REMOTE FIRST

CHAPTER 01

01. Why Remote is Better

The shift from presence-based work to outcome-based organizations.

1. Introduction

Every weekday, hundreds of millions of people wake up early, sit in traffic, and travel to a
building where they open the same laptop they could have opened at home. They sit in the
same chairs, attend the same meetings, and answer the same emails. Then they travel back.

This ritual has been repeated so many times that almost nobody stops to ask why it still exists.

The modern office was not designed for the world we live in. It was designed for an era when
information was physical, communication was slow, and supervision required proximity. Most
companies inherited their structure from the factory: centralized spaces, fixed hours, hierarchical
control, and management based on visibility.

Technology moved on. Work moved on. The office did not.

Millions of people now work entirely on laptops. Teams collaborate across continents in real
time. Whole companies operate globally without owning a single headquarters. Yet most
organizations still measure productivity by presence rather than results, reward availability more
than outcomes, and let meetings replace execution.

Remote-first companies reject these assumptions. They are not simply companies that allow
people to work from home. They are organizations built around a different philosophy of work:
systems instead of supervision, documentation instead of verbal dependency, results instead of
physical presence.

Using Zoom, Slack, and Notion does not make a company remote-first. Many organizations
have simply recreated the office digitally, replacing conference rooms with video calls and
micromanagement with constant notifications.

Remote-first is not a pandemic trend. It is the natural evolution of knowledge work in a
connected world. The companies that learn to build distributed systems correctly will keep
outperforming those still optimized for the industrial era.
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2. The office was an industrial-era solution

To understand why remote-first works, it helps to remember why offices existed in the first place.
For most of the twentieth century, there was no alternative. Information lived on paper.
Communication depended on physical delivery. Coordination required people to sit close enough
to talk. Centralization was not a management preference but a technical necessity.

The office inherited its structure from the factory. Fixed schedules, hierarchical layers,
standardized processes, direct supervision, and visibility-based control were all imported from
industrial production. This blueprint became the default template for banks, agencies,
consultancies, and eventually even early technology firms, even when the work itself had
nothing in common with a production line.

Knowledge work changed everything. Most professionals no longer produce physical goods.
Their work lives inside laptops, cloud platforms, and shared documents. A designer in Argentina
can collaborate instantly with a developer in Poland and a marketer in Singapore. The technical
constraints that justified centralized offices are gone. The management assumptions built on top
of them stayed.

The result is what many companies mistake for work: performative productivity. Employees learn
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to look busy instead of producing measurable results. Meetings become symbols of
collaboration even when they generate nothing. Long hours are rewarded more than efficient

execution.

Open spaces destroy concentration. Notifications and unnecessary calls fragment attention all
day. In many cases, the commute alone consumes two or three hours that create no value for
anyone.

3. Remote is a system, not a location

The biggest misunderstanding about remote work is the belief that it means working from home.
It does not. Working from home is a location. Remote-first is an operating system.

Many companies believed they became remote the moment employees started using Zoom and
Slack. In reality, they simply moved office behavior onto digital platforms without redesigning
how the company operates.

A remote-first company is not defined by where people sit. It is defined by how information flows,
how decisions are made, and how accountability is structured.

In traditional environments, most knowledge lives inside people's heads. Problems are solved
through spontaneous conversations, interruptions, and constant real-time interaction. This
creates hidden fragility: companies become dependent on specific individuals, new hires
struggle to integrate, and growth turns coordination into chaos.

Remote-first organizations solve this by design. Information is documented. Processes are
written. Decisions are traceable. Responsibilities are explicit. Communication becomes
intentional rather than reactive, and work continues even when people are offline or across time

Zones.

This is why asynchronous communication is a foundation of remote-first. Not because it is
slower, but because it removes the dependency on everyone being present at the same time.
The goal is not to eliminate human interaction, but to eliminate unnecessary synchronization.

This also requires a different management philosophy. Traditional managers optimize for
visibility: who is online, who replies fastest, who stays late. Remote-first managers optimize for
outcomes: was the project shipped, was communication clear, did the work create value?

Culture stops being about offices, snacks, and team buildings. It starts being about systems,
trust, and shared standards of execution.

A company can have employees in twenty countries and still think like an office. If people cannot
function without constant meetings and immediate replies, it is not remote-first. It is an office
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4. Fake remote: the office online

When most companies transitioned to remote work, they believed the shift was complete the
moment employees stopped commuting. Laptops replaced desks. Zoom replaced meeting
rooms. Slack replaced hallway conversations.

From the outside, the company looked modern and distributed. Underneath, almost nothing had
changed: the same management structures, the same communication habits, the same
dependency on supervision, only now through screens.

These companies did not become remote-first. They recreated the office online. That is why so
many organizations experienced burnout, communication overload, and declining morale during
their remote transition. The problem was not remote work. The problem was forcing office
behavior into a distributed environment.
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The result was digital presenteeism: employees trapped in back-to-back video calls, expected to
be always available, with managers compensating for the loss of physical visibility by piling on
meetings and status updates.

A typical fake-remote company looks like this: constant Slack notifications, mandatory
camera-on meetings, expectations of instant replies, calendars filled with unnecessary calls,
managers watching online status, decisions made only in live discussions, no written
documentation, and no asynchronous workflows.

This produces the worst of both worlds: the distractions of the office combined with the isolation
of remote. Deep focus becomes impossible. Employees optimize for responsiveness instead of
results.

True remote-first organizations operate differently. They reduce meetings aggressively. They
document decisions instead of repeating conversations. They protect deep-work time. They
structure workflows so projects keep moving even when people are offline. And they trust
systems more than surveillance.

