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    Chapter 6   
 Seeing Is Belonging: Remote Working, 
Identity and Staying Connected       

       Kristine     Dery      and     Ella     Hafermalz    

    Abstract     This chapter examines how workers in a distributed environment use 
technologies to overcome the isolation and invisibility of virtual work. We examine 
the working lives of remote workers and show how they struggle with maintaining 
those ‘informal’ connections with the organisation that are typically associated with 
building a sense of belonging. Our fi ndings identify new practices that engage tech-
nologies to maintain visual and social connections across the organisation. In this 
way, remote workers are establishing a sense of belonging and participation across 
the wider spectrum of organisational activities and opportunities. Insights into how 
technologies are used to build an identity and a presence in a largely virtual working 
environment are then used to generate a series of recommendations for the manage-
ment of remote workers.  

  Keywords     Remote working   •   Visibility   •   Organisational belonging   •   Communication 
technologies  

6.1         Introduction 

 One of the more profound impacts of mobile and digital technologies has been the 
move away from the traditional tethers of co-located offi ces. Mobile connectivity, 
social media and cloud-based technologies are enabling new ways of designing 
work to meet a wide variety of personal and professional needs. However, while on 
the one hand the nirvana of a workplace that is no longer limited by temporal and 
spatial boundaries is alluring, on the other hand organisations are facing the chal-
lenge of maintaining a sense of organisational identity and belonging in an environ-
ment where employees are rarely co-located. This raises interesting questions 
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around the personal and organisational competencies required to effectively manage 
people when more remote working arrangements are in place. 

 This chapter begins with a brief overview of the current debates around the prob-
lems associated with remote working followed by a brief overview of our research 
project. We then use the work of Erving Goffman ( 1959 ) on identity to develop an 
understanding of how remote workers ‘perform’ their identity online by developing 
conversations, deploying visuals and building a virtual sense of self that enables a 
connection with the collective identity of the organisation. We argue that ‘how you 
think your colleagues perceive you’ was particularly important in remote working 
and that building and maintaining a consistent identity is challenging and requires a 
redefi ning of what it means to be ‘visible’. We conclude by arguing that in order for 
remote workers to establish a sense of belonging, we need to focus on both the per-
formance of identity and on creating a more visible organisational environment. 
New practices developed through the use of technology are critical to the effective 
management of remote workers.  

6.2     Does Remote Working Work? An Ongoing Debate 

 There are differing views on whether distributed working models are effective. 
There is on the one side the argument that fl exibility and mobility enable new ways 
of working with benefi ts for talent acquisition, new workplace design, global con-
nectivity and other advantages that can be gained when time and space no longer 
constrain the design of work. However, on the other side, debates are surfacing that 
suggest that the lack of co-located engagement is detrimental to creativity and team 
dynamics. This debate surfaced more publicly in  2013 , when CEO of  Yahoo!  
Marissa Mayer recalled all her employees back to the offi ce, citing the importance 
of corridors and water coolers in sparking creativity and collegiality. 

 The memo that was sent to staff read, ‘We need to be one  Yahoo!  That starts with 
physically being together’ (Keller  2013 ). New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg 
came out in support of Mayer, calling remote work ‘one of the dumber ideas I’ve 
ever heard’ (Daily Mail Reporter  2013 ). Richard Branson, founder of Virgin Group 
PLC, had a different perspective, deeming Mayer and Bloomberg’s views a sign of 
‘old school thinking’ and predicting that ‘In 30 years’ time, as technology moves 
forward even further, people are going to look back and wonder why offi ces ever 
existed’ (Branson  2013 ). Adam Pisoni, co-founder of the Enterprise Social 
Networking platform Yammer, in his work on The Responsive Org, suggests that 
this debate arises out of the tensions created by traditional organisational forms try-
ing to accommodate new ways of working (Responsive Org  2014 ). 

 Despite this debate raging on, we are still seeing a signifi cant shift to more dis-
tributed working models, and it would seem that remote working is here to stay. 
Companies who want to extend their geographical reach without the need for expen-
sive offi ces for their employees are increasingly looking to hire talent to work from 
home or other locations separate from a central offi ce (Fried and Heinemeier Hansson 
 2013 ). In a recent report from Deloitte in their ‘Building the Lucky Country’ series, 
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it is estimated that Australia, for example, stands to gain between $1.4 and $1.9 bil-
lion annually if just 10 % of employees were to work remotely for at least 50 % of 
the time (Deloitte  2012 , p. 4). As a geographically large country, disparately popu-
lated and located a long way from major markets, technology will be critical to get 
access to the talent required to be innovative and productive. If the best person for 
the role lives on the other side of the country, or even on the other side of the world, 
they can still be hired and work productively for an organisation that may not even 
have physical headquarters. 

 The question therefore becomes not “does remote working work?” but rather 
“how do we manage remote workers more effectively?” We need to move away 
from the centre of the ring, where the punches are landing on the chins of the new 
versus the old ways of working, and illuminate the dark corner where issues such as 
identity and belonging are lurking. The corridors and the water coolers establish 
ways of seeing and understanding each other as more than just working cogs and 
build that sense of belonging (corporate engagement). Albert et al. ( 2000 ), 
Knippenberg and Schie ( 2000 ), and Kreiner and Ashforth ( 2004 ) are just some of 
the many academics who posit that workers with a strong sense of belonging or 
‘organisational identifi cation’ are more likely to contribute positively to the effec-
tiveness of the organisation. As intimated by Branson, the ongoing development of 
technology is critical to remote working capabilities, and it is the new and individu-
alised ways in which employees are using this technology to create a sense of iden-
tity and belonging that is signifi cant in this ongoing debate. 

