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Introduction & Purpose 
This Work from Home Guidebook provides guidance to work from home and is intended to help 
our colleagues navigate the world of working remotely.  Being able to work remotely comes with 
many perks – from saving commute time to avoiding office-related distractions. But working well 
remotely requires a particular skill set. 
 
This document was adapted from LifeLabs Learning document The Complete Remote-Work 
Playbook. 

Going remote – what is different 
Here are some of the considerations you’ll want to think about when transitioning to a work from 
home set-up: 
 

• Work visibility: You can’t turn to a colleague for a chat, or quickly see what everyone is 
doing. They also can’t see what you’re doing. This sometimes creates lags, 
miscommunication, or micro-management/trust issues. 

• Delayed feedback loops: Since work is often done asynchronously, feedback can take 
longer to give and receive. As a result, progress and learning can slow. 

• Contextual cues: When in-person, we can see that someone is busy in a meeting or 
doing other stuff. When at a distance, it is hard to figure out the meaning of silence or 
lack of reply and hard to "hear" tone in written communication.  

• Isolation: Working remotely can feel isolating. Without a deliberate attempt at building 
connection, a feeling of disconnect can be created. 

• Workflow: Each time you start to work in a new place, your brain will need to create a 
set of triggers and sequences to become productive. At home, you’ll have to handle new 
types of distraction - family, pets, TV, loved ones, etc. all around you.  

These problems all exist in today’s modern offices as well, with people located on different floors 
or across different cities and countries. They are simply spotlighted faster when working 
remotely.  
 

Logistics for working from home 

CREATE A WORK SETUP 

A mistake most people make is waiting too long to care about their workspace setup. It’s 
tempting to hop on the sofa or work from bed. In order to optimize your remote work finding a 
good chair and lifting your screen to eye level is very important.  Not only will the right setup be 
easier on your body - it will also help you get things done more efficiently. The state of the mind 
is quickly influenced by the posture of the body.  
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CHECK YOUR INTERNET 

It seems obvious that to work remotely, we need a reliable internet connection, but it's 
something we often forget until that lag kicks in right in the middle of an important meeting.  
  

• Tech support: Know who to contact at your company and at your internet provider’s 
company if there’s a problem. Have their contact info saved on your desktop. 

• Options: Contact your internet provider so you know all your internet upgrade options. 
• Hardwire: Learn how to hardwire into your router if your wireless goes down. 
• Hotspot: Learn how to use your phone as a hotspot in case the internet connection is 

slow or drops out. If needed, consider getting an external hotspot. 

 

HEADSET  

It’s tempting to use your built-in laptop mic, but this typically leads to poor sound quality for 
listeners. Sound quality matters. At a distance, it influences attention and feelings of connection. 
Our brains can also make the unconscious leap that someone who is difficult to hear is difficult 
to work with. So, use a headset with a built-in mic.  

Try it out 
 

• Ask your coworkers to share photos of their 
workspaces, so you can inspire one another. Decide 
on one thing you can do to optimize your setup. 

• Practice checking your connectivity speed and 
tethering to your phone's hotspot. 

• Do a quality check. During your next call, ask a 
coworker to rate your sound quality on a scale of 1-
10. Add a reminder to your calendar now.  

 

CREATE ‘BOUNDARIED’ WORK AND SEQUENCE RITUALS 

When you work at an office you benefit from a tacit structure or sequence to the day like getting 
up > getting dressed > commuting > settling into your desk at the office. In psychology, this is 
called an ‘initiation’ sequence – it gets the brain ready to focus. This insight is small, but 
important. You’ll need to create your own initiation sequences at home too. Here’s how: 
 

• ‘Designate’ the workspace – When working from home, it’s easy to merge the feeling 
of home and work life. The challenge is that we are context-based creatures, so working 
on your couch means that your couch stays cognitively associated with work (and all the 
associated emotions). You've conditioned yourself to make this neural link, and there is no 
mental 'stop button.' On the other hand, the lure of the TV works in the same way. Having 
a ‘designated’ space changes this. Even if you are working in a very small apartment, 
having one seat at your table or one corner of the room be designated as the workspace 
allows the brain to create separation.  
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CREATE A START-UP RITUAL  

The human brain is very sensitive to sequences. No matter where you are working from, an easy 
way to settle yourself into focus-mode is to create a startup routine, taking the same 2-5 steps 
every morning. For example: Sit down in the same spot > stretch your neck to the left and right 
> take five minutes to review your calendar and plan out your day > say hi to your team over 
chat > then begin.  
 
