
1

Informed by our facilitated networking forums
April 2020

Remote working:
a leader’s handbook

© Bestem Limited & AGM Transitions, 2020



2

AGM Transitions and the Bestem network partnered 
for a series of video calls with over 20 CEOs and other 
senior executives in the UK, Italy, France, Holland, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Norway and Dubai. This 
document is one of three that comes out of that 
process. The resulting documents are handbooks 
which articulate 

• The macro challenges faced by leaders 
• The context that applies by sector and geography
• A series of practical tips for leaders 

The handbooks deal with the agenda for leaders in

• Working remotely
• Sharing experience
• Driving transformation.

Mark Pearson, Ken McKellar and Gareth Davies, 
April 2020

Introduction
Results from our facilitated video conference networking sessions
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• The whole world is affected this time around, not just 
specific sectors or regions

• The solutions for the macro-economy (countries, 
governments, MLAs) and the microeconomy 
(companies, markets) are mutually dependent and 
inextricably interlinked 

• Change is long overdue in a whole range of socio-
economic areas which have been behaving 
dysfunctionally for some time

• Overarching these areas of change are themes of 
profound social importance, including: climate change, 
social equality and responsible corporate citizenship

• Technology has never been readier to play a key 
enabling role in all of the above

• Leaders are hungrier than ever before for new 
paradigms, effective tools and practical tips for 
transformational leadership 
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There is good reason to believe that transformational change is coming
Setting the scene
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We learnt a lot from one leader who had 
implemented a virtual way of working in the 
aftermath of the industrial action in Paris last year. 
Distributed resource and remote working were 
already well established and in operation. The 
challenges posed by social distancing were 
therefore minimal in this case. 

Section 1 addresses four areas:

• Behavioural challenges;
• Structural challenges;
• Personal impact of remote working; and
• Enhancing personal interaction

Remote working - the macro challenges for leaders
We have learned that there are macro challenges in remote working that require changes in 
behaviour and structure.

Section 1
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Behavioural Challenges (1)
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In our international networking sessions, leaders commented on a wide range of behavioural 
changes that are emerging quickly in organisations across sectors and geographies. We have taken 
the top 8:

• Requirement for new methods of socialising…the virtual water cooler, the virtual coffee 
machine, the virtual drinks session have all made an appearance in recent weeks with some 
southern cultures commenting that it is important to creating a safe space for banter 

• Difficulty in picking up body language…this is a big deal where the business culture is 
especially tactile and has particular relevance in the negotiating and business development 
arenas where the lack of human cues is challenging. “It is tough negotiating with a fuzzy 
intermittent image when you cannot even see anything more than the top of a head.”

• Need to focus on sponsoring younger talent in the absence of spontaneous feedback…despite 
the perception that younger people are more tech savvy, there is also a perception that they 
suffer from the lack of immediate commentary and guidance in the workplace. This is 
especially true when the workplace is less well-known and younger employees are less well 
established. 

• Integrating new employees is especially difficult…the story of the new employee who had to 
drive to the corporate HQ to get her new computer booted so that she could join virtual 
meetings is not apocryphal. Leaders need to consider the particular information needs of 
employees coming into the organisation in a structured way.

22/4/2020



Behavioural Challenges (2)

6© Bestem Limited & AGM Transitions, 2020

• Sharing and building a common culture is a challenge…leaders have to think of new ways of 
conveying their values and the distinctive aspects of organisations will evolve during the phase 
of virtual working. Tolerance of difference and for different ways of appearing in the 
workplace will have to be thought through. 

• High levels of productivity caused by solitary focus can also drive stress: The executive who 
works 18 hour shifts can also burn out quickly. Keeping an eye out for the warning signs is an 
important challenge for the leader.

• Information asymmetry referred to elsewhere can also create a sense that others have access to 
better information... rumours need to be foreseen and addressed by leaders. The role of 
corporate HQs may also have to change to allow decision-making to take place at the local 
level

• Balancing the formal and the informal is complex in virtual forums…these forums are rarely 
being used in organisations for informal purposes and can be overwhelmingly technical and 
data driven with less focus on the emotional agenda

22/4/2020



Structural Challenges
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A number of companies in a wide range of sectors are using this as an opportunity to think 
through major structural change which will in turn result in a very different workplace as the 
world gets back to “normal”. The core theme here is that many of the technologies already exist 
but for many reasons companies have not yet implemented them. These range from:

• The financial services platform that has realised that it can automate the majority of its 
business processes for front and back offices.

