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6 Engaging a DistributED WorkforcE

When companies 'go global' and establish 
offices overseas, there are many new chal-
lenges to be faced. Not least among them 
is the job of keeping the now far-flung 
workforce engaged. Working across inter-
national borders complicates many busi-
ness processes, but at heart the principles 
remain the same. The goal is to implement 
processes which are coherent and effective, 
and which work as well globally as they 
would in a single-office context.

Variation And Consistency
In doing this, a company must design an 
engagement strategy that meets the dif-
fering needs of its employee population 
while retaining its overall consistency. This 
means the same training, the same proc-
esses and - most importantly - the same 
standards must apply in all localities.

Onboarding is one of the most prob-
lematic processes for businesses in general 
at local level, and the knock-on effect this 
has can be damaging to the wider busi-
ness performance. When this process is 
scaled up to international level, the com-
plexities are multiplied, so the potential 
for onboarding failures and its damag-
ing domino effect grows. It is therefore 
important that all managers are briefed 
not to underestimate the importance of 
getting onboarding right. 

This drive for consistency and coherence, 
however, must be tempered by consid-
eration for the traditions and values of the 
different cultures a business operates in. If 
managers are properly trained to implement 
these processes while bearing these cultural 
factors in mind, there should be no effect on 
the workings of the business at all.

Getting The Basics Right 
An internationally dispersed workforce 
throws up many practical challenges, 
and reinforces the need for strict adher-
ence to rules and protocols. Even basic 
administrative tasks can become logis-
tical headaches when a company grows 
internationally. Language and time dif-
ferences must be overcome; different 
public and religious holidays must be 
worked around; even the working week 
can vary from region to region. But these 
are all difficulties that can be overcome 
provided they are tackled from the very 
beginning. Once the initial period of 
transition is over, these will cease to be 

challenges and will simply be features of 
the working business. 

Balancing Local Difference 
And Global Strategy
When devising incentives and benefits 
packages, make sure these are standard-
ised and delivered fairly across the organi-
sation. At each location they should be 
explained by management locally, but 
there should be no variation that could 
imply bias for one region over another. 

In perfecting the interplay between 
local management and overall business 
strategy, it is important to ensure that 
every regional office understands their 
roles both as individuals and as part of the 
greater whole. By recognising the value of 
their work and the contribution it makes 
to the overall success of the company, 
these workers will feel a sense of engage-
ment beyond the four walls of their office 
and across international borders.

Channelling Your 
Communications
Broadly speaking, we can use two kinds of 
communication channels: either through 
a manager directly or through technol-
ogy in the form of social media, company 
intranet, text and video communica-
tions, and so on. Don't be discouraged 
from using indirect communications like 
videoconferencing technology or intranet 
blogs and announcements - these can be 
done well and can still convey the human 
face of management. 

Don't Lose The Personal Touch
Of course, when it comes to more sensi-
tive communication like that relating to 
pay and bonus schemes, or feedback and 
appraisals, one-on-one meetings are prefer-
able. Especially when feedback is negative, 
there is no substitute for human interac-
tion. In order for the employee to benefit 
from constructive criticism and not feel 
alienated, managers must handle these 
situations with tact. And engagement is 
not just a priority in the lower ranks of the 
business. If there are issues further up the 
management chain, a global workforce can 
make senior management relations tricky. 
If important issues must be resolved, an 
international flight that brings a director 
face to face with a manager can be a sound 
investment in the long run.

The important thing to remember is to 
be consistent. Employee engagement is 
only truly effective if it can be sustained in 
the long run. Managers must be trained 
well, as it is they who will carry out this 
work on the ground. 

A United Purpose
When encouraging staff performance 
and commitment, it is very important 
to ensure that everyone is in step with 
the vision and values of the business. 
This is not an easy task. It needs a sus-
tained approach from managers, who 
must clearly explain the business objec-
tives and communicate how everyone 
fits into the plan for their fulfilment. 
They must help employees visualise the 
way their day-to-day work affects the 
bigger picture.

Without strict processes in place to 
underpin these best practices and maintain 
them in the longer-term, any progress made 
in this direction will be lost.  

Engaging Till The End, And 
Beyond
Employee engagement falls into 3 main 
categories: onboarding, learning and per-
formance review. Each must have a sys-
tem in place, but they combine to oper-
ate as a whole, covering the whole life-
cycle of employee/business engagement. 
And this lifecycle lasts longer than you 
might think. It should be remembered 
that employee engagement does not end 
when an employee hands in their notice, 
or even on their last day. Offboarding is 
arguably just as important as any part of 
the employee lifecycle. Fail to engage a 
staff member right through to the end of 
their contract and the company will not 
only put itself at a disadvantage when 
onboarding the replacement employee or 
organising a workload handover; it will 
also reduce its chance of re-attracting the 
outgoing person should the opportunity 
arise in future.

Engaging Through Technology
Advances in technology have also made 
it much easier for businesspeople to work 
together no matter how far apart they are. 
Video conferencing systems, cloud com-
puting and SaaS solutions have all contrib-
uted to improvements in mobile working 
and in multi-location collaboration.  

Going Global, Staying Engaged
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International offices can work in unison 
on projects with minimal administrative 
hassle, and a mobile workforce is similarly 
empowered. When travelling or spend-
ing extended periods of time out of the 
office, employees need not feel isolated or 
disadvantaged in terms of their capacity 
to deliver a consistently high standard of 
work. Cloud-based systems will enable 
them to work on the most up-to-date ver-
sions of shared files and update their work 
seamlessly on the company servers.

This continuity is important at all times, 
but especially in the first weeks and months 
of an employee's time with the company, 
when they are finding their feet in the 
organisation. Thanks to video conferencing 
technology, they can remain visible when 
on the road by dialling in to team meet-
ings. The effect this kind of technology has 
on employee productivity - not to mention 
morale - should not be underestimated.

Engage for results
Companies live and die by their perform-
ance, the delivery of the service or product 
they provide and the financial results they 

post as a result. Performance is driven by 
engagement which in turn is underpinned 
by training and development, and if this 
is not delivered effectively from the very 
beginning of the onboarding process, fail-
ure is a real possibility.

Effective employee engagement relies 
on training and development prac-
tices which speak directly to the needs 
of employees wherever they are in the 
world. They must take into account 
cultural differences while maintaining 
fairness across the board. And, just as 
employees undergo performance reviews, 
the company's training processes must 
be reviewed and improved along the way. 
Engagement is the result here, but it is 
not the final goal. By engaging employ-
ees in these interactive HR activities, 
companies will foster an environment in 
which workers feel involved and valuable 
in their organisation. The importance of 
their work will be recognised and every-
one - local workers and the wider busi-
ness - will benefit from the development 
of a happy, engaged, productive and 
profitable workforce.
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