Other sequence segment ideas include pouring a glass of water, drinking coffee or tea, eating 
breakfast, taking 10 breaths, or putting on "work" clothes. 
 

CREATE A WRAP-UP RITUAL 

Use an alarm when it’s time to end your workday. This practice is important since you can easily 
burn yourself out with overwork when there are no boundaries. The wrap up ritual can become 
the bookend for your day. For example: switch your status to offline > say goodbye to your 
team > step away from your desk > take 3 deep breaths > open your door. 
 

Try it out 
 

• Find a small way to ‘designate’ your workspace. If 
needed, negotiate space with roommates, kids and 
significant others (e.g., if the door is closed or 
headphones are on, this means I’m in ‘work-mode’ 
and can’t be distracted). 

• Decide on a start-up and wrap-up ritual. Bonus 
points for coming up with shared rituals you and 
your coworkers can use (and perhaps even people 
you live with). 

How to work effectively at home 

SELF-MANAGE YOUR WORKFLOW 

• Prioritize your work: Start each day by deciding on your 1-3 MITs, the ‘Most Important 
Things’ you can get done. Focus on getting those things done first without distraction.  
You may even choose to write your MITs in a visible spot, like a Post-it Note on your 
laptop.  

• Calendar block - When working from home, it’s easy to lose track of time and realize 
late in the afternoon that you haven’t done what you set out to do. Add time blocks to 
your calendar for your MITs and other important tasks. 

• Schedule breaks - There won’t be anyone to tap on your shoulder and invite you to get 
a coffee. When working from home, you are responsible for making breaks happen. It’s 
about managing your energy as much as it is managing your time. It’s as important as 
getting up to move around. 
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COMMUNICATE 

One skill set that gets named again and again among the most successful remote teams and 
colleagues is clear and frequent communication. Give coworkers and managers access to your 
thoughts, plans, work and feelings, by making the implicit explicit with these habits: 
  

• Make your work visible – Decide on a system with your manager and team to give one 
another status updates. For example: Create a shared visual dashboard (e.g., Trello, Jira, 
Monday, or a Google sheet), send brief status updates over email or Slack, or begin each 
week with a standup where you share what you will get done this week and what you did 
last week.  

• Create communication channel norms - Agree with your manager and coworkers on 
the best ways to stay in touch. What communication ‘channel’ should be used for which 
situation? Does the team prefer real-time chat or asynchronous email? What is the 
expected reply/ turn-around time for email? 

• Pull for feedback - The most effective people and teams rarely "get it right" from the 
beginning. The secret to finding the right communication frequency and format is to keep 
learning and iterating. So, set a reminder for yourself to pull for feedback at least once a 
week. Ask your manager and collaborators: "What is something you wish I or we did 
differently? What could I do 10% better? What's working well?" 
 
 

MAKE DELIBERATE CONNECTIONS 

A big risk with working remotely is the sense of disconnection and isolation that you may feel 
from your team – and, importantly – that they may feel from you. The human brain is wired to 
monitor in-group / out-group dynamics and working remotely quickly triggers the feeling of 
exclusion on both sides.  
 

• Arrive a few minutes early to meetings - This is an easy way to build more social 
connection into your day. As people log into the meeting, use this time to ask about their 
day, comment on their backgrounds, and have brief, spontaneous conversations like you 
would if passing someone in a hallway. Arriving early is also a signal-setting action, 
showing that you are on top of your schedule.  

• Turn on your camera - Humans are visual creatures and research shows that seeing 
each other often is an important rapport and trust builder. 

• Set up virtual lunches / happy hours - Trust is built via one-to-one interactions. 
Increase your trust quotient by making time to meet with people you don’t know well and 
folks who have influence or experience you’d like to learn from.  

• Ask next-level questions - Most people stay on the surface of their conversations. 
Instead, ask questions that give real insight. For example, if you ask, “How did your 
meeting go?” and hear “Good,” a next layer question would be “Great! What went well?” 

