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Human beings have a way of anchoring to the past.

This is painfully evident in the modern corporation. Despite advances in technology, we 
have held firm to dated management practices that date back to the industrial revolution.

It took a global pandemic to force management’s hand and pre-empt a global remote 
working experiment.

But after an initial honeymoon period, it has also become more painfully evident still that 
management is still anchoring to the past, only online.

Unnecessary meetings still happen.

Interruptions still plague people’s days.

Except these now occur through Zoom and Slack (or their equivalent) respectively.

Following is a collection of short articles and essays that I wrote during the initial few 
weeks that COVID19 forced white-collar organisations to send their employees home.

These are based on both my own experiences running my company, Collective Campus, 
as an almost entirely remote company, as well as the research I conducted while writing 
my book, Time Rich: Do Your Best Work, Live Your Best Life (Wiley, Oct 2020).

These essays focus predominantly on techniques as opposed to tools, for tools are only 
as good as how you use them, and in many cases, remote working tools can actually be 
antithetical to productivity.

If it’s tools you’re after, then let’s get the key tools out of the way here:
Videocalls: Zoom, Google Hangouts, Skype, FaceTime, Microsoft Teams
IM: Slack, Microsoft Teams, Workplace by Facebook, Basecamp
Task management: Asana, Basecamp, Trello

Productivity is what you don’t do, so if you’re looking to go deeper and reinvent the way 
you work to get more done, and finish each day feeling more fulfilled, then let’s get 
started.

STEVE GLAVESKI
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COVID-19 has had a deleterious effect on our world as we know it.

First, it sent sharemarkets into a downward spiral, then it put countries such as Italy into lockdown, 
and forced the cancelation of festivals such as SXSW (something the author of this article was going 
to attend — bummer!).

Oh, and who can forget ‘toiletgate’ — Australians, embarrassingly for me, stripping grocery stores 
bare of necessities such as toilet paper, hand sanitiser, pasta, rice and Vegemite. I have since 
warmed to the southern European institution that is the bidet!

Remote Working and COVID-19: The 
Revolution We’ve All Been Waiting 
For?
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However, COVID-19 has also forced many high profile companies to enact remote working 
procedures — companies such as Box, Amazon, Airbnb, Facebook, Google and Microsoft are all 
telling employees some variation of “work from home”.

This forced experiment is in many respects a long overdue one.

In fact, I recall thinking to myself that I should have been working remotely most of the time as early 
as the late 2000’s. Then, I worked for the likes of Ernst & Young, and even back then, over a decade 
ago, I used remote-access VPN with two-factor authentication to log in to our team’s centralised 
files, my email and our instant messaging platform to communicate with colleagues.

The capability was there, but the culture was not keeping pace.

A Forced Experiment

Today, most leaders and managers (they are not the same thing) still conflate hours worked with 
output, and presence with productivity.

They do this despite the fact that the industrial revolution ended one hundred years ago and the 
nature of our work is no longer that of packing widgets into a box.

In a time when we are paid a premium to actually think creatively and to solve complex problems—
heuristic work that requires us to harness focus and mental energy, as opposed to the algorithmic 
work from the days of yore — conflating presence with productivity makes no sense at all, and can 
actually be incredibly counter-productive.

As I wrote for Harvard Business Review in The Case For The 6-Hour Workday:

“Heuristic work requires people to get into the physiological state of flow, coined by Hungarian-

American psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in 1975. Flow refers to the state of full immersion in 
an activity, and you might know it best as “the zone.” A 10-year McKinsey study on flow found 
that top executives are up to 500% more productive when they’re in a state of flow.”

From Algorithmic Work to Heuristic Work
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but…

Many of today’s organizations sabotage flow by setting counter-productive expectations on 
availability, responsiveness, and meeting attendance, with research by Adobe finding that 
employees spend an average of six hours per day on email. The average employee is being 
interrupted 50–60 times a day, and 80% of those interruptions are not important. Employees are in 

a constant state of distraction and hyper-responsiveness.

And as Adam Grant points out, “like most humans, leaders are remarkably good at anchoring on the 
past even when it’s irrelevant to the present.”

While effective remote working tools have existed for well over a decade — it was once known as 
‘telecommuting’ — most of us are still expected to turn up at a physical office for at least four days a 
week.

A token weekly work from home day has become the defacto standard at most companies, but boy 
do those eyebrows raise when you elect to work remotely for a second day that same week!

While there is indeed benefit to the osmotic communication that comes with physical presence, and 
the team building and camaraderie that occurs when everybody is in the same building working 
towards a common goal, this need not be an every day affair — especially not when you consider 
the environmental and mental costs of commuting to and from said office, and the health costs 
associated with forcing night owls (40% of the population) to wake up at 7am.

We’re Laggards When It Comes to Remote 
Working

A Shifting Tide
While the tide has been slowly shifting on the flawed notion that one needs to be at the office to get 
stuff done, COVID-19 might come with a silver lining that accelerates this shift away from our 
ingrained belief systems and way we’ve always done things.

This forced experiment might demonstrate to leaders that, actually, our people perform better when 
they spend most of their time away from the office, free from countless distractions.
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This is something that Y-Combinator head honcho, Paul Graham, anticipated in the following tweet.

While it has never been easier to build and manage a globally distributed team of resources, few 
companies genuinely do so. There are notable and well worn exceptions such as Automattic, and 
to a lesser degree — because of their smaller size, Basecamp.

But the larger an organisation gets, the more it tends to get embroiled in a culture of consensus 
seeking, which sees people spending most of their time in meetings, and little time, if any, in flow, 

getting sh*t done.

Having run Collective Campus with a distributed team of more than 50 designers, developers, 
facilitators, consultants and VAs for over five years now, and drawn from the insights of others in the 
space, below are some key considerations, tools and techniques that can be the difference 
between success and failure when it come to remote work.

Remote Working Quick Tips

Key Considerations

v Having the right, mission-driven, and self-motivated people on the bus matters…a lot.
v Remote workers need to be clear about what needs to be done and why, by when, any moving 

parts or dependencies or pre and post-requisite tasks they should be aware of, and clear paths of 
recourse if they are unclear about anything.

v Metrics of success need to be clearly understood and, especially in the early days of a remote 
working experiment, monitored — these metrics should be no different to the metrics that are 

used while working at the office.
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Remember, what matters is output and outcomes, not presence or how many hours one has spent 
staring at their screen (eleven is the average globally — yikes!).

You can use tools such as Asana, Trello or Basecamp to manage visibility of your own and of other 
people’s work, and instant messaging platforms such as Slack or Microsoft Teams to 
communicate asynchronously — because not everything is urgent — most things aren’t.

You can run your daily, or weekly standups, virtually through such platforms, and host meetings 
virtually through the myriad platforms now available for video-calling and screen-sharing (see Zoom, 
Google Hangouts, Skype for Business, GoToMeeting etc).

Out of sight shouldn’t mean out of mind, but it shouldn’t mean always on one’s mind either.
If the right systems are in place, and the right people are on board, managers should have no more 
issues with a remote workforce than they would with a local one — in fact, they might just find that 
their workforce is more productive, healthier and happier than ever.

Viva la revolución!

Key Tools and Techniques
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COVID-19 has forced companies the world over to enact — or create — remote working protocols. 
The likes of Box, Amazon, Airbnb, Facebook, Google and Microsoft have all told their employees 
some variation of “work from home”.

But so too are more traditional organisations across fields such as real estate, accounting and local 
government.

Zoom team-selfies, like the one below, taken by giddy corporate executives who have been long-
time remote working laggards, are polluting Twitter and LinkedIn feeds.

The Five Levels of Remote Work – and 
Why You’re Probably at Level 2

COLLECTIVE CAMPUS | INNOVATE OR DIE
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But like most things worth doing, there are different levels of proficiency and sophistication to scale.

Many newly-remote workers seem to conflate simply downloading Zoom, Slack, and having access 
to email with having this remote working thing sorted out.

But having a ball and a ring does not an NBA basketballer make.

When it comes to swimming in the deep end of the remote working pool, few companies are doing 
it better than Automattic — the company behind Wordpress, which powers 35% of all websites on 
the internet.

Automattic — at the time of writing — has 1,170 employees scattered across more 75 countries, 
speaking 93 languages. It boasts a company valuation of US$3 billion, and has made several 

significant acquisitions such as that of WooCommerce and blogging platform, Tumblr.

The company does not have an office, with its employees collaborating almost exclusively online.

Automattic
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Automattic’s founder, Matt Mullenweg (hence the double t in the company’s name!) recently 
appeared on Sam Harris’ popular Making Sense podcast (below) to talk what he calls the five levels 
of distributed teams (he prefers ‘distributed’ to ‘remote’ because the latter implies that there is still a 
central place of work).

Matt Mullenweg

The Five Levels of Distributed Teams

Encouragingly (for me at least), Mullenweg’s sentiments echo what I’ve been telling many of my 
clients and partners —tools are only as good as how you use them. In fact, abuse of tools can 
actually make us less productive — as seen here.