 For the purposes of this study, we have defi ned remote workers as knowledge 
workers who work for an organisation and do the majority of their work away from 
a central offi ce (as distinct from a teleworker, who may work from home once or 
twice a week or when it is inconvenient to come in to the offi ce). Remote workers 
may work from home or from cafes, the park or whatever location suits the task at 
hand while meeting their needs for connectivity (see Kolb et al.  2008 ). This kind of 
remote working is relatively new and is different from freelancing or being self- 
employed. Unlike freelancers and the self-employed, remote workers are typically 
salaried employees with long-term employment commitments. They work in teams, 
report to managers or may be managers themselves. As distinct from traditional 
working arrangements, the space in which work is performed is reframed. Remote 
workers are infrequently, if ever, co-located with other members of the organisation 
and rarely have a dedicated working space in the organisation. While the organisa-
tion may have a physical offi ce where some staff regularly work, this is not the 
primary place of work for the remote worker. In a sense, they are defi ned by their 
absence from the traditional workplace with distance from other organisational 
members being the norm rather than the exception. 

 We were interested in what remote workers fi nd diffi cult about this arrangement 
and how they are using technology in innovative ways to overcome those  challenges. 
A theme that emerged from the research is the problems associated with being  invis-
ible . We found that remote workers and managers develop new ways of working 
together and that technology is used and adapted in a variety of ways to make the 
invisible visible in order to establish a sense of identity and belonging.  
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6.3     The Case Study 

 The fi ndings in this chapter are from a pilot study which focused on an Australian 
organisation called Elevate (names and identifying features have been changed) as 
part of a wider study of remote working in Australia. Elevate employs approximately 
100 people, with a focus on formulating and delivering educational workshops for a 
variety of ages. Elevate is a young organisation that has grown from a handful of 
employees (educators) to over 100 in the past 5 years, with the majority of employ-
ees under the age of 35. The educators deliver scripted workshops with convincing 
energy and enthusiasm, sometimes as many as six times in a day. Employees are 
often travelling to different locations, and while they see plenty of students and 
teachers, their interaction with the organisation they work for is largely virtual. 
Elevate have a small head offi ce in Melbourne, with almost all of their staff working 
remotely. The majority of their employees work from their homes and on the road, 
full time. Teams stay in touch using their company-issued smartphones and laptops. 

 Our guiding research question was focused on understanding what the chal-
lenges were for these remote workers in staying connected and engaged with their 
organisation. To address this broad research question, we conducted in-depth semi- 
structured interviews and coupled this data with our existing knowledge of the 
organisation’s operations from observations. Our interviews were conducted over 
the phone and in person and focused on the lived meaningful experience of the 
remote workers and their managers. This research approach is interpretivist, a 
research tradition that ‘takes  human interpretation  as the starting point for develop-
ing knowledge about the social world’ (Prasad  2005 , p. 13). 

 The interviews were then transcribed and coded into themes. These thematic 
codes were then compared with relevant academic literature on identity to inform 
the analysis. The single-case study design is a result of the exploratory nature of this 
qualitative pilot study research, and the fi ndings are not intended to be generalis-
able; however, we believe that the experiences and analysis included in this chapter 
are credible and to a certain extent ‘transferable’ (Guba and Lincoln  1989 ) in that 
they offer an initial insight into the lived world of remote workers – a topic that is 
relatively unexplored and which remains the focus of our ongoing research. 

 Through our semi-structured interviews with both remote workers and their 
managers, we gained a new perspective on how remote workers are overcoming the 
challenges of their unique position. We were interested in what remote workers fi nd 
problematic about distributed work and how they were using technology in innova-
tive ways to overcome those challenges. A major theme that emerged was the 
 problem of being  invisible  and establishing an  identity.  In the following section, we 
examine a selection of interviews that illustrate some of these key fi ndings.  

6.4     Making Identity Visible 

 When Beth started working for Elevate in the mid-2000s, she was a part of a core 
team of facilitators who planned ‘to change the world’. Her induction into her role 
as an educational life skills workshop facilitator involved living ‘big brother style’ 
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with a group of colleagues in an apartment in Melbourne, Australia. Amongst this 
initial group were the company’s founders. Together, they learned workshop scripts, 
received training in public speaking, marketed their brand new educational program 
and ate meals together in the early hours of the morning. This intensive experience 
was formative for Beth, and she went back to her home city (545 miles from the head 
offi ce) with confi dence in knowing that she belonged to a supportive and untiringly 
dedicated team. As the company grew, however, Beth began to feel less secure about 
her place in the organisation. She would hear names attached to faces she had never 
seen. When speaking about other founding members of the fi rm, she was confronted 
with question marks and blank stares. While Beth was in constant email and phone 
contact with her initial group of colleagues, the organisation itself was becoming 
something else, something that was diffi cult for her to grasp, and her confi dence in 
her place within it began to destabilise. 