• Call out good work and share appreciation - Let people know when you see 
something working well. 
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Try it out 

• Try the MIT method. Write 1-3 MITs for tomorrow 
and add to your calendar. 

• Schedule at least one 5-15 minute break. Bonus 
tip: schedule breaks at the same time with 
coworkers to have coffee, do push-ups, or just chat. 

• Set up time with your manager to align on your 
communication norms and cadence. 

• Ask at least one person for feedback this week on 
your communication with them. 

• Pick one person to set up a virtual lunch or 
coffee/tea with. 
  

• Send someone a public or private note of 
appreciation or recognition today. 

 

Manager tips & tricks 

Managing well, whether in-person or at a distance, requires the same skillset. You’ll need to 
coach, give timely and actionable feedback, set priorities, clarify expectations, protect your 
team’s time, and use 1-on-1s to increase engagement, certainty, autonomy, meaning, progress, 
and social inclusion. So, what’s different when remote dynamics get involved? The answer is: 
nothing really, except all of your leadership efforts need to be much, much more deliberate. 

KEEP 1-ON-1S FREQUENT AND CONSISTENT  

When working in-person, your direct reports can quickly see when you are free. At a distance, it 
is hard to know. Your direct reports won’t want to bother you, so they will sometimes let 
questions linger, go rogue with projects, or seek advice elsewhere. Having a consistent, reliable 
time together (ideally every week) means they can count on this time to ask questions and 
share challenges. Consistent 1-on-1s also become signal-setting actions, communicating your 
care, availability and reliability. Even if there is nothing much to say, still check in, turn the 
camera on, ask how they are doing and sign off early, if your report chooses. 

CREATE A CAMERAS-ON NORM 

Humans are products of social-evolution within small clans, and rapport today is still established 
much more quickly face-to-face. Research on the ‘mere exposure effect’ reveals that simply 
seeing each other’s image promotes trust, liking and bonding. When it comes to social-emotional 
connection, frequency beats length of time. This is good news because it is easy to engineer: 
Ask all team members to keep their cameras on. It doesn’t matter if they are in their pajamas. 
Seeing each other matters most. Share the reasoning with your team and be consistent with 
your message.  
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MAKE CONTEXT STATEMENTS 

When working at a distance, it is very easy to misinterpret messages, since the extra layers of 
meaning provided by body language and tone are often missing. For example, the text message, 
"Can you get me your data today?" can be heard as stern or neutral, but would be much more 
brain-friendly with a context statement like: "Can you get me your data today? I ask because I 
want to analyze it in time for our meeting." An added benefit of context statements is that they 
help your team have improved systems-thinking and visibility into how things work. Finally, be 
careful about context-less silence. If a direct report sends an email and does not hear back for a 
few days, is the silence negative, positive or neutral? Make the implicit explicit.  
 

CREATE DELIBERATE CONNECTIONS 

The most challenging aspect of working remotely is feeling remote. Help your team feel a sense 
of connection by deliberately engineering face-time. Here are some of our favorite examples: 
 

• Build in small-talk-time in meetings for everyone to share something personal and 
playful. For example: 

• What are you watching/ reading right now? 
• What is your favorite snack you have stockpiled in your kitchen? 
• What was your favorite game/ cartoon/ hobby as a child?  
• Favorite podcasts? App?  
• Last thing you bought on Amazon? 
• Best travel memory? 
• Share your favorite joke.  

• Start the day with a standup. Share goals, accomplishments, small wins or even just 
something small you learned. 

• Suggest peer 1-on-1s with coworkers.  
• Create optional co-working times with cameras on or chat on. Folks can work in 

silence or shout out if they have a question. 
• Start a tradition of announcing birthdays and work anniversaries or other personal 

milestones and meaningful moments. 
• Schedule demo days where different team members share what they’ve created and 

what they learned from this project. 
• Rotate meeting facilitators for optimal visibility and conversational turn-taking.  
• Hold virtual events for the team to join like workshops and even fitness sessions. 