Following is my interpretation and paraphrasing of Mullenweg’s sentiments on the five levels of 
remote work. Apologies to Matt if I have taken anything out of context!

Nothing deliberate has been done by the company to support remote work, but employees can still 
keep the ball rolling somewhat if they’re at home for a day.

They have access to their smartphone, and email. Perhaps they dial in to a few meetings.

But they’ll put off most things until they’re back in the office, and will be a shadow of their office-

bound selves.

Level 1 is where the overwhelming majority of organisations were prior to the COVID19 outbreak.

Level 1: Non-Deliberate Action

COLLECTIVE CAMPUS | INNOVATE OR DIE

https://medium.com/steveglaveski/your-remote-working-tools-are-making-you-less-productive-b2e07a130984


12

This is where most organisations now reside — especially traditional ones.

It’s where your employees have access to videoconferencing software (eg. Zoom), instant 
messaging software (eg. Slack) and email, but instead of redesigning work to take advantage of the 
new medium, teams ultimately end up recreating online, how they work in the office.

This extends to many of the bad habits that permeate the modern office and suppress the ability of 
knowledge workers to actually think — here’s looking at you 10-person video-calls when two people 
would suffice, 60+ interruptions a day — now via Slack and phone calls, the sporadic checking of 
and responding to email more than 70 times a day throughout the day, or the hyper-responsiveness 
that is expected of all employees, leaving them wired to desktop dings like Pavlov’s dog.

Mullenweg equates lack of redesigning work around the medium with the radio drama of the 1930s, 
which was essentially the acting out of plays over the airwaves. Adapting the content to the radio 

medium was not fully considered or appreciated at the time.

It’s a little like many multi-million dollar digital transformation projects, whereby broken and 
redundant processes created in the 1980s are effectively digitised — but wait — they’re still broken, 
and they’re still redundant.

At Level 2, people are still expected to be online from 9 to 5, and in some cases to be subject to 
what essentially amounts to spyware, with employers installing screen-logging software on their 
employee machines so that they can play the role of Big Brother (see the Dictator’s Guide below for 

more like this).

If you’re at Level 2, you still have a long way to go.

Level 2: Recreating the Office Online

Level 3: Adapting to the medium

At level 3, organisations start to adapt to and take advantage of the medium. Mullenweg points to 
shared documents (such as a Google Doc), that is visible to all and updated in real-time during a 
discussion, so that there is a shared understanding of what is discussed and decided, eliminating 
the risk of lost in translation errors and time wasted thereafter.

COLLECTIVE CAMPUS | INNOVATE OR DIE
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It’s at this stage that companies start to invest in better equipment for their employees as well, such 
as lighting for video-calls and background noise-canceling microphones.

Effective written communication becomes critical the more companies embrace remote work. With 
an aversion to ‘jumping on calls’ at a whim, and a preference for asynchronous communication 
(more on that later), most of Automattic’s communications is text-based, and so articulate and timely 

articulation becomes key.

In fact, Mullenweg says that most of the company’s hiring is performed via text as opposed to 
candidate phone or vide calls.

When it comes to meetings:

v Only hold a meeting if it is absolutely necessary and the same outcomes can’t be reached via a 
quick ad-hoc conversation, phone call, email, text or instant message.

v Set the meeting to 15 minutes by default, and only make it longer if absolutely necessary (the 
shorter the meeting, the more succinct you will have to be, and the less time there will be for 
pointless small talk and rambling).

v Set a specific agenda and desired outcome going into the meeting.
v Invite only ‘must have’ people (unless this is a big Type-1 decision, two people should usually do it 

with three on the rare occasion).
v Agree on next steps, allocate responsible person(s) and set due dates (this is especially important 

to avoid boomerang meetings).
v Never, ever, use a meeting simply to communicate information — that’s what email or IM is for. 

Many are indeed learning that all those meetings could have in fact been emails.

Level 4: Asynchronous Communication

‘I’ll get to it when it suits me.’ This is the nature of asynchronous communication.

The reality is that most things don’t require an immediate response. For most things, a one-way 
email or instant message should do the job, with the recipient responding when it suits them.

If something really is urgent, then the mode of communication should reflect that. Pick up the phone, 

or tap that person on the shoulder, but only if it is truly urgent.
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Aside from the obvious and massive benefit of giving knowledge workers time to think, create and 
get into the flow state (a psychological state whereby we are up to five times more productive 
according to McKinsey), but asynchronous communication predisposes people to making better 
decisions.

As Robert Greene says, if you want to cut emotion out of the equation, increase your response time. 

Giving people time to think between question and response, rather than fall victim to blurting out the 
first thing that comes to mind in a meeting or when tapped on the shoulders, delivers a compound 
benefit to the organisation over time.

In order to avoid tennis games and duplication of effort, ensure that asynchronous messages:

v provide sufficient background detail, where necessary provide clear action item(s) and outcome(s) 
required.

v provide a due date
v provide a path of recourse if the recipient is unable to meet your requirements.

Companies that truly practice asynchronous communication have stepped out of the industrial 
revolution, and no longer conflate presence with productivity, or hours with output, as one might on 
the factory floor.

Mullenweg points out that globally distributed teams, who work asynchronously, and master 
‘passing the baton’, can get three times more done than a local team relying on everybody to be in 

an office between 9am and 5pm.

For example:

Hey Shay

Attached is the incorporation document for our new spin-off company.

Please sign the document where requested and send it back to me by 4 pm this Friday.

If you have any concerns, give me a call on 555 1983.
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I’d argue that they could get an order of magnitude more done than a centralised company 
characterised by real-time and over-communication, as well as consensus-seeking meetings with 
everybody but the office dog present.

A factor that went undiscussed in the conversation was that of chronotypes.

Science suggests that our preferred sleeping patterns — our chronotypes — are programmed at 
birth. People are either night owls or early birds.

Astrophysicist Sabrina Stierwalt wrote for Scientific American that:

Our preferences for one or the other are encoded in genes called ‘clock’ or ‘period’ genes that 
regulate our circadian rhythms, and are linked to our blood pressure, metabolism, body 
temperature and hormone levels.

Several studies have found that about 30 to 40 per cent of the population are night owls, which 
means that the modern 9-to-5 workday is sabotaging the creative and intellectual efforts of almost 
half the workforce.

Stierwalt said that work days usually start between 7 and 9 am. However, night owls can experience 
‘social jetlag’ if they wake up this early — that is, they can feel like they would if they had jetlag after 
an overnight flight. Early risers are less likely to experience social jetlag, giving them an advantage 
over night owls.

Studies show that while early risers are more alert in the morning, night owls show stronger focus 
and longer attention spans 10 hours after waking than their early-bird compatriots.

Asynchronous companies give night owls more flexibility to start their day later, so long as there is a 
workable overlap between them and their colleague’s day.

Automattic is at Level 4, says Mullenweg.

Awaken the Night Owls

COLLECTIVE CAMPUS | INNOVATE OR DIE
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This is where your distributed team works better than any in-person team ever could. Mullenweg 
equates this level with having more emphasis on ‘environment design’, insofar as the organisation’s 
culture, and the physical environment people work in is concerned.

Of course, there are pros and cons with most decisions.
Three big cons or concerns that face newly remote teams, and how to counter them, can be found 
below:

Level 5: ‘Nirvana’

Cons

Instead of telling their employees to be at the office 11 months a year, and have 4 weeks off, 
Automattic flips the script. Employees have 11 months of remote work a year, and have to make time 
to travel for up to 4 weeks a year for team bonding and building events.

They also make use of custom-built apps which keep track of who has met who, and then assign 
seats, say at a dinner party, so that people sit with people they’ve not yet met before.

Team bonding and building

With everybody working online, you miss out on watercooler conversations, overhearing other 
people say something that you can help with, or just having a general awareness of your team’s 
activities by virtue of being within earshot of discussions.

To counter this, Automattic use a Wordpress plugin called P2, which acts as an internal blog, and a 
place where an incredible amount of conversation and activity is chronicled and captured.

Osmotic and office communication

Mullenweg points to endpoint security —computer networks that are remotely bridged to client 
devices — and used for BYOD such as laptops and smartphones.

Security
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The alternative — being inside the office wall, as Mullenweg says —essentially becomes a single 
point of failure, and compromises depth in defence.

What we should be doing instead is rather than over-emphasising just access control, we need to 
be protecting against malicious behaviours. With over 70% of IT hacks using social engineering to 
get inside, he has a point.

Working from home is, for the moment, a privilege and not a right for many, so let’s be more 
intentional about how we work, show that we can be more productive away from the office, and 
earn the right to work from wherever we please more often.

**

COLLECTIVE CAMPUS | INNOVATE OR DIE
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Our behaviour is often a by-product of our immediate environment.