 While working remotely was an arrangement that she greatly valued, she began 
to experience the drawbacks of having little physical contact with her parent organ-
isation. The growing number of new people, whom she had never met and had little 
‘sense of’ was unsettling for Beth. More unsettling, however, was that these new 
employees had no sense of who  she  was. As a founding member of Elevate, Beth 
was accustomed to being a part of the organisation’s narrative – she was aware of 
the mission, the heroes, the struggles and the accomplishments. But as the organisa-
tion grew nationally, the cohesive picture that she held of the organisation was less 
clear, and Beth’s sense of identity within the organisation began to fade. This issue 
of invisibility and collective identity in an organisation is familiar to many – how-
ever, it seems to be amplifi ed and negotiated in unique ways for remote workers. 
While this is the story of Elevate and some of its workers, many of the issues 
explored here and lessons learned are relevant to other organisations that are dealing 
with the transition to distributed work. 

 At the core of this issue for Beth, and for other remote workers we spoke with, is 
the problem of invisibility. Beth struggled to understand the organisation because 
she had not ‘seen’ its current members. She could not ‘see’ the head offi ce in 
Melbourne, where decisions were being made. And, most frustratingly for Beth, she 
knew that her new colleagues had never seen her. What happens to our reputation 
and, as a consequence, our identity, when we are not visible to others? While it 
could be expected that an endorsement of Beth’s work ethic and past dedication to 
the company would occasionally arise in conversation, there was no way for Beth to 
see or check in on this, or to review the nature and content of the message. When we 
consider that identity is a complex phenomenon that involves not only our version 
of our own story but also those stories told about us by others, it can be imagined 
that for the remote worker, who relies on electronic text and phone calls with a 
combination of close colleagues and near strangers, a sense of identity in relation to 
the company is constantly at risk. 

 A person’s collective identity in an organization is based on what others know of 
them. Over time, we build a reputation, which is informed by our role in the organ-
isation and what we do, as well as by how our past actions have been perceived by 
others. It is harder for the remote worker to infl uence or even know their own repu-
tation. When Beth started at Elevate, she shared a collective experience with the 
founding team in Melbourne that cemented her reputation in the founding group. 
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When new members began to join Elevate, there was no way for these new employ-
ees to access that past experience, and as a remote worker, Beth’s past became invis-
ible. While one could expect stories of these ‘early days’ to be shared by senior 
members of the organisation, remote workers have little control over or knowledge 
of how their presence in the company is being represented to others, and as a conse-
quence, their sense of identity is vulnerable. 

 The need for continuity of identity – to be known by others in the same way that 
we know ourselves – has long been a preoccupation of philosophers and scholars. 
Erik Erikson ( 1983 ) thought of a healthy identity as ‘a multifaceted but ultimately 
coherent sense of self that is personally satisfying while at the same time being 
recognized and affi rmed by the surrounding community’ (Gardner and Davis  2013 , 
p. 66). There is an inward-looking aspect to identity, which is concerned with know-
ing oneself, but it is also important that others know us in the way we would like to 
be known. Nietzsche ( 2007 ), for example, was concerned at feeling keenly misun-
derstood by his colleagues, famously declaring, ‘Listen to me! for I am thus and 
thus. Do not, above all, confound me with what I am not!’ This yearning for consis-
tency of identity between how we think of ourselves and how we are perceived by 
others is associated with the importance of reputation, an ever-present concern in 
the business environment, as evidenced by the popularity of networks like LinkedIn. 

 Beth was concerned that how she thought of herself as a founding member of 
Elevate was no longer matching the view that new organisational members held of 
her. She described to us her experience of losing her sense of place in a growing 
company, and how this discontinuity left her feeling invisible and like she needed to 
rebuild her identity and reputation:

  I don’t remember everyone, I can’t see them, no one knows me, because, previously being 
a crucial part of the team, then everyone knows you and respects you and knows your work 
ethic, but with new people, you have to begin again, you have to go, this is who I am within 
this organisation, and rebuild your identity, because you lose that. 

   In the early stages of her role with Elevate, Beth felt like a ‘crucial part of the 
team’, and knew that everyone in the small organisation knew and respected her 
strong work ethic, an aspect of her self-image that is particularly important to her. 
Combined with the lack of physical and visual contact between herself and new 
members of Elevate, Beth felt that this important part of her identity was threatened 
by the growth of the organisation. 

 Beth’s fi rst full-time job was as a remote worker with Elevate, so she emphasised 
that perhaps this experience of losing your identity was a normal part of organisa-
tional change and growth. Certainly, all group dynamics involve constant identity 
shifts, and much research has been conducted looking at teams in the context of 
organisational change. What interests us as we explore the experiences of Beth and 
other remote workers is the issue of invisibility (when your colleagues ‘can’t see 
you’ and you ‘can’t see them’) that is added to the processes of creating and 
 maintaining an organisational identity. We were interested to hear how over the 
years, as communication technologies have become more functional and accessible, 
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Beth and other remote workers have found ways around this problem of invisibility, 
by creating and using technological tools to enable remote workers and their col-
leagues to ‘be seen’. The following section theorises how technologies relate to the 
way in which remote workers and other employees ‘perform’ their identities online 
in an ongoing struggle to become and remain visible.  

6.5     Performing Identity Online 

 In his seminal work  The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life , Erving Goffman 
( 1959 ) employs the well-known metaphor of the stage to examine how everyday 
human interactions are negotiated in the manner of a performance. Expanding on 
this metaphor, Goffman outlines the difference between the  performer  and the  char-
acter  in a play. In essence, the performer is the person engaged in ‘staging’ the 
performance, while the character is the impression or image that the performer 
wishes to portray (Goffman  1959 , p. 244). Here, Goffman explicates the subtle dif-
ference between who we are and who we communicate ourselves to be. Although 
Goffman is talking about interactions in everyday physical life, the analogy remains 
relevant and even illuminating in thinking about how remote workers perform their 
character in a more virtual communication environment. 

