Virtual Office: Helpful Hints for New Supervisors

1) Know Your Virtual Office Team 

VR’s Virtual Office Team consists of VR employees throughout the state and includes counselors, supervisors, region managers, and central office staff.   This team acts as a key contact for policy and program questions.  Area Supervisors should utilize the Virtual Office Team when there are questions that arrive from field staff that have not been addressed in the Virtual Office handbook, the PPM, or in other policy materials.  By maintaining frequent contact with the Virtual Office Team, Area Supervisors ensure the agency's policy and procedures are properly applied and maintain awareness of the full range of support and resources available to them.  To contact your Virtual Office team with a question, please send an email to Jeffrey.Hughes@fssa.in.gov.
Practice: Should you encounter questions from counselors, clerical, or yourself, please contact Jeff Hughes at Jeffrey.Hughes@fssa.in.gov.  The Virtual Office Team will then be sent information concerning the item at hand and will come to a consensus on VR policy.  You will then be contacted with an answer.  Please let VRC’s know that questions need to come from Area Supervisors directly.

2) Know Your Policy and Procedures 

Area Supervisors should familiarize themselves and their employees with VR’s Virtual Office Policy to ensure they are in compliance with its requirements.  In addition, VR and the State of Indiana have established policies regarding confidentiality, information sharing, and technology security.  Area Supervisors must ensure their staff’s choices around Virtual Office comply with this policy.
Practice: Being Virtual Office Employees does not change the policy or procedures set down by the State of Indiana or within the PPM.  The Virtual Office Policy is more of an HR directive, allowing for our staff to perform their primary functions off-site versus in an Area Office.  So, other than where VRCs are working, policy does not change.  

3) Participate in Training 

Seek out and participate in training opportunities whenever you can.  VR is in the process of creating new trainings; however, State HR offers several trainings which Area Supervisors may find useful.  As well, when attending conferences or other educational opportunities, make sure to attend seminars and presentations that will benefit your ability to manage Virtual Office staff.
Practice: Trainings are currently in development to assist both counselors and supervisors in the change.  However, if you have specific training needs, such as helping counselors manage caseloads more effectively using the available technology, please let VR’s training staff know by emailing Jeff Hughes at Jeffrey.Hughes@fssa.in.gov.
  
4) Understand and Assess the Needs of your Office

Whether coordinating with clerical staff, conducting performance appraisals, or mentoring a new VRC, Area Supervisors need to develop understandings of each employee’s needs.  As well, the new responsibilities of clerical staff (including digitizing of paperwork and some case management) may be frightening to some or exciting to others.  Make sure to create a balance within the remaining office staff so that everyone has an equitable amount of responsibility that fits within their strengths.  Similarly, with counselors being field-based, there will be vast differences in the amount of needs each may have.  Unfortunately, there is no easy solution in determining what each employee will need, so it will require hard work, patience, and constant communication.

Practice: Managing employees is difficult at best.  So, what happens when you throw ‘virtual’ into the mix?  Practically, you already know your VRCs, their personality traits both good and not so good.  Use this knowledge.  If one VRC is really good at intakes and another is struggling, set up a shadowing experience. If one of your clerical staff is having a very difficult time with answering consumer issues but another is practically a counselor’s assistant, change around some responsibilities.  Times are changing and so is your office.  
5) Virtual Office Toolkit

The Virtual Office Toolkit is a wonderful device to assist Area Supervisors in managing staff.  Included in this toolkit are: 

Field Operations Agreement: offers the guidelines for virtual office workers

Field Operations Policy: stipulates the purposes, procedures, and practices for virtual office work in the field.

Tips for a Successful Field Operations Program: outlines the Do’s and Don’ts for secretaries, vocational counselors and area supervisors.

Answers to Frequently Asked Questions: gives answers to commonly-asked questions for Changing Field Operations to Paperless and Virtual Offices

Written Instruction Sheets and Guides: gives instructions for Employees to setup their equipment, including the laptop, the printer, the signature pad, and the air card to access the internet through an air card, through another provider’s internet service, or through an available wireless connection to access Voice Mail when out of the office to access the Area Office’s Outlook Calendar to schedule meeting rooms
While the toolkit cannot give every answer needed, it does give a very good starting place.  For instance, the Field Operations Agreement is not only a signed statement by the counselor of their understanding of the Virtual Office program, but also a way in which Area Supervisors may know the main worksites and schedules of that counselor.  Again, not perfect, but a good starting place.

Practice: The Virtual Office Toolkit gives the recommendations and thoughts of the Virtual Office workgroup.  This workgroup has worked together on drafting what ‘virtual office’ will look like since the initial inception.  So, read it, use it, and refer to it if you have questions, as it may already have the answers you seek.