And many of us the world over are finding ourselves in a new environment — at least when it comes 
to work.

COVID-19 is seeing more white collar professionals working from home than ever before, and in 

many ways it is a long overdue transition, one that required a pandemic to finally stop leaders 
anchoring to the past.

But it might not be such a smooth transition for some, given the numerous distractions at play in our 
‘home offices’.

13 Tips to Crush Working From Home 
During COVID-19

COLLECTIVE CAMPUS | INNOVATE OR DIE
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When we’re distracted, it can take us about 23 minutes to get back in ‘the zone’. Even the slightest 
distraction, such as the 1/10th of a second it takes to glance at a notification on your smartphone, 
can add up to a 40% productivity loss if you do lots of it throughout your day.

Apart from said smartphone, there’s the internet to play with on our desktops (sans colleagues 
peering over our shoulder) with its rabbit-hole wonders of YouTube and Reddit, there’s Netflix and 

other streaming services, our fellow residents to engage with, and of course, the refrigerator.

Not only that, but as with those colleagues no longer peering over our shoulder, working from home 
lacks many of the things that serve to keep us accountable — or at least force some people to give 
the impression that they’re being productive. Think conversations about work by the water cooler, 
having to actually turn up at a certain time and you know, put on pants… hopefully not in that order.

Our Homes are Full of Distractions

We might have good intentions when it comes to working from home, but as Atomic Habits 
author James Clear puts it, “we don’t rise to the level of our goals, we fall to the level of our 
systems”.

For example, if you want to stop devouring that bag of Dorito’s late at night when your willpower is 
depleted, then having several bags on hand in your kitchen pantry won’t help your cause. Having no 

such bags in the house is a far more effective environmental measure, and might see you reaching 
for a healthier snack instead.

When it comes to working from home, we need to be just as diligent with the design of our systems.
If we‘re intention, we can actually be considerably more productive when working from home, sans 
all of the non-consequential meetings and the 50–60 interruptions per day that typical employees 
contend with, most of which are unimportant.

I’ve worked remotely for several days a week for a number of years.

During this time, I’ve learned — out of sheer necessity — how to create an environment and put in 
place systems to consistently perform at what I think is a reasonably high level.

We Fall to the Level of Our Systems
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Doing so has been key to my writing several books — one of which, Time Rich: Do Your Best Work, 
Live Your Best Life, is on productivity — in addition to running a boutique consultancy, launching an 
ed-tech startup and hosting a 373 episode strong podcast.

With that, here are my 13 quick tips for crushing it while working from home during COVID-19.

**

It sounds obvious, but so many people sit down to their desks with a to-do list and just pick the 
easiest thing to work on, which more often than not turns out to be email or checking LinkedIn.

Human beings are programmed to take the path of least effort, according to a study out of 
University College, London. Researchers found that our brains trick us into thinking that the nearest 
beach has the best waves.

While easy, such tasks don’t deliver much value, and we can quickly find ourselves an hour or two 
into our day without having achieved much except immersed ourselves in some of what Behance
founder Scott Belsky calls ‘insecurity work’.

By starting with the highest value activities, what I often find isthat by midday, I’ve done my best 
work for the day. The momentum and dopamine hit that comes with genuine achievement — as 
opposed to getting to inbox zero — not only motivating, but also helps us to feel good.

A simple way to prioritise your tasks:

Start by creating a backlog of tasks, as per the example:

Step 1: Give each task a rating out of 10 in terms of the value you think it will deliver.
Step 2: Give it a rating out of 10 for cost (time and money — the higher the cost, the higher the 
rating).
Step 3: Divide value by cost.

Step 4: Apply a weighting to the urgency of step 3 (optional step)
Step 5: Prioritise by the final result (the higher the number, the higher value the task)

1. Actually Prioritise Your To-Do List
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Bonus tip: Prepare your to-do list for the next day before you call it a day. This way you’ll be able to 
hit the ground running the following day instead of get to your desk and waste time figuring out 
what to work on.

If my highest value task is to write a 2,000 word article, then staring at a blank piece of paper can be 
paralysing.

However, as Isaac Newton’s first law of motion states, ‘an object in motion stays in motion until it 
meets an unbalanced force’.

Ultimately this means that it’s much easier to keep going once we’ve started, and that start doesn’t 
need to be big.

Returning to my 2,000 word article, I might instead set myself a goal of writing 100 words, or as 
several-times bestselling author Tim Ferriss likes to put it, “just two crappy pages”.

Committing to and starting on a small and achievable unit of work will set your proverbial object in 
motion, and make it easier to keep going.

If you’ve ever put off picking up a book on your coffee table while lounging on the couch, but 
summoned up the mental strength to read a page, you would have found that turning to the next 
page is so much easier than getting started. That’s the power of momentum.

2. Make Momentum Your Friend

3. Pulse and Pause

It’s inevitable that we will experience cognitive decline as the day unfolds, so it is critical that we 
incorporate frequent breaks into our day — to create a ‘pulse and pause’ cycle.

As angel investor and philosopher, Naval Ravikant puts it, “work like a lion who hunts for food, 
“train hard, sprint, rest and reassess — then go at it again”.
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Set yourself a goal — whether that be completing a specific unit of work, or working (without 
distraction) for a specific period of time that works for you before taking a short break.

Francesco Cirillo developed the popular Pomodoro Technique in the late 1980s. It essentially 
involves breaking work down into 25 minute intervals, separated by five-minute breaks. After four 
rounds, Cirillo suggested taking a long break of between 15 and 30 minutes, before repeating the 

cycle.

This is just a guide though. Figure out what your rhythm looks like — it could be 60 to 90 minutes of 
pulsing followed by 15–20 minutes of pausing, as is the case with me — and commit to it.

It helps to reward yourself not just with a break, but maybe a conversation with a family member, or 
perhaps even, a walk outside…

It doesn’t need to be deadlifting 300 pounds, but something as simple as incorporating short walks 
into your breaks can do wonders for your focus and output.

It turns out that when we move, our caveman brain recognises it as a moment of stress. It thinks 
we’re fighting an enemy, or fleeing, and as such, it releases BDNF (brain-derived neurotrophic 
factor). This ultimately acts as a reset switch, which is why we feel happier after exercising or going 

for a walk.

In fact, researchers from the University of Illinois found that our brain lights up like a Christmas tree 
after a short walk.

4. Incorporate Movement Into Your Day
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Perhaps we should take the two millennia old advice of Roman philosopher, Seneca on this 
one: “we must go for walks out of doors, so that the mind can be strengthened and invigorated 
by a clear sky and plenty of fresh air”.

While you’re at it, incorporate some sunlight into your morning.

Exposure to sunlight in the morning elevates mood by boosting serotonin levels in our body, which 
makes us perform better when we get down to work. Author of Stress-Proof Dr Mithu Storoni also 
found that morning sunlight improves our sleep — ‘the brighter your daylight exposure, the more 
melatonin you produce at night’ — again helping us to perform better when we’re at work.

Rather than busying ourselves with said insecurity work and being busy all day, only to have nothing 
to show for it come the end of the day, we should set ourselves targets.

Don’t just prioritise those high value tasks and get started, but aim to complete them.

Ben Mezrich, author of 20 books including several bestsellers that were adapted into box office hits 

such as The Social Network, was asked about his productivity in an episode of the Future 
Squared podcast.

He credits his prolific output to discipline, eliminating distractions and locking himself in a room with 
a clear and specific goal of writing six pages a day. And he doesn’t stop for anything until those six 
pages are done.

“It could take two hours, or it could take all day”, he said.

5. Set and Reach Targets

6. Eliminate Notifications and Batch Your Work

A simple, often spoken about, and little practiced hack that can keep you focused for longer is to 
simply turn off your push notifications.

Remember, even the slightest distraction can incur a 23 minute refocusing, or ‘cognitive switching 
penalty’. As such it’s important to not pepper throughout our day task switching such as short 
glances at email or social media. Batch such tasks instead by doing them at set timeframes.
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For starters:

v Disable all notifications on both your desktop and smartphone.
v Turn off your phone or set it to Airplane mode for set periods of time.
v Use the Freedom app or Blocksite to block non-mission critical applications (such as social media) 

for set periods of the day.

v Use Google Chrome’s “compose email” plugin to see only the compose window when writing an 
email, which allows you to circumvent the temptations waiting in your inbox (or use Inbox Pause 
to pause inbound email).

v Set windows of time to check and batch-respond to email.

For many of us working from home, the fridge can become our best friend and our worst enemy.
It can make us feel temporarily happier, but destroy our waistlines and confidence in the long run. 
And it’s a killer for productivity.

I’ve often found myself taking one too many trips to see my friends Fisher & Paykel. But by 
practicing the pulse and pause cycle, you can use trips to the fridge, or cupboard, or cafe down the 

road, as rewards for focusing and knocking tasks off your to-do list throughout the day.