 Goffman explains that the aim of an interaction with another person is for the 
performance to resonate as natural – the character needs to be accepted by the audi-
ence so that they can suspend their disbelief and get engaged in the story. The suc-
cessful ‘staging’ of a performance, in which the character is accepted by the 
audience as fairly much synonymous with the performer, depends on the success of 
the ‘whole scene of his action’:

  A correctly staged and performed scene leads the audience to impute a self to a performed 
character…The self, then, as a performed character, is not an organic thing that has a spe-
cifi c location, whose fundamental fate is to be born, to mature, and to die; it is a dramatic 
effect arising diffusely from a scene that is presented, and the characteristic issue, the cru-
cial concern, is whether it will be credited or discredited. (Goffman  1959 , pp. 244–245) 

   Goffman’s notion of the self as a ‘dramatic effect’ and ‘a performed character’ is 
interesting in the context of technologically mediated interactions, and the meta-
phor of ‘staging a scene’ takes on a new complexity in the context of remote work-
ing. For a person working hundreds of miles away from their colleagues, the 
interactions that they have with those colleagues are primarily virtual, and the chan-
nels through which a credible impression can be made are limited, or they were at 
the time when Beth started at Elevate in late 2006. 

 In 2006, Facebook and LinkedIn were in their infancy in Australia, and these 
platforms certainly did not play a signifi cant role in professional life for a young 
organisation like Elevate. Phone calls, text messages and email were the media 
through which remote workers at Elevate would sustain relationships and manage 
the impressions given to create and maintain a sense of self as part of a collective. 
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The ‘scene’ in Goffman’s metaphor was being ‘presented’ through visually limited 
means of communication, and the capacity of these technologies to suitably present 
the self were, for Beth, inadequate. She not only struggled to see the other players 
of the scene (her colleagues), but the totality of the scene itself was unstable – what 
was this organisation that she was now a part of? 

 To get a better sense of who now made up Elevate as a company, Beth envisaged 
creating a platform not unlike Facebook or LinkedIn that could be used to display 
employee profi les. After several years of discussion, this platform was created in the 
form of an intranet that displayed a profi le photo accompanied by brief information 
about the employee’s role and involvement at Elevate. Beth describes thinking of 
these profi les as being a way to communicate past contributions within the 
organisation:

  We had little profi les of ourselves…because, if people don’t know who you are they don’t 
know what you’ve contributed to the program…and that was always a challenge, going – no 
one knows how much work and effort went in at the original time, and if there’s no one 
having that conversation with these people, then you’re just another person, that they don’t 
know. Whereas, in my mind, it’s a formative, crucial part of an original team identity that I 
have that other people don’t have. 

   With the creation of profi les on a company intranet, the scene (as the organisa-
tion) and its characters (the organisation’s employees) became visible to Beth for 
the fi rst time since she was brought to Melbourne to meet her co-workers during the 
company’s inception. While Beth laughs remembering how ‘highly unusable’ that 
fi rst incarnation of the intranet was, it has led to the development of a far more 
sophisticated system that is operational today. Elevate’s new intranet is now run on 
the Microsoft SharePoint platform, which connects with an Enterprise Social 
Network, Yammer. Together, these tools allow users to display their profi les, inter-
act publicly and privately and show what they are working on. While such shared 
platforms are quite common in companies today, the example of Beth’s request for 
a visual directory is indicative of a remote worker’s need for visual displays of 
identity. 

 When thinking about the creation of online profi les for employees, Goffman’s 
distinction between performer and character is again relevant. In a virtual world, it 
can be argued that the connection between the performer and the character is at 
greater risk of becoming tenuous. This also has implications for understanding trust 
in a virtual working environment. While traditional literature on trust in virtual 
environments focuses on how much one individual trusts another individual in an 
online environment, our research suggests that a less explored and yet important 
issue is the remote worker’s perception of how much trust is being placed in their 
 performance of themselves  – how successfully is their character being performed? 
Beth can now use Yammer, group messaging applications, email, phone, text mes-
sages and other applications to make an impression of her character. But how well 
this performance ‘comes off’ is still harder to judge than in co-located settings. 
However, as we improve the capacity of technological tools to provide feedback in 
the form of likes, comments and other communications of emotion, and learn how 
to provide continuous feedback, the remote worker is becoming more included in 
and aware of the organisational scene.  
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6.6     Performers and Their Avatars 

   Since the reality that the individual is concerned with is unperceivable at the moment, 
appearances must be relied upon in its stead. And, paradoxically, the more the individual is 
concerned with the reality that is not available to perception, the more must he concentrate 
his attention on appearances. (Goffman  1959 , p. 242) 

   Goffman wrote about the performance of identity long before we began carrying 
powerful personal computers in our pockets. He posited that reality is unperceivable 
to the individual in the present moment, because of the complex interaction of per-
formers and the characters they are performing. Goffman uses the metaphor of the 
stage where reality consists of every performer’s intentions and motivations as 
expressed through the character they are playing, and it is therefore impossible to 
grasp the ‘whole picture’while you are ‘on stage’ yourself. For example, most of us 
have experienced the misreading of a situation where we didn’t have suffi cient 
information to understand what was really going on. Rather than being frozen by 
this knowledge that information is incomplete, we rely on appearances – on what 
we can see. This makes it all the more important that we have some control over 
what we  show . 

