools they used, and their use of conference rooms. The 

planning included an “observation” time study on how often workers used offices, engineering 

labs, and conference rooms. The analysis also tracked the use and booking of conference rooms 
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and how often employees traveled about the facility or to customer or supplier locations. The 

executive team of each functional staff was also interviewed by the real estate team to 

understand their preferences for floor layouts and needs. 

Human resources led the sensing sessions, communications, and change management for the 

project. 

Management’s Concerns. The management sensing sessions revealed serious concerns that 

productivity would plummet among home based and mobile workers, including: 

1. How will I be able to communicate with home-based and mobile workers? 

2. How will I know they are working? 

3. How do I motivate them and alert them of changing priorities? 

Managers were told that their concerns could be addressed “through the computer” (as 

opposed to walking the hallways), by managing goals and performance, and by setting clear 

expectations. They were told that to check to see if employees were working through Microsoft 

Office software, which shows if an employee is working, in a meeting, or is off-line.  They were 

asked to set clear expectations about work, goals and operating norms, including when to 

return phone calls, text messages and emails and which meetings should be face-to-face.  
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It was suggested that managers adopt standards that employees respond to phone calls and 

messages immediately, to text messages within an hour unless they were in a meeting and 

respond to all emails by day’s end. They were also told that the following meetings should be 

face-to-face: feedback sessions, coaching sessions, performance reviews and development 

planning. Team or project meetings requiring a lot of complex, detailed analysis and major 

emotional decisions or announcements should also be face-to-face. In the post-COVID19 world, 

this is still useful guidance provided social distancing procedures are enforced as outlined 

above. 

Managers were shown research that home office workers consistently improved productivity 

and had higher morale if clear expectations and operating norms were set. In addition, when 

workers came back into the office at least one day a week for staff meetings, one-on-one, 

celebrations, and the like, employees continued to feel a cultural and emotional attachment to 

the company, its management and workers, and its mission.   
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Employee Concerns. Employees had their 

own unique concerns, most of which 

centered on the belief that their careers 

would not be taken seriously. As one 

employee said to me, “I will be seen as 

working in my pajamas all day and 

watching soap operas.” Employees were 

also concerned about what to do with 

“their stuff,” since they would no longer 

have dedicated cubes. They also wanted 

major improvements with internet speed 

and videoconferencing and web-ex meeting 

quality.  

As a result, the facility workplace plans 

were changed to provide each mobile 

worker with a locker in the office and a two-drawer lateral file cabinet. The corporate IT 

function approved significant internet and server upgrades to ensure that workers would not 

experience substantial delays in receiving data and opening files from servers. Facilities also 

made investments that improved office Wi-Fi, telecommunications equipment in conference 

rooms, and high definition videoconferencing. 

To help alleviate employees’ career concerns, managers were encouraged to be extra diligent 

with home-based and mobile worker career planning and to have coaching sessions face-to-

face.   

Communications. During the six-month analysis period and throughout implementation, online 

communications provided the workforce with updates on facility layout changes, department 

move dates and other important issues. The strategy team also launched an online blog and 

offered to address any questions that employees had within 24 hours. The blog became an 

important and early means of addressing employee concerns. After about three weeks, 

questions died down as employee and manager concerns subsided. The blog also explained the 

business case for the change and included an animation showing what a typical day would look 

like in the new office environment for office residents, remote workers, and mobile workers. 

Final Plan and Approval. Each function reviewed with real estate its final floor layout and the 

alignment of its workforce among the three work styles. A plan was presented to the executive 

teams for their “go-no go” decision. After approval, the facility space buildouts and move-ins 

began. Human resources provided face-to-face training and coaching for managers to help 

them understand the changes in their roles and how to best manage at-home and mobile 

employees. Face-to-face training was also provided to employees to help them understand 

their new roles and responsibilities, work processes, and norms. IT provided training on the 

new technologies. 
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As mentioned in the introduction the implementation was a sterling success (See page 4), more 

than we imagined and the Santa Rosa businesses saw a return on their $1,000,000 investment 

in IT and office work environment improvements within 1.5 months of its full implementation 

due to the productivity increases of remote workers, residents, and reduction in real estate 

costs.  

 

Key Learnings 
 

 

Below is a list of key learnings from our experience that are shared with you so that your 

transition to leading a remote workforce can be even more successful. 

• Support of top management is vitally important.   

• Alignment and strong collaboration between real estate, human resources, IT, and 

facilities are critical.  

• Form follows function. Begin with a workforce analysis of each function and learn how 

work is actually done. Then, provide employees with the space and technology that 

supports them where, when, and how they work together. The real power of a flexible 

work environment is marrying a flexible work design with an environment that is 

tailored to the space and technology your employees actually need—not some pre-

packaged design or fad. 

• Exploit social networking and data storage technology, such as high definition and easy-

to-use videoconferencing, chat rooms, and abundant file server space. It enables 

success and accelerates productivity, morale, and innovation. 

• This is an exercise in change management and training as much as it is one of workplace 

design. Anyone telling you differently is trying to sell you something or just does not 

understand change. Make sure you understand manager and employee concerns and 

have the structure in place to communicate what everyone needs to hear when they 

need to hear it. Provide the training that employees and managers need to understand 

changes in their roles and work norms.  
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How Can We Help You Implement Flexible Work? 
 

Whether you need a free one-hour strategy session or more strategic and in-depth planning 

and implementation, we are here for you. 

We can help you with the following: 

• Getting started 

• Exploring the feasibility of long-term strategies 

for leading a remote workforce for your 

business 

• Provide you with a thorough assessment and 

implementation plan 

• Training for managers and employees 

• Policies and procedures 

Contact me at VA@VictorHRConsultant.com or 707-

331-6740. 

Learn more about the many services we provide at www.VictorHRConsultant.com.  
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