Just keep the rewards sensible — try and limit your intake of simple carbs and sugary treats until 
later in the day if you must have them at all, as this will help you to avoid sugar crashes.

Protein, good fats and complex low-GI carbs provide you with slow burn energy so you can stay 
focused for longer. Ensure you’re stocked up on the good stuff.

7. Eat Well
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Being part of a tribe with a common goal is a source of both accountability and motivation, and the 
isolation that comes from working from home can suppress our motivation and our sense of 
belonging.

As such, create rituals to check in with your team on a daily or at the very least, weekly basis. This 
could be as simple as a group Google Hangout, or daily standup using Slack.

As in daily standups:

v Share what you completed yesterday
v Share what’s on your plate today (your to-do list will come in handy)
v Share if anything is getting in your way that you might need help with.

Doing so will serve to maintain that feeling of community, accountability and keep everybody rowing 

in the right direction.

8. Maintain a Sense of Team and Shared Mission

It might feel good to roll out of bed and into your study with your pyjamas still on, but studies show 
this won’t be so good for your focus.

A study published by Wiley found that participants who worked from home reported feeling more 
authoritative, trustworthy, and competent when wearing formal business attire.

Now, I’m not suggesting you put on power suit to work from your study, but wearing what you might 
to a casual office day should suffice.

I find that just the act of putting on a pair of jeans and a crisp t-shirt or shirt helps my brain click into 
gear.

9. Put Some Pants On

It might be tempting to work on the living room table, in full view of the latest episode of Black 
Mirror.

10. Work From a ‘Work Room’
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Make it clear that your work is important to you and that during certain times of day, unless 
something is genuinely urgent (most things aren’t), they should do their best not to interrupt you.

Over time, they will come to appreciate your way of work and respect your boundaries, but it’s 
imperative that you make them clear from the get go.

Sharing this article with them might help.

So there you have it, 13 quick tips to help you weather the COVID-19 storm, and not only maintain, 
but crank up your productivity while working from home.

Working from home is, for the moment, a privilege and not a right, so let’s be intentional about how 
we work, show that we can be productive away from the office, and earn the right to work from 
wherever we please more often.

**
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While it might be tempting to simply flip open your laptop on the kitchen table, and get to work, 
we’re not doing our bodies, or our minds any favours.

That’s precisely why companies the world over invest millions into ergonomic, or comfortable, 
offices for their employees.

Workplace ergonomics have in fact been linked with reducing worker compensation claims by up to 
90% (not a small amount when you consider that in Australia alone, companies spend $60 billion on 
workplace injury and compensation), and improving productivity.

18 Things Every Healthy and 
Productive Home Office Needs.
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As a writer of several books on several hundred blogs and articles myself, optimising my home set-
up has been key to helping me play the long game, without suffering all sorts of deleterious effects 
on my health.

Given that it is looking likely that the global remote working experiment is set to last for at least 
several more months, if not longer, it’s worth reflecting on your workspace and investing to 

safeguard your health and do your best work.

With that, I’ve prepared the following quick and simple stocktake of what the ideal home office set-
up includes.

**

Are you working from your wooden kitchen table chairs? If so, now that we’re about three to four 
weeks into quarantine, you’re probably starting to feel all sorts of nagging pains, especially in your 
lower back.

Invest in an ergonomic chair to give correct support to your posture, weight and lumbar while sitting. 
Doing so will keep you comfortable enough to work for longer, and spare you the pain when you’re 

not at your desk.

1. Ergonomic Chair
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Similar to chairs, consider an ergonomic or standing desk to support your work. Ensuring you’ve got 
a desk with the proper dimensions and height will not only help you work, but will also mitigate the 
risk of musculoskeletal injuries. I like the VariDesk, above.

2. Ergonomic Desk / Standing Desk

3. Natural Light

One of nature’s tools to help you work better. There are numerous benefits to drenching your 
workspace in natural light, including a positive mood which flows into productivity. In fact, one 
study found that access to natural light was the number one attribute that workers want.

4. Artificial Light

When it comes to not straining your eyes looking at documents, you might want to invest in a desk 
lamp, or at least work from an area with good overhead lighting. This is particularly important if you 
find yourself partaking in many Zoom calls.
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Resting your wrist on hard surfaces, like your kitchen table, can lead to symptoms of carpal tunnel 
syndrome — not good. Invest in a wrist rest for your keyboard and mouse.

5. Wrist Rests

6. Noise-cancelling Microphone

It can be quite frustrating sitting in a video-call where one or 
more of your colleagues are using their laptop mic, or a low 
quality microphone, resulting in all sorts of background 
noise being created, and dulling the quality of the 
conversation.

Matt Mullenweg, founder of Automattic, swears against 
using the mute button to combat background noise. “You 
lose all of those spontaneous reactions that keep a 
conversation flowing. If you ask someone a question, or 
they want to jump in, they have to wait to unmute. I also 
don’t love the ‘unmute to raise your hand’ behavior, as it 
lends itself to meetings where people are just waiting their 
turn to speak instead of truly listening”.

He recommends investing in a noise-canceling headset, 
and name-drops the Sennheiser SC130 USB, pictured 
above
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Not for meetings, but for working. A good set of noise-
canceling headphones, be they from Bose or Sony (WH-
1000XM3 pictured above), can help you to shut out the rest 
of the world, and get into the flow state where studies show 
we are up to five times more productive.

This is particularly important if you’ve got a lot of background 
noise at your place, and several people are suddenly working 
under the same roof at the same time.

7. Noise-cancelling Headphones

8. Monitor / Extended Display

Sure, you could just use your laptop monitor, but switching between screens can be super fiddly and 
time consuming.

Having an extended desktop monitor helps you compartmentalise work and information, and quickly 
pull stuff up (kind of like young Jamie!), and keep moving forward at pace.

9. Laptop Riser / Cabinet

Laptops are terrible for our posture as the 
screen is lower than eye level. This results in 
neck and back pain and you guessed it, bad 
posture. To combat this, invest in a laptop riser 
or a small desk filing cabinet that you can prop 
your laptop onto. Your screen should be at eye 

level, and if you’d rather not spend money on 
this, just use a bunch of old books.
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It’s not like we weren’t already dedicating a 
disproportionately large and unhealthy amount of our time to 
staring at screens before the COVID-19 outbreak (the 
average was 11 hours), but now it’s likely going to be even 
more for a lot of people what with self-quarantining limiting 
our ability to move freely and seek out socialising and 

entertainment options outside of the home.

As such, investing a set of blue-light blocking glasses to 
spare your eyes the strain, and also help you get a better 
night’s sleep by avoiding the melatonin-suppressing effects 
of light from your screens or houselights.

I like the stylish Stranger blue-blockers from Quay, pictured 

above.

11. Blue Blocker Glasses

12. Mouse

Still using your laptop’s trackpad? Well, if you applied #9, then you shouldn’t be. And if you haven’t, 
in most — but not all cases — you might find a mouse to be more ergonomically friendly than your 
trackpad.

13. Printer

You can take or leave this one depending on the demands of your work, and how you prefer to 
work. I personally have a love-hate relationship with printers. I like printing documents out so I can 
read, reflect, scribble notes onto them and tap into a level of consciousness that differs to looking at 
documents on a screen. It’s also a great way to not look at screens for a few minutes.

But I also hate the fact that every printer I’ve ever owned has printed about seven pages before it 

started giving me grief by way of paper jams, ink being low (when it is a new cartridge) or simple not 
responding to my print requests.

14. Mousepad

This logically should have been after mouse-pad, but I’ma just leave it here and say that there was a 
reason why the mousepad was invented.

COLLECTIVE CAMPUS | INNOVATE OR DIE

https://www.scripps.org/news_items/6626-how-much-screen-time-is-too-much
https://www.quayaustralia.com.au/products/stranger?variant=16384746258478&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=google&utm_campaign=Google%20Shopping&gclid=Cj0KCQjwmpb0BRCBARIsAG7y4zbNIlIDtEidQgLD5glfSq3b35lc7YPIUlmKw75WfIKrCyw8ebPoL7UaAhgtEALw_wcB


33

One of the biggest impediments to our productivity in the 
home office is other people — our family, our romantic 
partner, our housemates. Introduce some kind of signal to 
your day that communicates that you are not to be disturbed. 
This could be a closed door, your headphones in or on your 
ears, a small object perched on your monitor, or a sign that 

literally says ‘Do Not Disturb!’.

15. “Do Not Disturb” Signal

16. Kettlebell

If you’re sitting down for hours on end at your home office, 
don’t. At the very least, you should try and get up for a 5 
minute walk every hour or so to keep the energy levels up, 
spare your hip flexors from tightening up and your legs from 
atrophying. You can even invest in a treadmill desk which 
the likes of human guinea-pig Ben Greenfield and 

Singularity U founder Peter Diamandis swear by.

You might like to invest in a kettlebell to incorporate some 
simple swings into your day, or just hit the floor and crank 
out a set of 10 to 20 burpees sporadically throughout the 
day.