 When Beth fi rst started at Elevate, there were very few means of  displaying  her 
identity to others in the organisation with whom she did not have an established 
relationship. Before intranets, social networks and smartphones made the display 
and sharing of identity-related images and impressions a common part of everyday 
organisational life, remote workers relied on limited information from which to 
construct their sense of organisational reality and had scant tools with which to take 
part in performing their own images and impressions on the organisational stage. 

 In Beth’s case, the introduction of an intranet marked a new era at Elevate, in 
which employees who had never physically met could represent themselves to the 
organisation. They began to be able to perform their characters in more visible and 
nuanced ways. This capability has now evolved to include Yammer, video broad-
casts, an extended intranet system based on SharePoint and several instant messag-
ing applications used on smartphones. As well as using these digital tools for 
connecting on a daily basis, the company also continues to hold a bi-annual 
company- wide conference in Melbourne, in which all members of Elevate, whether 
they are based interstate or internationally, are fl own to stay together in a hotel for 
several days during which they socialise, receive training, plan, problem- solve and 
reconnect. 

 Most of the year, however, is spent interacting virtually as an organisation. Each 
employee (remote workers especially) is engaged in the complex activity of per-
forming their identity in the context of the organisation using communication tech-
nologies. There was a lot at stake in this performance – advancement and the 
associated increases in remuneration and responsibility depended on being noticed 
by the right people for the right reasons; reputations depended on communicating 
successes and attributes deemed desirable within the organisation; collegiate  support 
rested on being perceived as a good team member; meaningful personal connections 
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relied on being able to effectively communicate a consistent and amicable personal-
ity. For remote workers, the tools at their disposal for achieving these feats were, in 
most cases, a smartphone and a laptop and the myriad of applications that these 
devices afford. 

 While the remote workers who have more recently joined Elevate had the advan-
tage of easy access to technologies such as smartphone applications that could be 
used to quickly and easily communicate images and text, they still grappled with the 
physical distance between the performer (the person working out of a distant loca-
tion) and the character that appeared on screen. For example, Selma, who also lives 
and works remotely as a facilitator for Elevate, said that she sometimes forgot that 
she was a remote worker. The high level of social contact that she had in her role 
running workshops for students, and the constant messaging and phone calls shared 
between her teammates often created a sense of proximity that overrode the distrib-
uted nature of her work. 

 There were times, however, when the easy manner of relating to her colleagues 
facilitated by digital tools was interrupted by a realisation of distance:

  I defi nitely have that sense every now and then, that everyone’s an avatar and so am I, in 
terms of my work team…we have a lot of contact every day, we’re on [the smartphone mes-
saging application] Kik all the time, and I think that’s incredibly positive, and it’s like ‘what 
am I having for dinner’ and ‘oh my goodness this thing was annoying’ and it’s completely 
all the things you’d chat about if you were passing someone in an offi ce together. Then 
other times I have this little moment where there’s this sudden realisation that we’re actu-
ally millions of miles away and they’re in Perth and I’m in Sydney and we’re only ever 
looking at each other’s typed text and little picture. 

   While the miles are nearer hundreds than millions, the physical distance between 
Selma and her colleagues was clearly acutely felt, but only at certain moments. It 
seemed as if the work team was performing a scene in which the characters were 
co-located (i.e. they thought of themselves as being in the same place). Yet at times, 
a ‘glitch’ occurred in which this illusion was broken (i.e. the gap between performer 
and character became apparent) resulting in the realisation that ‘everyone’s an ava-
tar’ and thereby rendering the scene less authentic. 

 We asked Selma if she could identify what it was that prompted these glitches – 
that realisation or awareness of how, as she put it, ‘we aren’t physically in the same 
space’, and she offered the following refl ection:

  I’m trying to work out what kind of triggers the realisation in certain moments…I think if 
there’s ever a minor misunderstanding between the team, which doesn’t happen that much, 
or a little miscommunication. Then I’ll suddenly be like oh, we’re not in the same space…I 
think if someone does send – I mean this is kind of a weird one – but if someone does send 
a big picture of themselves, even if they’re just kind of being silly…and it’s that realisation 
that I only half recognised them because they’d had their hair dyed, or they’d lost weight or 
something like that. 

   Confl ict in virtual teams is more detrimental to performance in distributed teams 
than it is to traditional or co-located teams (Hinds and Bailey  2003 ). As Selma has 
pointed out, however, confl ict is not the only source of the glitch experience. The 
other times when she felt the impact of distance between her and her colleagues was 
when she found that someone’s online persona was different in appearance to their 
current physical presence. 
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 Selma’s use of the word ‘avatar’ in introducing this problem of disconnect is 
relevant here, as the term has several connotations when interpreting the remote 
worker’s experience in the context of Goffman’s metaphor of the stage as outlined 
earlier. Today, an avatar is usually thought of as an icon or character that represents 
a person in a computer game or online environment. A related defi nition is that an 
avatar is the embodiment or manifestation of an idea or person – an avatar is often 
thought of as a simplifi ed version of the original, but with the essence of what it 
represents intact. This bears similarities to Goffman’s distinction between the per-
former and character in everyday life – your character is a version of you, but it 
needs ‘work’ to exist. Similarly, remote workers need to exert effort in creating and 
maintaining their avatars – the multi-faceted online impression of themselves that is 
performed through posts, messages, emails and updates. 