• The oil and gas trading firm which has realised that it no longer needs physical facilities in 
future. 

• The upstream oil company which will make much greater use of robotics in its core safety and 
extraction processes.

• The private equity house which is holding back its investments till assets reach a new low –
when they invest they will do so with a surge of redundancies.

• The life sciences company which knows that it will have to reinvent itself to retain its talent 
which will be in very high demand.

• The retail platforms which will have to earn back the goodwill with their supply chain partners 
that they abandoned during the apparently binary world of the epidemic.

The overall tenor of these comments amounts to a wave of restructuring around people which has 
major implications for the way we work and the nature of the social contract with companies. 
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Personal impact of remote working
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In all of our sessions, people were surprisingly open to discussing the positive and 
negative effects on themselves of remote working. We recommend that leaders extend this 
reflection to ensuring an empathetic response to their teams.

• There was an overwhelming recognition of the sheer intensity and energy drain of 
remote working, with back-to-back calls building up into long hours

• The lack of cameraderie and diversion through occasional physical contact around the 
office was also missed, as were natural breaks within the work day

• Working from home also required an unfamiliar skill of being able to switch quickly, 
regularly (and sometimes unexpectedly) between a work and domestic environment  -
this was disruptive and energy-sapping especially for people with small children 
necessarily at home

• The lack of commuting for people living in big cities was seen as a big plus, making 
for less stress and more potential time available for productive work

• Dressing more informally in comfortable surroundings was seen as a bonus, although 
striking the right balance between formality and informality of dress and surroundings 
required some thought during video-conferencing

• Mastering personal technology has moved from a “nice to have” to a “must” – this is 
viewed both positively and negatively

• Managing remote schooling as well as rationing domestic office space and broadband 
are becoming priorities



Enhancing personal interaction
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The theme of how to create an effective proxy for historic face-to-face communication was raised 
by all participants. The answers to this were rich and unexpected with much of the solution 
coming spontaneously from organisations:

• The role of video technology: A number of participants observed that it was much more 
comfortable to communicate by audio. Video was intrusive into the home and could give rise 
to judgment about neatness and appearance which was unwelcome.

• Just pick up the phone: This is regarded as an infinitely more effective way of getting input 
than by inviting input via email. One participant who was very used to remote working found 
that she was perfectly able to read a person’s tone without having to see them…her experience 
may become more general going forward.

• Make use of chat rooms: One option for companies that need a stream of innovation was to 
build in chat rooms for offline discussion about fixing an issue 1:1.

• Interviewing for jobs: Our experience of virtual interviewing is that – whilst there is no 
opportunity for a binding handshake – it is possible to have a sufficiently thorough exchange 
of perspectives resulting in acceptance of new roles. 

• Fundraising: Finding investors who are prepared to part with their funds without physical due 
diligence is a challenge and may result in phased investment so that returns can be 
demonstrated. 

There was an acknowledged need for employees to have a safe space to let off steam and to 
whinge without reprimand or negative consequence. Companies that can create this environment 
will be able to attract talent more readily.  

22/4/2020
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Your style is very particular to you, but here are 
some ideas that have come out of our networks. 
Bear in mind that there are no right answers here. 
The essence is that all the leaders we spoke to are 
determined to use this period to learn new 
practices which will surely be relevant after the 
Covid-19 episode.