Not only will this help you stay focused for longer, but you 

might even burn some calories and walk out of quarantine a 
little more Arnold, and a little less DeVito.

17. Plants

Plants help to improve air-quality by removing toxic agents found in 
mould, dust mites, and chemical cleaning agents. They also help to 
reduce stress and ultimately make for a more pleasant workspace.
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Finally, art can create a positive atmosphere, can be used to reflect your own identity and your 
workspace, as well as encourage creative thinking. Just stay away all of the generic ‘commitment’ 
and ‘motivation’ frames that adorned the walls of many an office in the 90s and early 2000s.

Oh, and if you insist on a picture of a cat underscored by the ‘hang in there’ caption, then consider a 
career change.

18. Art

If you or your employer suddenly find themselves with less office space costs, by way of reduced 
rent, then it might be a good time to divert some of that spend towards optimising your home office 
for the good of your physical and emotional health, and by virtue of that, the business as well.

**
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Liberation.

The global remote working experiment was supposed to liberate us from the stresses and time-
wasting of our commutes, from the numerous physical interruptions that plague our productivity, 
and above all, from the proverbial chains of our desks that prevent us from designing work days that 
best suit us.

But despite all of its shortcomings, the central office does offer myriad benefits — one of which is 
becoming more obvious by the day.

Are You Always On? The Dangers of 
Working From Home and How to 
Overcome Them
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The ritual of commuting to work — while giving us larger waistlines and greater susceptibility to 
depression — serves as a proverbial ‘on’ switch. Similarly, when we leave our central high-rise 
offices — it serves as a an ‘off’ switch.

We mentally associate the environment of the office with work, and so when we’re there, our brains 
click into work-mode. When we’re not, they click into rest-mode.

This is why Harvard researchers find that keeping computers, TVs, and work materials out of the 
bedroom will strengthen the mental association between your bedroom and sleep, and help you get 
a better night’s rest.

When we’re working from home every day, the association between home and rest becomes 
compromised as we begin to strengthen our association of home with work.

We’re always at the office.

As such, we may find ourselves strengthening some bad habits we may have already had 
previously:

v Checking email at all hours of the day
v Taking calls at all hours of the day
v And of course, doing actual work at all hours of the day

These things come with additional costs.

The ‘always on’ mindset and the after-hours checking of email and working can make us sick, 
resulting in stress, burnout and depression.

Not only that, but if we’re working all day and sporadically checking email and taking calls all day, 
then we’re not really present with our family or with ourselves. It means we’re not cultivating time 
for reflection, for conversation, for self-care, at a time when perhaps we need to be doing so more 

than ever before — if not for ourselves, then at least for the people we care about.

To counter this, it’s critical that we set new boundaries.

Boundaries and Mental Associations
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To break unhelpful mental associations, create a separate space for work as best you can.

If you have the room, don’t work from the kitchen table, the living room or the bedroom. If you have 
a study, use it. If you have a spare bedroom, use it. If you an unused nook in a corner somewhere, 
use it.

And if you don’t have the luxury of surplus space?

Introducing rituals to your day can also serve as an ‘on’ and ‘off’ switch for people that don’t have 
the space, as well as for those that do.

These rituals might include:

v Putting some pants: A study published by Wiley found that participants who worked from home 

reported feeling more authoritative, trustworthy, and competent when wearing business attire
v Going for a 15 to 30 minute morning walk and getting some sunlight before sitting down at your 

desk. This can mimic the feeling of commuting to work.
v Getting in a morning workout followed by say, a cold shower, to change your physiological state
v Setting your workstation up (this requires you to clean up your new desk the day before instead 

of just leaving your laptop and countless documents all over the kitchen table)

Setting New Boundaries
Physical Boundaries

Hopefully we’re diligent and intentional leaders, or are working for one, and our boundaries are 
respected. If not, it’s imperative that we clearly communicate to our colleagues, as best we can, 
what our time boundaries are.

v When are we available for calls?
v When should we expected to be online?

v When have we hit the off switch and are now in rest mode or family mode?

If we don’t set boundaries, others will set them for us.

Team Boundaries

COLLECTIVE CAMPUS | INNOVATE OR DIE



38

This extends to the people we share our home with — romantic partners, family, housemates and so 
on.

While we might have shed many of the 50–60 interruptions a day that plague the physical office, 
we’re now facing a whole new set of interruptions from our fellow house dwellers.

As with our colleagues, we need to be proactive and communicate that our work is important to us, 
and that each time we’re interrupted it compromises our focus and ability to get work done. The 
more often we’re interrupted, the longer it will take us to get our work done, and therefore, the 
easier it is to find ourselves working into the late hours.

Perhaps you can introduce some signals to tell others you’re not to be disturbed right now except 
for the most urgent of matters. That could be a closed door, a set of headphones in or on your ears, 
a small flag perched on top of your laptop or monitor — whatever it is.

If you have a family and young children, you might even like to create a schedule of your day (this 
could even be in Google Calendar), set times for playing mom or dad, and share it with them — just 
make sure they have enough to keep them busy during your work intervals!

Living Boundaries

We are often our own worst enemies.

We’re suckers for the dopamine hit that comes with small accomplishments, or the anticipation of 
reward, so we keep checking and responding to notifications and emails.
This is particularly true if our laptop or smartphone stays within arms reach while we’re supposed to 
be conversing with our fellow house dwellers, reading a book or just watching an episode of Tiger 

King (I hear it’s good?).

Once we knock off for the day, we need to hit that off switch.

Sure, we can try to use willpower, but it is finite, and by 8pm in the evening, we probably only have 
so much left (this is also a reason why it’s easier to find yourself binging on unhealthy foods in the 
evening).

Boundaries with Yourself
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To counter both devouring that bag of Dorito’s, and not checking email sporadically until finally hit 
the sack, environment design becomes key — design an environment that will support the 
behaviours you desire.

For example:

v Ensure your laptop is in another room (not on the coffee table).
v Put your smartphone into Airplane mode, and place it beyond arm’s reach.

And before you go off to that other room to ‘quickly check your email’, ask yourself:

v Is this worth it?
v What is this costing me?

Your work will still be there in the morning.

At a time like this, being present for not only our colleagues, but our family, friends and loves ones —
whether they live with us, or whether it’s via Facetime and Zoom calls — is more important than ever.

**
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It took a global pandemic for organisations to finally embrace remote work at scale.
This forced experiment is in many respects a long overdue one.

I recall being a senior consultant at Ernst & Young in 2011, and thinking to myself that I could have 
been working remotely much of the time.

A decade ago, we had remote-access VPN with two-factor authentication to log in to our team’s 
shared files, email and our IM platform. We could get stuff done from virtually anywhere.

But while the capability was there, company culture was, and continued to lag far behind until 
COVID-19 reared its ugly head.

Most Zoom Calls are a Waste of Time
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Today, Twitter feeds are populated with giddy professionals taking 10-person team selfies to 
celebrate a new way of work.

But as I wrote in The Five Levels of Remote Work, most teams are at what Automattic founder, Matt 
Mullenweg, calls Level 2 —they’re simply recreating the office, online.

Level 2 remote work is characterized by many of the bad habits that permeate the modern office, 
sabotaging productivity in the process. Yes, we have access to tools like Zoom — fast becoming a 
synonym for video-calls — but it’s what we do with those tools that matters.

It’s unfortunate that we’re falling into the same old traps from our home offices, where we should be 
afforded — providing we have set boundaries with our family and our pets — a more focused 
environment for doing our best work, free of a many of the 50+ interruptions we face each day in 
the office.

Different Workplace, Same Bad Habits

For the most part, how we’re using Zoom (or Microsoft Teams, Skype etc), equates to a monumental 
waste of time, and here’s why.

**

As Angellist founder Naval Ravikant likes to say, meetings should be phone calls, phone calls should 
be emails, and emails should be texts. Let’s face it, most meetings could very well be quick phone 
calls or short emails.

Unfortunately, rather than take ownership, many err on the side of caution, for everything, looping 
everyone into a meeting that doesn’t need to be there in order to gather consensus and outsource 

accountability. This might serve the meeting organiser but it wreaks havoc on the productivity of 
colleagues, as well as the collective performance of the company.

Call to action:
If you’re calling meetings to communicate information, please, just stop. You can communicate 
information via email, IM, intranet or project workspaces (such as Asana or JIRA), and people can 
receive the information at a time that suits their schedule and way of work.

1. Unnecessary Calls
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While I worked in banking, I recall numerous three-hour meetings, where 11 of my colleagues and I 
were briefed on an upcoming engagement. In truth, 10 of us were there to contribute for all of five 
minutes, while two people lead the monologue.

When I looked around the room, most people were preoccupied with their smartphones, their email 
or staring into space, perhaps contemplating what they’d have for dinner that night, not to mention 

opportunity cost.