 Remote workers are, in many ways, pioneers in forging identities, reputations 
and relationships almost solely in the digital realm. Terence Cave’s ( 1995 , p. 116) 
essay on ‘fi ctional identities’ demonstrates how this question of where identity lies 
has in the past been explored in Science Fiction narratives, and remains ever 
relevant:

  Is the teleported person the same as the one who entered the teleporter? If my brain is trans-
ported to another body, am I still the same person? These narrative experiments are attempts 
to explore a duality or complexity which has always worried philosophers concerned with 
the identity of persons. 

   The question of who someone is has in philosophy long been debated in terms of 
mind/body, form/matter and, in the case of Goffman, performer/character. As can be 
gathered from Cave’s hypothetical questions, emerging technologies mean the 
question of what identity is becomes at once more relevant and more complex. In a 
remote working environment, the duality of employee/avatar is an ongoing site of 
negotiation, and it is therefore important to consider how remote workers perform 
their own identity and how they experience the identity of their colleagues.  

6.7     Collective Identity: Tethered to the Offi ce 

 For the remote worker, the goal of making themselves known to others in the organ-
isation is managed through ongoing identity work in a digital space. Daily contribu-
tions to online forums, group messaging platforms and even frequent video links 
with colleagues based in the head offi ce are all strategies used by remote workers to 
forge relationships and stay connected on both a task and social level. These digital 
presentations of self are akin to those that happen in physical everyday situations; 
however, the dependence on technologically mediated communication requires the 
remote worker to constantly tend to these postings and portals in innovative ways to 
ensure that they are regularly ‘seen’ by colleagues who in turn validate their organ-
isational membership. 
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 An important aspect of identity depends on how we relate to others, and we often 
defi ne ourselves based on our group membership (Tajfel  1982 ). Who  I  am in an 
organisation is tied up with who  you  are and, more importantly, who  we  are. In an 
organisational setting, the ‘we’ can refer alternately to a team unit, a project or geo-
graphical level, or to the organisation as a whole. The signifi cance of this way of 
looking at identity is summarised by Cave ( 1995 , p. 116):

  Our subjective sense of ourselves as individuals depends on our perception of individual 
others, and vice versa: this subject-object interdependence, or interpersonal perception of 
what it is to be an individual, again posits identity as an amalgam, joining what we are 
inclined to think of as essentially separate or different. 

   Cave is arguing that without another, it is diffi cult or even impossible to know 
oneself (see also Ricœur  1992 ). While we might think of ourselves as having an 
identity distinct from that of our colleagues, it is actually our relationship with those 
colleagues that gives us this sense of individuality. When working for an organisa-
tion, it can be said that we depend on each other for our sense of self. 

 Understanding identity as involving the stories that others tell  about  you is par-
ticularly salient in the context of remote working. As has been established, being 
visible in an organisational setting is an ongoing challenge for remote workers. In 
our research, it became clear that there was a great desire amongst remote workers 
to be connected with their colleagues and with the organisation – technically and 
socially (Dery et al.  2014 ). While offi cial communications about tasks and objec-
tives were important for everyday functioning, the people we spoke with empha-
sised the need for  informal  communication with colleagues. Being told when to 
fi nish a project or how to fi ll in a leave form were not the communications that 
remote workers felt were most important to their sense of connectedness to their 
colleagues and the organisation. Identity work was more likely to be carried out in 
forums created through what interviewees called informal modes of 
communication. 

 Because of the directed way in which email and phone calls operate, it would be 
considered strange in most organisations to phone an unacquainted person to ask 
solely about this colleague’s private life, for example, what they were having for 
dinner, or whether they had any pets. Yet without these kinds of non-work or non- 
task related conversations, the nagging feeling of social isolation threatens to resur-
face. Without knowing their colleagues on this more personal level, and without 
regular opportunities to converse in social ways, a sense of self and belonging in 
relation to the organisation became diminished. The remote workers we spoke with 
were therefore fi nding new ways of having more frequent informal conversations, 
even with colleagues they had never met in person, by using communication tech-
nologies in innovative ways. 

 We found that these methods of communicating informally were mostly estab-
lished by the remote workers themselves, rather than being installed by manage-
ment. The remote workers we spoke with at Elevate, for example, were eager to 
have access to new ways of staying connected with their colleagues and visible 
in the organisation. When Beth fi rst urged leaders at Elevate to develop an 
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 organisational intranet, she argued for the need for ‘unstructured communication’ in 
the organisation. She explained that this notion of unstructured communication was 
important because:

  It’s that ability to not just talk about work at work. When you’re a remote workforce you 
can’t just have that body language that goes, I know who you are, I know what you contrib-
ute, I like you, you’re a person, versus a voice out there somewhere, and I’d always had that 
from the beginning with my original team…so having an ability to have an unstructured 
like, “hey what colour is your hair” or “what, you’ve got a dog as well?” and getting to 
know people like you potentially could at an offi ce space…and without a reason to com-
municate – if I’m not on a team call with a Blue team person, there’s no reason for me to 
talk with them at work, so the only reason for me to talk with them would be in an unstruc-
tured way, to get to know them. 