In section 2 we cover

• Messaging
• Facilitating virtual discussion
• Active listening
• Running disciplined meetings
• Integrating new talent
• Accessing new sources of stimulus and 

network
• Managing the informal versus the formal

Remote working – some practical tips for leaders

Section 2
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Virtual closeness requires a deliberate reflection in advance of communication around what 
it is you are trying to say, the words you want to use, the reaction you expect to your 
message and the ways of adjusting your messaging to various stakeholder groups. Here are a 
few techniques that AGM Transitions have built:

Messaging

Map out the key 
points you want to 

convey
Think about the medium and its 

fit to virtual communication 
(data rich messages may require 

screen sharing of clearly 
expressed slides)

Anticipate likely questions by 
audience and reflect these in your 

content as appropriate

Think about the balance between 
transmission and listening to what 

you have said

Create a constructive 
environment for discussing your 
ideas (when you are looking for 
input) versus inclusive appeal 
(when you are trying to build a 

platform for action)
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Creating valuable interaction on a virtual basis with clear action points and follow-up 
mechanisms requires a new set of skills. Specifically managing the agenda to get a balance 
of inputs from varied contributors and mapping out options can benefit from facilitation. 
AGM Transitions and Bestem have shown this in a range of networked conversations across 
geographies and sectors which required facilitation to get going and to reach meaningful 
conclusions. 

Specifically leaders may want to think about such facilitation when dealing with

• Third-party negotiations
• Large-scale staff communication
• Learning interventions to adapt to new circumstances
• Innovation processes
• Interactive discussions which  cross historic functional and geographic divides. 

Facilitating Virtual Discussion
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Playback what the other person has said and give them an opportunity to clarify their inputs in the process. “What I 
have heard you say is…”

Summarise

Adjusting the summary statement of what the other person is saying. “That seems clear. What I think you are saying 
is…”

Obtain consensus

Discussing the points they have raised using their vocabulary to optimise common ground. “My reactions to what 
you are saying are…”

Use their words

Use common language. “What I think we are saying is……….what do you think?”

Synthesise conclusions

Reaching clear action points. “I think we have concluded the following…”

Make action points

You may not have understood the other person, wait until they confirm that you have.

Never assume 

Active Listening
Never has it been more important to ensure optimal understanding of what others are saying. 
And understanding means confident knowledge that we have heard the point correctly and 
refined it as appropriate. At AGM Transitions we have always embraced the idea of active 
listening. For us this means:



Running disciplined meetings
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One of the surprising consequences of virtual working is that people tend to get more done in a 
briefer period and be more productive. On a related point attendees who commit to attend a 
meeting tend to do so and generally will do so on time. There are a couple of pointers here:

• Avoid meetings that are too long and which do not allow suitable breaks…some participants 
talked about digital stress resulting from too much time looking at a screen.

• Ensure that all participants have a suitable chance to contribute…staff meetings need to have 
ground rules for talking, ensuring that employees do not get frustrated by an autocratic pattern 
of speaking.

• Send materials in advance if the debate is analytical in nature…this ensures a richer 
conversation and operates as a more likely platform for decision-making.

• Think about how to record your agreements…there is a real danger that virtual forums become 
talking shops and that there is no follow through method or rigour. Sometimes it might be 
smart to allocate this role to a member of the team so that agreements are clear and follow up 
responsibility allocated.

22/4/2020



Integrating New Talent
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When new team members arrive, it has never been more important to be clear about what team 
members are being asked to do and how new members interact with the rest of the team.

Announce arrival

Ensure that your team members have the tools to do their jobs…proper systems support, mobile 
phones, identified contact points will all help to enhance productivity. Try to streamline processes 
which were oriented in the past to physical presence.

Right tools

This may sound ridiculous but virtual tours of the organisation coupled with a briefing about the 
strategic requirement for the role of new team members will create a sense of belonging and 
enable the organisation to attract great talent.

Show people around

Make sure that new tasks and responsibilities are clearly documented and that KPIs are formally 
expressed.

Clear KPIs

Give new talent a sense of context…investing time to explain the culture, values and how to get 
stuff done is invaluable.

Set the context

Explain your operating pace and expectations. 

Just be clear what you expect

22/4/2020

The challenge of integrating new talent was alluded to earlier. There are some basics here that we 
can learn from organisations which have been operating virtually for some time
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Broadening your access to new sources of stimulus is especially tricky during this period of 
limited interaction. Identifying networks that may help you at this stage is also difficult. 
Here are some tips:

Accessing new sources of stimulus and network

• Use your existing networks to get introduced to new ones
• Ask your existing contacts to sponsor you into new networks – such an introduction 

makes the exchange more open
• Establish the rules of the game (e.g. Chatham House rules) up front and abide by them
• Broaden your access to what is happening outside the mainstream news which is so 

focused on apocalyptic updates
• Monitor what your competitors are up to
• Track thought leadership in multiple geographies and sectors.