The ding of desktop and smartphone notifications was unrelenting, and it was clear that most 
people were only physically present.

Instead of inviting the two or three people that are absolutely necessary, so many of the team-
selfies I’m seeing, as well as the meetings I’ve been invited to by prospects and clients, usually 
feature eight or more people! As Jason Fried of Basecamp points out, aone-hour, eight-person 

meeting isn’t a one-hour meeting — it’s an eight hour meeting as far as the cost to the company is 
concerned.

Call to action:
Reflect on who really needs to be at your meeting, and invite only them. Try and cap your meetings 
to three people as much as possible. Remember, when you schedule time in your colleague’s 
calendar, you’re actually compromising their own schedule and priorities.

2. We Invite The Whole World

For whatever reason, the default meeting duration at most organisations is still 60 minutes, 
regardless of what is being discussed. It could be a discussion that warrants a 15 minute 
conversation, but we’ll still schedule 60 minutes, and in line with Parkinson’s Law, effort expands to 
fill the time allotted. As such, we’ll spend the first 10 to 15 minutes on pleasantries alone, before 
harping on about something non-consequential for the next 45, and we’ll be lucky if we walk out of 
there with clear outcomes.

Call to action:
If you must have a meeting, ask yourself whether 15 or 30 minutes will suffice. Shorter meetings act 
as a forcing function, which get people to hone in on the problem or opportunity (if there is one), 
and get to the point and action items fast.

3. We Default Calls to an Hour (or longer)
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Worst of all, we’ve invested company resources and our colleague’s time into having an hour-long, 
eight-person meeting, and we’ve walked out of there without a clear representation of what was 
discussed, what was decided, who is responsible for next steps, by when and so on.

Call to action:
Go into meetings with an agenda and come out of there with captured minutes or discussion points, 

action items, responsible persons and due dates. Make sure meeting attendees can access 
discussion points at a central location if they need to refer back to it.

4. No Agenda, No Action Items, No Idea

It might be tempting — in this time of social isolation — to call another Zoom meeting with the entire 
team because it’s comforting to do so, at least emotionally. But as in the office, try to keep your 
social calls and drinks to after hours, so people can invest their best cognition into actually getting 
shit done.

**
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Now that we’re in the early stages of COVID-19-inspired working from home, the internet is flush 
with giddy professionals posting group selfies, like the one above.

It seems that organisations are finally discovering, or at least making use of what were — outside of 
the startup ecosystem anyway— previously neglected collaboration tools.

Large companies have a way of anchoring to the past, and it has taken a global pandemic to get 
them to try what are not so new ways of working. It has taken a global pandemic to effectively 
demonstrate that perhaps the entire notion of everybody going to a central meeting point, every day 
of the week, is redundant.

Note from the author: Hide your private meeting ID when you’re sharing these selfies online 
dummies!

Beware: Remote Working Tools May 
Be Ruining Your Productivity
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For some organisations, the transition has been a somewhat seamless one on the back of multi-
million dollar investments into mobility and collaboration infrastructure (let’s forego the fact that 
numerous secure off-the-shelf tools exist for a fraction of the price and in some cases for no cost at 
all).

But despite all of this, what leaders at these organisations and what a lot of the remote working 

ideas suddenly flooding the internet seem to forget, is that a tool is only as good as how you use it.
It’s easy to spend your entire work from home day sitting in back-to-back, hour-long and 
unimportant Zoom calls with a cast of thousands while you respond to non-consequential emails 
and notifications on your smartphone, and chat with colleagues via Slack — it’s no different to a 
typical day at the office for many folks!

Some might even be engaging in extra-curricular activities like young Calum here.

Tools are only as good as how you use them

But none of this — especially not the extra-curricular activities — makes you even remotely 
productive…excuse the pun.
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All of this insecurity work (a term coined by Scott Belsky) is kind of like junk food — it might make 
you feel good and productive in the moment, but afterwards you’re left feeling like crap for the lack 
of genuine achievement moving you no closer to your goals.

Used poorly, instant messaging, email, videoconferencing software and other collaboration tools 
can actually become serious distractions as opposed to enablers of good work.

When we’re distracted, it can take us about 23 minutes to get back in ‘the zone’. Even the slightest 
distraction, such as the 1/10th of a second it takes to glance at a notification on your smartphone, 
can add up to a 40% productivity loss if you do lots of this throughout your day.

Paradoxically, we can actually become more productive when we turn these tools off.

Insecurity work is like junk food

As with so many billion-dollar ‘digital transformation’ initiatives, if you digitise a broken process, the 
process is till broken. So too with remote work — a pointless one hour meeting is still a pointless 
one hour meeting, regardless of whether it takes place on Google Hangouts or in conference room 
17B.

While there is definitely utility in connecting face-to-face during this time of social distancing, there is 

a right way to do it and a wrong way to do it — 5pm videocalls seem to be popular ways to connect 
socially without distracting you during your workday.

In order to truly become productive and effective at home, we need to shift the conversation 
from what we work with to how we work, because as Peter Drucker put it, there’s nothing worse 
than the wrong things done right.

The wrong things done right?
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Many of us the world over now find ourselves in isolation, either forced to shelter in place as is the 
case in large parts of California, or practice social distancing and effectively spend more time at 
home.

While Counterstrike gamers and Netflix bingers might’ve been unknowingly in training for this 
moment their entire lives, for most of us — even the introverts among us — this period might test our 

emotional fortitude, all the more so because there is uncertainty around when this experiment in 
social isolation will end.

According to The Depression Project, isolation has the capacity to and is already triggering a 
number of mental health issues as a result of:

How to Avoid Going Crazy During 
Lockdown
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v Decreased financial security
v Social withdrawal and loneliness
v Fear the health of our loved ones
v Anxiety over catching COVID19
v A survival mindset
v Less distractions

v Lack of control and feelings of hopelessness

It’s no wonder that solitary confinement is used as a form of punishment at many prisons — one that 
has been found to cause anguish, provoke serious mental and physical health problems, and work 
against rehabilitation.

A lack of control is one of the key contributing factors to stress, as outlined above.

Researchers have documented how essential a sense of control is for mind and body alike, with 
some psychologists having gone as far as saying that the deepest need people have is for a sense 
of control.

To get through this without losing wits , we’ll need to make like a Stoic philosopher, and focus on 
what we can control, instead of on what we can’t — doing so empowers us rather than victimises us.

To avoid becoming a Hyde to your Jekyll, below I offer a stocktake of what we can control — or at 
least influence. And with a little more time on our hands than usual, perhaps this is even an 
opportunity to come out the other side as better versions of our current selves.

Focus on What You Can Control

While we’re advised against socialising in the physical domain, it doesn’t mean we can’t socialise 
online. And by that, I don’t necessarily mean texting your friends or shooting them IG messages —
what I mean is video-calls.

Why video calls? Because human beings evolved for face-to-face contact, and text is no substitute 
for the emotional wellbeing that the former provides.

If participants are within three feet of their camera, video-calls can have a visceral component to 
them that lights up our brains in a way similar to that of a face-to-face conversation.

Socialise Online – with video
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If you want to make it extra fun, host a party, and have everybody in the call order take-out and 
drinks, and make an hour or two out of it. Or just engage in a heart-to-heart with a few close friends 
on how this entire thing is affecting them.

Now is a great time to create — to draw, to start a podcast, to write blogs or poems, to build things, 
to write songs, whatever your poison.

A team of researchers at the University of Otago in New Zealand found that people who were 
engaged in more creative activities than usual on one day reported increased positive emotion and 
flourishing the next day, while negative emotions didn’t change.

This might be because when we’re creating, we tend to be completely immersed in the activity — in 
flow even — with the rest of our world, and our worries slipping away. The act of deep immersion in 
one task also releases powerful neurochemicals that put us into a blissed out state.

It’s one of the reasons why I personally try to write every day!

Create

The days of meditation being perceived by the mainstream as ‘new age mumbo jumbo’ are long 
gone. Today, thanks in part to smartphone apps and personalities such as Oprah Winfrey and Joe 
Rogan singing its praises, meditation has well and truly hit the mainstream.

The benefits of meditation are wide-ranging: it can reduce ageing and stress, increase your 
attention span and immunity, improve your metabolism and brain function, help you build better 

relationships, increase your appreciation of life, help you get a good night’s rest and make you, and 
by extension the people around you, happier.

On the physical side, meditation lowers high blood pressure and reduces anxiety attacks, tension-
related pain, ulcers, insomnia, and muscle and joint problems, while increasing serotonin production, 
which improves mood and behaviour, strengthening the immune system and increasing energy 
levels as you gain an inner source of energy. Above all, though, meditation supports personal 
transformation, emotional steadiness and harmony with the world.

Check out the free trials that smartphone apps like Calm or Headspace offer if you’re unsure how to 
start.

Meditate
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Nowadays, most of us find ourselves sitting down at our desks, staring at LED screens for eight to 
ten hours a day, before sitting down on our couches in the evenings, staring at an LED screen for a 
few hours more .