6) Communicate Expectations

The Virtual Office Toolkit also provides a framework for the discussion that needs to take place between the Area Supervisor and the employee about expectations.  This discussion is important to ensure the Area Supervisor and the employee understand each other's expectations around basic issues.  Here are some helpful discussions Area Supervisors should be having with their staff: 

How will the supervisor know if the Virtual employee is on or off duty? 

How will the supervisor know that work is being accomplished? 

How will the supervisor know where the Virtual employee is working?

What technologies will be used to maintain contact? 

What equipment is the agency providing? What is the policy surrounding this equipment?

Who provides technical assistance in the event of equipment disruption? 

What will the weekly/monthly schedule be? How will the supervisor and co-workers be kept updated about the schedule? What happens if the schedule needs to be changed?

What will the daily Virtual Office schedule be? Will the hours be the same as in the Area office? 

What are the physical attributes of the Virtual Office location, and do they conform to basic safety and HIPAA standards? 

How available does the Virtual worker need to be - is communication intended to be seamless, so that phone, email, etc. are dealt with the same as in the office? 
Are there times when a Virtual Office Agreement may be terminated by management or an employee?

How will the supervisor assist when employees are ill or have unexpected leave? 

  
Practice: Actually have these conversations with everyone in your office!  Take the time out of a busy week of work to sit down, one-on-one, and find out the expectations of your office.  And, if you are struggling with what one of these questions means, ask the Virtual Office Team for their recommendations.
7) Use Good Performance Management Practices

Supervisors often ask, "How do I know my employees are working when I can't see them?"  Performance standards for off-site employees are the same as performance standards for on-site employees. Management expectations of a Virtual employee’s performance are clearly addressed in the Virtual Office Policy and Agreement.  As with on-site employees, Virtual workers must, and can, be held accountable for the results they produce. VR Area Supervisors will have the same indicators of employee accountability as before, including performance reviews, monthly staff meetings, customer complaints, and so on.  

Practice:  More than likely, the same people who struggle with case management before going virtual will struggle after.  So, let all of your staff know that performance will be reviewed using the same mechanisms as before.  As was stated earlier, we are not changing the function of our jobs, nor the policy behind it; we are changing the location and tools we have to work.
  

8) Use the Technology Provided 

Area Supervisors will have access to telephone communication, email, and webcam communication.  Virtual employees are also required to be in the Area Office at least one day per week.  As well, it is recommended that Area Supervisors do monthly site visits to ensure Virtual employees are maintaining confidentiality needs and that the site itself is content with VR’s presence.  As Virtual employees will have the same equipment available to them, Area Supervisors will have several means to maintain communication on a regular basis.     

Practice: Please stress this to all employees: 
Virtual employees are also required to be in the Area Office at least one day per week. This is because of technology updates.  However, use this time as best as you can, as you may not have much other face-to-face time with your individual counselors during the week.  However, you and the counselors will have a Blackberry, which allows you to call, text, or email your counselors as needed.  Find out how your staff communicate best and use that means.

9) Remain Equitable in Assigning Work and Rewarding Performance

Supervisors should avoid distributing work based on "availability" as measured by physical presence and avoid the pitfall of assuming that someone who is present and looks busy is actually accomplishing more work than someone who is not on-site.  Reversely, supervisors need to self-check that they are not giving work to on-site clerical staff which should really be completed by a counselor.  Again, there are no easy answers for this type of issue - just a continuous need for open communication between all parties involved.

  
Practice: It may seem obvious to remain equitable in assigning duties, like special projects or action items at meetings.  However, it is very important to remain overly aware of this as we go virtual.  It is okay to remember that certain counselors have special caseloads and, of course, an Area Secretary has special responsibilities.  But make sure that the remaining work is not overloaded on one person who, for no fault of their own, happens to get things done.  
10) Address Security Responsibilities

Although individual employees are responsible for complying with information security requirements, supervisors should work with Virtual employees to ensure they fully understand the relevant policies and procedures.  Not only are VRC’s responsible for maintaining the computer equipment given to them, but they are also equally responsible to VR customer’s confidential information.  All Area Supervisors need to ensure that counselors have secured appropriate meeting space which does not place the client or the client’s confidentiality at risk.

 
Practice: HIPAA rules have not changed.  However, the difficulty in maintaining HIPAA has changed.  It would be wise, in the beginning, to check on the confidentiality of the locations your counselors are using in the field.  Please understand that confidentiality is often taken as an assumption within our field; as such, any complaints about confidentiality must be addressed in a complete and prompt manner.

11) One Step at a Time

The success of VR’s Virtual Office program depends on regular, routine use. Experience is the only way to enable Area Supervisors, VRC’s, clerical, IT support, and other stakeholders to work through any technology, equipment, communications, workflow, and associated issues that may inhibit the transparency of remote work.  Give it time and patience.  

Practice: Be patient.  And, if you have any questions, don’t hesitate to contact the Virtual Office Team for information and guidance.