© Bestem Limited & AGM Transitions, 2020



Formal vs. Informal
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Managing difference
How do you deal with genuinely conflicting views at a distance? What is an acceptable amount of dissent? 
The answers to these questions will be very specific to your world.

Inappropriate informality
Are there some situations which still require formality? The new formality may be about the style of 
customer or supplier interaction. The customer is still looking for good value and excellence regardless of 
the look of the person providing the product or service. 

Managing tough messages
An informal performance appraisal may or may not be a good idea: here the essence is that you maintain a 
core process which at its heart is professional and respectful. It does not mean dodging the tough 
messages or kicking their delivery into the long grass.

Business processes have a formal core
Some may dispute this assertion, but the heart of any commercial interaction contains a contract which 
has to be delivered on time, to specification and to budget. These elements of formality will remain.

The human dimension
Much will become less formal. Wearing suits and ties becomes irrelevant to strategic intent. 

22/4/2020

Again we alluded to this point already, but it really matters: the new world of virtual working 
is a confusing mix of formal and informal. As a leader, you need to clarify how this should 
work in your team. 
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I believe that to prosper in the post Covid-19 world we will all have to innovate. Driven by digitalisation, emerging technologies, climate 
change, health crises and political upheaval the world is quickly changing. Competitors threaten your territory, customers demand more 
and your workforce expect better. Companies must coordinate an accelerated response. Business as usual will not be enough and
innovative approaches to products, markets and organisation are required.

Leaders know they must have an agenda, and they do. The daily barrage of challenges, however, leaves no time to personally oversee 
action. Delegation leads to lack of visible progress, to lots of talk and to many started initiatives - but little measurable outcome. 
Successful innovations are, unfortunately, often only one-off events and are not repeated.

I have created an acceleration system that, when implemented, generates a environment fertile for managing innovation. I teach your team 
to execute a series of defined steps. Each time they are executed a culture forms as the organisation gets quicker and better at
commercialising innovation while remaining focussed on your agenda. This process means leaders see progress data and tracks outcomes.

I founded the Bestem Network in 2014, having had over 30 years experience commercialising 
innovations. I have lived and worked in European, Soviet, Asian and Arabic cultures. I am an 
electronics engineer with an MBA from London Business School. I have worked for 
Schlumberger, Deloitte and BG Group and been independent for more than 10 years.

Unlike an expensive army of management consultants, I teach and coach your team to deliver an 
innovation system that you will run. I start by establishing your agenda then assess current ways 
of working. I take an engineer’s approach to designing interventions to install the system with 
minimal reorganisation.

To discuss this or any other matter, please do not hesitate to call or email me.

Gareth Davies
gdavies@bestem.co.uk

+44 7584 634404 
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AGM Transitions provide career advice to senior executives in transition and in role. 

Working with senior executives, we plan and implement career strategies and we build lasting business solutions in role.
 
What makes us so distinctive? 
 
• We build long-term relationships with our clients as their transition requirements evolve
• We are truly international in our reach and mindset
• We mobilise a wide range of international, sectoral and functional networks for our clients.

For an initial discussion, contact one of our partners:

Jo Cochrane
jcochrane@agmtransitions.com

+44 7909 546067

Mark Pearson
mpearson@agmtransitions.com

+44 7747 482424

Ken McKellar
kmckellar@agmtransitions.com

+44 7746 554345
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Bestem Limited and AGM Transitions (AUTHORS) have prepared this document using an appropriate level of care and judgement. The 
findings and recommendations represent the best judgement of the author(s) regarding the situations described and are offered in good 
faith. Responsibility for any decisions taken based on this information rest entirely with the reader, who should independently satisfy 

themselves of the validity of the data, interpretation and recommendations. AUTHORS make no representations regarding this information 
and does not warrant its accuracy.

AUTHORS do not, under any circumstance, accept any liability for the accuracy of this information, its use or the consequences of 
its use.

By using information presented here the reader indemnifies the members and officers of AUTHORS against associated consequences or 
liability to the maximum extent permissible under the Laws of England and Wales.