Movement — not necessarily a gym session — has been shown to decrease anxiety and ward off 
depression, memory loss and more.

When you move, your caveman brain recognises movement as a moment of stress. It thinks you’re 
fighting an enemy, or fleeing, and as such, it releases BDNF (brain-derived neurotrophic factor). This 
ultimately acts as a reset switch, which is why we feel happier after exercising or going for a walk.
It could be as simple as taking a walk.

As researchers from the University of Illinois found, the brain lights up like a Christmas tree after a 
short walk which echoes what Roman philosopher, Seneca said two millennia ago: “we must go for 

walks out of doors, so that the mind can be strengthened and invigorated by a clear sky and plenty 
of fresh air”.

Move
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What you put into your body can help you to maintain a clear and level head — and now is a great 
time, again, to develop better and cleaner eating habits.

While those who are dogmatic about nutrition may tell you that you need to get 80 per cent of your 
calories from fat, or all of your calories from plants, or all of your calories from ‘paleo’ foods or even 
all of your calories from meat, the reality is that each one of us is different, with our own unique 

biophysiology and our own unique lifestyles, and that we should try different things to see what 
works for us.

If you want a little more actionable advice, here are author Michael Pollan’s ‘7 Rules for Eating’ in a 
nutshell:

v Don’t eat anything that wouldn’t have existed when your great-grandparents were alive.
v Don’t eat anything that contains more than five ingredients or anything that you can’t pronounce.

v Shop in the outer parts of the store, where the fresh foods are usually found.
v Only eat food that will rot if you don’t eat it.
v Stop eating before you feel full.
v Have regular meals, with your family members — around a table, not in front of the TV.
v Don’t buy food at the petrol station because you’re likely to eat it in the car.

As Pollan says, ‘Eat food, not too much, mostly plants’.

Maybe it’s even time to learn to cook something new?

Eat Well

In his best-selling book Why We Sleep, Matt Walker finds that sleep deprivation shows a 60 per cent 
amplification in emotional reactivity. With a full night of plentiful sleep, we have a balanced mix 
between what Walker calls our emotional gas pedal (our fight or flight inducing amygdala) and our 
brake (our prefrontal cortex). Without sleep, the strong coupling between these two brain regions is 
lost.

He tells us that healthy people can experience a neurological pattern of brain activity similar to 
depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia and bipolar disorder if they have 
their sleep disrupted or blocked.

Sleep Well
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Helping others takes the focus off ourselves, and also leaves us feeling happier for extended 
periods of time.

One team of sociologists found that Americans who described themselves as ‘happy’ volunteered 
for at least 5 hours per month.

Perhaps you have vulnerable elderly parent, aunt or neighbour who you could do grocery runs for 
during this time — or perhaps, spare a roll of toilet paper for?

Help Others

Perhaps you’ve been listening to the same old albums since you were in your teens?

Perhaps you’ve just been dishing up whatever mainstream radio has thrown at you?

Well, with a world of music at our fingertips thanks to streaming services like Spotify, it’s an 
awesome time to discover new music, or even deep dive into the discography of artists you’ve 

heard so much about but never really got around to exploring?

As a lifelong headbanger, I recently did the latter with, would you believe it, Kanye West’s 
discography? Surprisingly (for me), I enjoyed going down the Yeezy rabbit hole — especially when I 
came across a Black Sabbath sample in Hell of a Life. A change is as good as a holiday!

Discover New Music

Ever since Salt-N-Pepa released their hit single in 1990, sex has become less a stigma and more a 
widely accepted, and widely enjoyed, staple of life. But it’s more than just something that feels 
good; having regular sex has numerous neurological benefits that ultimately serve to help us enjoy 
life more.

Firstly, sex (and to a degree, cuddling) releases a cocktail of neurochemicals — serotonin, dopamine 

and endorphins as well as oxytocin (the social bonding hormone) — leaving us feeling confident and 
happy.

Feel free to share this with your partner if you must!

Have Sex – just make sure it’s COVID19 free
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Speaking of music, if you heed these lessons, you might end up looking a feeling a little more like 
Motley Crue’s Vince Neil on day one of isolation, as opposed to day 30, below!

Further to learning something new, you might also like to pick up some classics by Hemingway or 
Hunter S Thompson, or just read some books that will benefit you in a more tangible way — such as 
business, marketing or self-development books.

Read

There’s no excuse not to learn something new nowadays with tens of thousands of courses 
available online and accessible at the click of a button. Heck, you could learn a bunch just from 
trawling YouTube videos!

But if you really want to learn new skills, do something with a practical element to it, such as coding, 
playing an instrument, or gardening.

The feeling of moving towards a goal, and progressively improving as we get closer to it, releases 
the feel-good chemical, dopamine.

Not only that, but by immersing ourselves in challenging pursuits — and sticking with them when the 
going gets tough — we become humbled and develop a better relationship with adversity, 
something that will benefit us in the game of life.

Learn Something New
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Here’s a snap of my current COVID19 reading list!

It’s one thing to move, but where you choose to move also affects your physiology, and ultimately, 
how you feel.

We might be practicing social distancing, but for many of us we can still go outside — and if we can 
go for hikes in nature, even better!

Get some sun
Exposure to sunlight in the morning elevates mood by boosting serotonin levels in our body, which 
makes us perform better when we get down to work.

Take your shoes off
A 20-year body of research has found that the human body demonstrates positive physiological 
responses to grounding — walking barefoot on sand or grass — benefitting our mood, sleep, blood 
circulation and energy while decreasing bodily inflammation and free radicals in the body.

At its core, grounding helps us connect to the earth’s subtle negative electrical charge, which, when 
absorbed, acts like an antioxidant and can help to create a stable, internal, bioelectrical environment 
for the normal functioning of the body, according to a report in the Journal of Environmental and 
Public Health.

Go Outside
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Hit up mother nature
Hiking— or ‘forest bathing’, as its mental benefits have come to be known — has been linked to 
more relaxation, less stress and more insights with which to navigate our work and personal lives.
I tend to try and get out for a two-hour hike in the forest at least once a month, and go for daily 
walks in a local park, which does wonders for my sense of emotional wellbeing.

In fact, 94 per cent of adults surveyed said that 20 minutes in a park boosted feelings of wellbeing, 
while the practice decreased cortisol levels and lowered depression levels in adults.

While some of us might be staring down the barrel of pay-cuts, or worse still, redundancies, the 
more fortunate among us might like to take this time to optimise our finances.

This might include:

v Setting up automated savings plans

v Bumping up our superannuation and 401K contributions
v Negotiating lower interest rates
v Investing in discounted stocks or index funds
v Rebalancing our portfolios, and dumping any likely-to-default investments

Note: The above does not constitute financial advice and you should seek independent financial, 
legal and tax advice before making any decisions.

Play Video-Games
You don’t need to be scaling a mountain to get into the flow state — you could just as easily be 
playing FIFA 2019, especially if it’s against a friend, online.

Video games can capture our attention for long periods of time, come with a host of cognitive 
benefits, and are — let’s face it — plain fun!

Optimise Your Finances (as best you can 
under the circumstances)
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Far too many people squander their talents and wind up on their deathbeds wishing that they either 
didn’t work so hard, or had actually lived a life true to themselves — these are two of the five major 
regrets, according to palliative care nurse and author of Five Regrets of the Dying, Bronnie Ware.

We tend to be a lot more careful about how we spend our money than our time, but time, unlike 
money, cannot be earned back once we’ve spent it. As Seneca put it, “it is not that we have a short 

time to live, but that we waste a lot of it”.

Perhaps it’s time to stop and reflect?

Philosophise
If you’ve never picked up any philosophy or asked life’s big questions, well there’s nothing like a 
global pandemic and forced isolation to get you to do just that.

Some schools of philosophy ultimately act as an operating system with which you can navigate your 
way through life, and also serve as a mechanism to keep you grounded.

Whether it’s Plato, Socrates or Aristotle, Kant, Hagel or De Botton, you’ll find something in all of the 
great works of philosophy that can have a truly profound impact on your life.

In the case of Stoicism — it has been a source of strength for me because it has forced me to 
concede that I alone have control over my interpretations of external stimuli, and how I choose to 
respond. Our judgments can color our experience of life, and by changing our judgments and 
perceptions, we can change our experiences for the better.

If you’ve not picked up a single book of philosophy before, check out Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations.

Reflect on your life
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What a great time for streaming services — whether it be Netflix, Stan, Prime or YouTube Premium 
— we have petabytes of content within arms reach.

Whether it be contemporary pop-culture flicks such as The Avengers, the noir of foreign dramas 
such as Parasite, or classics such as Stanley Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket — now is the time to watch.

Having said that…

Don’t Binge Netflix or IG Feeds All Day
It might be tempting to do nothing but binge Netflix, and mindlessly scroll through Instagram —
don’t.