   The important distinction here is between communication with a ‘reason’ versus 
exploratory communication that is circumstantial and spontaneous. Marissa Mayer 
drew attention to this form of communication when she said it was the ‘water cooler’ 
conversation that could not be recreated when employees worked from home 
(Guynn  2013 ). It was this form of unstructured communication that Mayer believed 
was important enough to require that her employees be co-located. The remote 
workers we spoke with certainly agreed that informal communication was impor-
tant and more diffi cult given their physical distance from their colleagues; however, 
they have found ways to replicate and re-imagine the function of the water cooler in 
other ways, using technology. The aim of this type of conversation is to create the 
sense of ‘we’ that is associated with organisational belonging. 

 At Elevate, Beth asked for an intranet to be developed because she wanted a 
representation of herself and the work she had done and was doing to be visible to 
new members joining the organisation. Enterprise Social Networking platforms 
such as Yammer and Chatter are beginning to enable employees from all levels of 
the company to interact in an unstructured way around non-work related topics. 
Remote workers want to feel connected to the organisation and are fi nding ways 
such as these to make themselves seen and heard. While it is getting easier to 
become visible to one another, remote workers are often still struggling to be visible 
where it matters, at the centre of the action – the head offi ce.  

6.8     Head Offi ce Syndrome: Visibility at the Core 

 Some organisations today operate entirely without a dedicated central offi ce space. 
Although this may seem radical, it was only in fairly recent history that an ‘offi ce’ 
referred to the physical site of mass work that we know today – 500 years ago, an 
offi ce implied a position rather than a place (Haigh  2012 , p. 12). As organisational 
structures and management styles have moved away from more hierarchical, classi-
cal models (Nelson  1980 ) and towards more team-based collaborative ways of 
organising, so too have offi ce spaces shifted towards open-plan, fl exible layouts, 
with prominent organisations trialling more innovative models such as 
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activity- based working or Google’s famous campus locations. What has remained 
constant, however, is the idea that an organisation will in most cases have a  hub  or 
a core base from which to operate. Often referred to as a head offi ce, this is the site 
where most meetings are held, where the leaders of the organisation are to be found 
and often where activities are run that have the intention of bringing organisational 
members together in ‘bonding’ sessions and for collaboration. 

 Many organisations place a great fi nancial and cultural emphasis on these spaces, 
and there is a strong history of management and organisational research into the 
effects of spatial arrangements on organisational culture and behaviour (Becker and 
Steele  1995 ; Gagliardi  1992 ; Haynes  2008 ; Kornberger and Clegg  2004 ; Steele 
 1981 ). Client fl oors are decorated with expensive artwork, and designers, architects 
and psychologists work together to determine which category and combination of 
furniture, lighting, seating arrangements and indoor plants will best stimulate pro-
ductivity and lead to other organisational outcomes deemed desirable. 

 For companies like Google, Microsoft, Facebook and countless start-ups inspired 
by these technology giants, the head offi ce is not just a place where work tasks are 
performed – they are imbued with a powerful mythology that draws top talent to 
apply to the fi rm, so that they too may work at the famous campus or CBD address. 
This mythology associated with the ‘head offi ce’ challenges the remote worker’s 
sense of organisational identity. When so much of the organisation’s identity is 
invested in activities that take place in a designated building or set of buildings, it 
can be easy for a remote worker to feel ‘left out’ of what they imagine is happening 
at the centralised place of work. 

 At Elevate, Beth describes how, when she was working remotely, she assumed 
that everything that happened in their head offi ce involved fun that she was missing 
out on. When she fi nally moved to head offi ce to take a management position, she 
refl ected on her time as a remote worker, when she would often think to herself,

  I really want to see the offi ce, I wonder what they do in there, I literally thought people were 
just coming here, hanging out, having cupcakes all day, ‘cause that was kind of my lifestyle 
and I assumed that everyone else was like that…but then now being here, there’s no time, 
to do anything…but apparently that only happened about a year ago, so maybe it was cup-
cakes before then (laughs). 

   This mythology of the head offi ce being a place of constant engagement and the 
cupcake metaphor for greater socialisation can be spurred on by the image that 
those working in the offi ce try to portray. It is then fuelled by remote workers assum-
ing that colleagues who are co-located are automatically more sociable and enjoy-
ing each other’s company. As Beth herself discovered, however, a daily lived 
experience of an offi ce does not always fulfi l the image that such mythologies 
perpetuate. 

 Other remote workers who we interviewed talked about experiencing versions of 
what one remote worker called  head offi ce syndrome . In essence, ‘head offi ce syn-
drome’ refers to the way in which decisions would be made in the head offi ce with-
out consultation with or consideration of remote workers. One hypothetical example 
of head offi ce syndrome offered to us was a group of colleagues working together, 
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and two of those colleagues happen to be co-located and discuss the project over 
lunch, thereby coming to a fi rm decision about an aspect of the project that is then 
shared with the rest of the team via email: ‘Jerry and I have discussed it, and we’ve 
decided…’ This practice was referred to as ‘short-circuiting’ and was pointed out as 
a source of frustration amongst remote workers. 

 A pertinent and related example is the issue of advancement within the organisa-
tion. At Elevate, it has until recently only been possible to act as a manager from the 
head offi ce location. This is why Beth moved to Melbourne, leaving her extended 
family and friends behind, in order to take on a new position. Selma, as a more 
junior employee at Elevate, was aware of this dynamic, and it informed her thinking 
around career progression within the organisation:

  I know that there is actually a big part of me that wants to be at head offi ce because it feels 
like it’s the hub. So even though like I like a lot of elements of working remotely, I know 
that there’s a part of me that if I think of a long-term career with Elevate – say if I think if 
I’m with the company in six years’ time for example, the picture I have in my head is 
always me at head offi ce in Melbourne…Because I think there’s a bit of me that feels like 
that’s still the core of – like that’s still the heart of the company. 

