Leadership from a Distance

The faceless manager directing his/her staff by phone and electronic messages, so often seen in spy movies decades ago is now a common element of modern, global businesses. With this new paradigm come new challenges.

How do you provide quality leadership over long distances? Can a leader really gain the confidence of a group that rarely or never sees him/her? What are the benefits of leading from a distance?

Leading over long distances offers great opportunities for global businesses, but it also requires leaders to give special attention to certain leadership skills. Clear communication, building relationships and building trust are three key aspects of leadership that demand exceptional execution with long-distance leadership.

Communication

A shared office allows for more immediate communication for important issues and conflict resolution, so a misunderstood email can be rectified quickly. Over long distance, it is crucial to be very clear and deliberate with every email that is sent out. If you send a message requesting action, you must be very clear about what should be done, how you want it done and when you want it done. 

A good leader must know when to rely on technology for communication and when to have face-to face meetings. Email and teleconferences do not give people the opportunity to read facial expressions and read body language, which makes up a large percentage of communication

Relationships

Good leadership comes down to the relationship you have with the people you are leading. If you want people to perform exceptionally and work toward a common cause, you have to interact with them. You have to give them clear direction and listen to their feedback. 

It takes a great deal of effort to reach out to individual team members regularly, but those relationships are the core of strong leadership. People on both sides of the globe have to be willing to engage in conference calls at 5am or 11pm. 

Use all of the technology available to you – phones, fax, email, streaming media, teleconferencing – but be sure to connect with people in person whenever possible.

Trust

A leader gains the trust of his team by delivering on promises consistently.  If a team receives directions for starting a new project from a director 3000 miles away, trust in that director is the determining factor for the project’s success. If the team believes in the vision of the director and they know he will credit them for their hard work, they will be motivated to work very hard to make the project successful. 

Mary Lynn Pulley, Ph.D., recommends taking the following steps before launching a project with a long distance team:
· Identify how progress will be measured, what success will look like, and what roles each group member will play. Clarity about their purpose and expectations is essential. 

· Discuss symbols of reward and gratitude with teams before launching a project. It can be as simple as an online card.

· When collaborating online, establish cues that indicate group members are listening, confused, or laughing. These can be as simple as using a smiley face icon to indicate laughter. 

· Track group communication. Create a synthesizer role to pull long distance conversations together for the team. 

· Foster a virtual team atmosphere. Leaders need to be purposeful about establishing a culture across distance to capture interpersonal connections that bind teams. 

· Maintain a virtual persona. Pulley warns that online personalities can be perceived as cooler, task-oriented, and more abrupt without the interpersonal cues that occur in live conversations.

· Be open to possibilities. The potential for e-leadership is yet unrealized.
A good long distance leader will use the three concentric leadership skills effectively: out of good communication come good relationships, and out of good relationships trust comes trust. It is most important to remember that even with our advanced technology, nothing beats face-to-face communication. 