People don’t get into the uplifting flow state during passive leisure activities such as watching 
television or relaxing.

Some passive activities even produce a state of mild depression. For example, when binge-
watching a Netflix series, your brain can fall into a trance-like state — the alpha brain waves minus 
the benefit of the theta brain waves that are present in the flow state.

I’ve caught up on quite a few standup comedy specials myself (I’m loving Chris D’Elia’s stuff!) — but 
you’ll feel better for longer if you do so while also partaking in some of the above-mentioned 
activities — especially the meta-habits such as sleep well, eat well and move.

Finally..

Watch Some Films

Instead of spending countless hours each day consuming nothing but COVID19 news, limit the 
amount of time you spend consuming just COVID19 news (and tweets!).

Yes, it pays to be informed, but being informed quickly degenerates into being overwhelmed, and 
winding up feeling helpless and leaving you back at square one.

Instead… how about you go for a walk?

Go on a COVID19 News Diet!
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If you’re the type of leader who likes to micro-manage, oversee every action your employees take 
and ensure that they have no autonomy or sense of control, then you’re probably feeling a little 
disoriented by having everybody work from home as a result of your ‘COVID-19 policy’ being 
activated.

Perhaps you’re not quite sure how to rule with an iron fist while all of your loyal subjects aren’t 

centralised under the one roof?

If this is you then you’ve come to the right place — I’ve prepared the following list of twenty-one 
actions you should be taking today in order to minimise unrest among the classes and maintain 
strict order.

The Dictator’s Guide: Managing Remote Teams 
During COVID-19

Note: The following article is satire! 
Do not try this at home!
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It is imperative that you schedule meetings at the start, middle and end of the day. This prevents 
your employees from front-loading or back-loading work, and taking half a day off to pursue COVID-
19 friendly recreational activities — such as watching Netflix or going for long walks in the park.

1. Schedule meetings throughout the day

You don’t want to run the risk of employees pulling the wool over your eyes and taking calls from 
the beach. As such, you can use free tools such as Zoom, Google Hangouts or Skype for 
Business to run your remote meetings with video. This empowers you to observe your employees’ 
station to ensure that there is no foul play going on.

2. Use video-conferencing software to spy on employee stations

Why take only 15 minutes of your employees’ time to communicate something, when you can take 
an entire hour to achieve the same outcome?

3. Set meeting duration to a default of one hour
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Insist that employees are online and available from 7am to 7pm. You can use instant messaging 
tools such as Slack, Microsoft Teams or Workplace from Facebook to monitor employee status 
and enforce this rule. Offline, away or ‘do not disturb’ mode is not to be tolerated.

4. Set firm availability expectations

Add all employees to your Find My Friends app which works with iPhones, Android, and even 
Blackberries for the comrades of yore. This way you can ensure they are at home, and not stocking 
up on toilet paper at their local grocery store or market.

5. Track employee movements via GPS

Add all employees to your Find My Friends app which works with iPhones, Android, and even 
Blackberries for the comrades of yore. This way you can ensure they are at home, and not stocking 
up on toilet paper at their local grocery store or market.

6. Mandate end-of-day reporting from all employees

Just because your employees are at home and online, it doesn’t mean that they’re actually working 
and not watching Stranger Things. You can use screen tracking tools like Rescue Time to determine 
how much time employees are actually spending on their desktops (you should expect no less than 
10 hours per day), and what they’re doing with this time. Red flags — not of the glorious hammer and 
sickle kind — should be raised if employee time on social media is in excess of 15 minutes.

7. Use screen-logging to track employee
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AMEX cards should be tracked for evidence of foul play. Alternatively, you might want to suspend all 
AMEX card activity while your COVID-19 protocols are active given that there will be little justification 
for using said cards for work-purposes.

8. Track corporate AMEX card activity

You should make a habit of checking your employees’ social media profiles. Doing so will give you 
an indication of when they were last online, whether they are mindlessly scrolling Instagram right 
now, and if they’re spending too much time re-tweeting #toiletpapergate and #flattenthecurve
memes on Twitter.

9. Stalk social media profiles

Use tools such as Mailtrack or HubSpot to determine if and when an employee has opened an 
email, and how responsive they are. You should make it clear that emails are to be responded to 
not later than 15 minutes after receipt. It should make no difference if employees are in a meeting 
or not because they should still be checking and responding to email in meetings.

9. Install email-trackers
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Employees shouldn’t miss a beat when it comes to new emails, instant messages and other work-
related updates. Ensure that all work-related push notifications are turned — with sound and with 
volume all the way up — on both their smartphone and desktop.

10. Mandate that all work-related notifications are turned on

By enforcing notifications and using ‘reply all’ to every single email, you are keeping your entire 
team on their toes. This one-two combination would make Ivan Drago proud.

11. Use Reply All in every email

You should make a habit of calling employees sporadically at different times of day in order to 
ensure that they are reachable and maintain a sense of impending doom or anxiety. Proceed with 
asking random questions that have little to do with their work.

12. Check in with employees sporadically throughout the day

Instant messaging tools such as Slack and Microsoft Teams can be integrated with plug-ins that alert 
you to employee activities across the entire value chain. Take affirmative action should there be a 
lull between alerts. Under no circumstances are your employees to merely pretend to be working 
during COVID-19 social distancing efforts.

13. Use plugins to alert you of every key employee activity
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The ability to not only see but block out time in your employees’ calendar is a hallmark of dictatorial 
management thinking. Not only that, but you should be able to delete existing entries in your 
employees’ calendars without asking or offering any explanation. They are your subjects and as 
such, they should not question your wisdom — after all, you rose to the ranks of leader because you 
are smarter, funnier and more attractive than them, it had nothing to do with tenure or nepotism.

14. Ensure you have full visibility and control of each and every 
employee’s calendar

Every employee is to have one and one break only, from 1pm-1:30pm. The purpose of this break is 
to acquire and/or consume sustenance, sanitise their hands and disinfect equipment at their station. 
They are not to take breaks outside of this time.

15. Enforce mandatory break times

By having employees work from just one location, it becomes much easier to apply the above-
mentioned measures. They are under no circumstances to work from a cafe or a private office, even 
if they insist that doing so makes them more productive.

16. Employees are to work from home, and home only

In conversation with employees, question every decision they have made to the nth degree. You 
must ensure that you are across even the most non-consequential of details. When in doubt, be 
disagreeable.

17. Question everything

If, after all of this, there is still a hint of unrest or revolution among employees then the following 
measures should be enacted:

**

Install a keystroke logger such as Revealer Keylogger on every employees’ machine so that you 
can literally track their every step.

18. Use keylogger to track employee activity in real-time
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By setting up a hidden camera across the street, you can monitor whether employees are abusing 
the 30-minute-break that you have generously offered them.

19. Set up a hidden webcam across the street from employee 
abodes

This should be performed without employee knowledge in order to put them at some degree of rest 
and take unendorsed actions. This helps you to identify dissidents. You can use a Tile bluetooth
tracker to do this. Create an alert for whenever an employee is further than 10 kilometers from their 
place of abode as they should only be going to the local grocery store during COVID-19.

20. Plant a Bluetooth tracker onto the underside of employee 
vehicles

Finally, if an employee commits three strikes — that is, breaks three of the above mentioned rules —
you are to dock their pay by 50 percent, effective until the end of COVID-19.

Dissidents are not to be tolerated.

21. Dock pay
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REMOTE WORKING WEBINAR
Learn how to radically improve your productivity and effectiveness while working at 
home during the COVID-19 outbreak. Facilitated by Wiley author and Harvard 
Business Review contributor, Steve Glaveski.

This webinar is for organisations and teams who want to empower their remote teams 
to work as effectively, if not more effectively, than they do at the office.

Who is this for?

This is a two-hour webinar that can be accessed by every member of your 
organisations, either in real-time or via replay afterwards. Participants will be able to 
ask questions as part of the webinar.

How is it delivered?

• How to set yourself up for success by creating the right environment
• How to overcome your innate tendency to be easily distracted and stay focused for 

longer
• Tools and techniques to help you become more productive than ever before
• How to effectively coordinate and work with your team without distracting each 

other all day

What’s covered?

VISIT BIT.LY/CCRWPWEBINAR OR EMAIL INFO@COLLECTIVECAMP.US



GET IN TOUCH
We help large organisations to discover, not just deliver, to explore, not just 
execute, and we’ve worked with the likes of Clifford Chance, BNP Paribas, 
Microsoft, Village Digital, Asahi, MetLife, Telstra, King & Wood Mallesons, 
National Australia Bank, Singapore Pools, Ascendas Singbridge and numerous 
others across Melbourne, Sydney, Singapore, Auckland, Hong Kong, London, 
New York, Frankfurt and Amsterdam.

If your organisation needs help coming up with ideas, experimenting and 
turning ideas into reality, driving culture change or partnering with startups, 
we’d love to hear from you.
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