   Selma’s refl ection has implications for thinking about how remote workers iden-
tify with the organisation. While she may be comfortable defi ning herself as a 
remote worker, she was nevertheless conscious of what she was remote  from  – that 
is, what she perceived to be the core or heart of the business – and she did not think 
that this distance was sustainable in light of her mid- to long-term career goals. 

 As technology systems improved within Elevate, however, the need to relocate 
for work was changing. With the introduction of new technologies and platforms, as 
well as new talent management practices, it became possible for remote workers to 
take on management roles outside of their head offi ce. It also became easier for 
remote working employees at Elevate to maintain the kind of visibility in the head 
offi ce that meant that they were considered for career advancement. Beth explains,

  Facilitators who want to be visible, can be. So we had a facilitator start on the Blue program 
in Perth, Owen, he, fi rst day, he fi gured out how to use Yammer, it’s intuitive but he’s the 
fi rst one who’s actually done it, within one week of starting, to his fi rst post on Yammer and 
then daily he would upload quotes, and then he’d be, like, hey this is what happened in my 
session today. So he now has people who know him, who may never have known him 
because he’s chosen to become visible on Yammer and he’s chosen to put something posi-
tive out there to the whole company…but it’s defi nitely remote worker driven, and if they 
don’t see it as an opportunity or they’re not on there, still they’re not visible. 

   As Beth pointed out, being visible in the head offi ce and being considered for 
advancement did still depend on the remote worker’s willingness and ability to be 
actively involved in performing their identity online. While there are more and more 
media for bridging the gap between the remote worker and the head offi ce, the suc-
cess of these still depends on the remote workers’ skills in online identity manage-
ment. This emphasis on skills cuts both ways. As remote working becomes more 
popular, both employees and employers are in need of new skills and practices to 
help them work effectively with one another at a distance.  
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6.9     Contributions and Recommendations for Practice 

 In this chapter, we have shown that organisations are increasingly hiring people to 
work remotely, and have explored how the way in which this practice ‘works’ is 
constantly evolving. One of the critical factors that determine the success of remote 
working structures is the creation of a sense of belonging. Our study shows a clear 
relationship between visibility and the performance of identity (see Fig.  6.1 ) in 
shaping the capabilities for those employees working remotely to establish a sense 
of belonging in the organisation.

   We have shown how identity is played out through performance of online char-
acters that can be thought of as avatars, through the creation and active management 
of online presence and through the building of virtual relationships based on famil-
iarity created through visual, voice and text-based technologies. While we have 
shown that it can sometimes be isolating to work remotely from other colleagues, 
for the most part a constant stream of messages, pictures, video and Social Enterprise 
Networking feeds kept remote workers connected through a fl ow of formal and 
informal communications. 

 However, it was clear that performative identity was only possible for remote 
workers if the tools were fi rstly in place and secondly used in order to enable 
 continuous and dynamic visibility. The ability to see each other, particularly if the 

  Fig. 6.1    Building a sense of organisational belonging for remote workers       
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seeing was in context, i.e. the offi ce, made it easier to maintain a stable reputation 
and identity. Change, for example, in a colleagues’ appearance or in the staffi ng of 
the organisation, could be particularly jarring for employees who place importance 
in fi xed images (literal or fi gurative) of the organisation that inevitably change over 
time. Technology was extremely important in overcoming this kind of breakdown 
by developing the layers of connectivity required to build visibility to enable remote 
workers to both be seen and to see the wider context of their fellow workers. 

 Figure  6.1  is a useful tool from which to get a clearer picture of how this dynamic 
between performative identity creation and visibility plays out. The graphic aims to 
give a better understanding of how to build a sense of belonging and engagement 
from remote workers. Those who are struggling to establish visibility reported often 
feeling sidelined (ignored) or alone (isolated). By increasing access to technological 
platforms, it is possible to offer the capabilities for greater visibility from which to 
build some of the more informal practices associated with simply being together 
that engender a sense of belonging. 

 Remote workers also need capabilities in the building of a virtual identity that 
their co-workers can relate to. In other words, it is not enough just to be visible; 
employees must engage with each other and with the technologies in ways that 
make it possible to overcome distances and build meaningful relationships such that 
both remote workers and co-located workers have the same opportunities to add 
value. As research on remote working develops in tandem with new technologies 
and innovative use of established technologies, we believe there will be a better 
understanding of the needs of remote workers and that this improved understanding 
can lead to improved remote working and management practices. 

 We conclude by reiterating that there are many nuances surrounding remote 
working practices. Technologies are constantly evolving, and remote workers are 
fi nding ways to harness and develop various platforms that enable them to become 
more connected and visible – to ensure that their identity as part of the collective is 
known. We believe that as more and more organisations collaborate across temporal 
and geographical borders, the lessons we learn from further studying remote work-
ing practices can be illuminating in thinking about how work on all levels of the 
virtuality continuum can be conducted more effectively. Visibility in organisations 
is important to an employee’s sense of identity, and while remote workers are fi nd-
ing ways of making themselves more visible, it is a collective undertaking that will 
only feature more prominently as work continues to become less about where we go 
and more about what we do, and who we are.     
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