 

DEFINE SUCCESS 

Working on one’s own means that each direct report will need to be good at self-management. 
For this to work, each person will need to know what success looks like for their projects, and 
accountability should be created via cadenced check ins.  
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How to lead remote / virtual meetings well 
Leading virtual meetings well requires the same skill set as leading any meeting well (e.g., 
keeping people focused, making sure every voice is heard). In addition, great virtual meetings 
have a few characteristics in common: 

CAMERAS ON 

The #1 thing you can do to improve communication, increase trust and reduce conflict in your 
remote meetings is to insist on having cameras on. Nothing creates clarity and bonding faster 
than seeing each other face-to-face. It adds a layer of meaning that mirrors meeting in person.  
 

To reduce concerns about having cameras on, normalize and even welcome factors that would 
ordinarily be considered “unprofessional.” For example: messy hair is fine, cluttered 
backgrounds are not a problem, catching glimpses of pets/kids/cohabitators is also cool. As a 
leader, be sure to model having your camera on. 

EYE-TO-EYE CAMERA ANGLE 

Research shows that trust is made up of two key components: warmth and competence. Eye 
contact can increase both. Be careful not to position your camera so that you are looking down 
at the viewer (high power), up at the viewer (low power), or not at the viewer at all (low 
warmth).  

NORMALIZE STEP OVERS (CUT APOLOGIES) 

In virtual meetings, there is often a small lag between when a person first speaks and the 
change in the image. As a participant, don't be too apologetic or deferential when people start 
speaking. It’s like driving up to a four-way stop with other cars who get there at the same 
time. Everyone's gesturing and mouthing to one another, "You go," "No, you go," "No, it's fine, 
you go." Then, everyone goes at the same time. In remote meetings, it is inevitable that two or 
three people chime in at the same time. At that point, one person should just take the lead 
instead of being overly apologetic. As a meeting leader, normalize that sometimes people will 
speak over each other. That’s totally fine. If you notice some people are not getting a chance to 
speak up, call on them by name. For example: “Looks like Sam had something to say.” 

TAKE FREQUENT BREAKS 

Remote meetings can be hard on the body because they require sitting in one spot without 
movement for long periods of time. A lot of screen time can cause eye strain. And the lack of 
visual variety can lead attention and interest to stray. One of the simplest fixes is simply to take 
more breaks. Consider offering a 2-minute stretch break every 25 minutes and a 6-minute “bio 
break” every 55 minutes. 
 

So that people come back on time, set a very return time (e.g., “Okay everyone, let’s take a 6 
minute break, and come back at 11:07). If you are working across time zones, get in the habit 
of saying “7 minutes after the hour” rather than naming the hour to avoid confusion and 
promote inclusion of people across geographies. 
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LEVERAGE CHAT 

If you are going to meet virtually, make good use of the perks. A benefit of remote meetings is 
the chat function. You can use chat as a quick poll or pulse check. For example: “Everyone, 
please type into chat right now, on a scale of 1-10, how much do you like this idea?” Very 
quickly, the whole group has a sense of how everyone feels about the idea. It can also be a tool 
to involve internal thinkers vs just external thinkers/processors. For example, you can say: 
“everyone, take 2 minutes to jot down your questions. I’ll let you know when to press send.”  

USE THE POWER OF THE MUTE BUTTON 

For optimal focus and collaboration, audio is just as important (if not more so) than video. If you 
hear distracting sounds in the background, mute your meeting participants. Simply invite them 
to unmute themselves and speak up as soon as they have a comment or question. Want to 
reduce the “distance” in the virtual room? Unmute everyone at once. 

USE SCREEN SHARE AND WHITEBOARD TOOLS 

There are plenty of terrific substitutes for a whiteboard in the virtual space. For example, you 
can share your screen and take notes in a Google doc and/or share a link to the doc so everyone 
can collaborate at once.  

START WITH A ROUND ROBIN 

The simplest way to get participants engaged throughout the meeting is to make it easy for 
them to participate early on. One easy way to do this is to start with a ‘round robin.’ This can be 
a 30-second introduction, update, quick win, or just greeting. Why? Research shows that when 
people speak up early on, they are more likely to participate later.  

ROTATE MEETING FACILITATORS 

Switching up who leads your standing meetings is a great practice for any meeting. It gives 
people on your team more visibility and gives you a chance to take a break. With virtual 
meetings in particular, the beauty of rotating meeting leaders is that it gives everyone a taste of 
what it’s like to facilitate, leading them to become more empathetic and productive participants.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
Source: Permission to reprint and share this information has been provided by The Chartis Group, creators of this 
guide’s content, 
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