High-performing professionals do not need continuous observation to create value. What they
need is clarity, ownership, and the autonomy to execute. Most companies do not fail at remote
because remote is flawed. They fail because they never stopped thinking like office companies.
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Comic: what remote work rewards vs punishes in companies
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5. The structural advantages of remote-first

The real advantage of remote-first is not where people work. It is what becomes possible once
the company stops being tied to a location. Traditional organizations are limited by local hiring
markets, office costs, and rigid structures. Remote-first companies are built around flexibility,
speed, and global talent.

Access to global talent. Talent is distributed globally, opportunity is not. A business in Lisbon
can hire a developer in Poland, a designer in Argentina, a media buyer in Egypt, and a
support specialist in the Philippines, based on competence rather than geography.

Lower operational costs. No rent, utilities, furniture, commuting reimbursements, or
relocation. Capital is freed for salaries, technology, and expansion, and companies avoid the
inflated hub salaries driven by local living costs rather than productivity.

Deep work and focus. Offices are optimized for interaction, not concentration. Asynchronous
communication reduces interruptions and lets people control their schedules around their
high-focus hours.

Time-zone leverage. A project started in Europe progresses in Asia and continues in the
Americas. Support stays live around the clock. Problems get solved while part of the
company sleeps.

Organizational resilience. Centralized companies are vulnerable to local disruption.
Distributed companies spread risk across regions. COVID exposed this dramatically: many
traditional companies froze when offices closed, remote-first organizations barely blinked.

Employee quality of life. No commute, control over schedule and environment, freedom to
live where they choose. Flexibility improves retention and attracts talent that refuses rigid
office-centered careers.

Over time these advantages compound: faster to hire, faster to scale, more adaptable, more
attractive to top performers.
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6. Why most companies fail at remote

When remote work fails, leaders blame distance, time zones, and lost collaboration. In reality,
remote work rarely creates organizational problems. It exposes the ones that were already
there.

Offices are surprisingly good at hiding inefficiency: broken systems are patched by constant
interaction, recurring issues are solved manually in meetings, and information spreads through
proximity. Companies can survive for years without documented processes, clear
responsibilities, or scalable systems. The office masks chaos.

Remote environments remove the mask. Once teams are distributed, every weakness becomes
visible immediately. Unclear communication creates delays. Undefined responsibilities create
confusion. Poor documentation creates dependency. Weak leadership creates paralysis.

Many companies discover that their whole organization depended on informal coordination
rather than actual systems. Instead of redesigning, most try to recreate office control
mechanisms digitally. They add more meetings, more status updates, more monitoring software,
more pressure for instant replies.
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This almost always backfires. Employees become reactive instead of proactive. Focus
disappears. Decisions slow down. Managers spend more time watching activity than improving
systems. Communication volume increases while clarity decreases.

Remote-first companies avoid this trap because they understand a simple principle: distributed
work requires stronger systems, not stronger surveillance. The solution is not more control. It is
better design: clearer documentation, explicit ownership, structured communication, measurable
outcomes, fewer meetings, stronger hiring standards, and greater managerial clarity.

This is why remote-first companies often look highly organized. Not because remote
automatically creates efficiency, but because it punishes inefficiency immediately. Weak
management can survive in an office because visibility creates the illusion of coordination. In
distributed environments, results are harder to fake.

The best remote-first leaders stop trying to control people and start removing friction by building
systems that scale without constant intervention.

7. The numbers behind remote work

Before COVID-19, remote work was a niche model. In 2019, Gallup estimated that only 8% of
remote-capable employees in the United States worked fully remotely, and roughly 32% worked
in occasional hybrid arrangements.

In Europe, adoption was even lower: Eurostat data indicated that around 5% of EU employees
worked mainly from home, with occasional telework reaching 10 to 12%, higher in the
Netherlands, Finland, and Sweden than in Southern and Eastern Europe. Globally, remote work
was concentrated in technology, consulting, media, design, and freelancing, while most
traditional corporations still treated physical presence as the default for serious work.

In early 2020, everything changed. The pandemic triggered the largest forced remote work
experiment in modern history. Within weeks, hundreds of millions of workers transitioned from
offices to distributed environments.

Gallup reported that nearly 70% of remote-capable U.S. employees were working entirely from
home during the first phase. Europe followed the same trajectory. The most important shift was
psychological: millions of companies discovered that remote work was not only possible but
operationally viable at scale, and executives who had previously rejected it were forced to admit
that productivity often stayed stable, and sometimes improved, without centralized offices.

By 2023 and 2024, remote work had settled into a new equilibrium. The world did not go fully
remote, but it did not return to 2019 either. Hybrid and distributed work became structurally
normalized.
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Eurostat reported that by 2023 around 22% of EU workers were working from home at least
partially, and Gallup found that by 2025 about 55% of remote-capable U.S. employees worked in
hybrid models, 26% fully remotely, and only 19% fully on-site.

Yet many large corporations pushed the other way: Apple, Amazon, Google, Meta, IBM,
Goldman Sachs, Tesla, Dell, JPMorgan, and Disney all introduced stricter return-to-office
policies, citing innovation, mentorship, and culture, often alongside expensive long-term leases
and management discomfort with distributed supervision.

Employee reactions were often negative. Many workers had reorganized their lives around
flexibility, and mandatory returns generated frustration, resignations, and internal resistance.
Internal reports at Dell showed that nearly half of U.S. full-time employees chose to remain
remote even under stricter hybrid rules, often accepting reduced promotion opportunities.
Research on companies such as Microsoft, Apple, and SpaceX found that return-to-office
mandates pushed senior employees toward more flexible competitors.

Fully remote environments also revealed real challenges: isolation, weaker social connection,
harder onboarding, and reduced mentorship for junior staff. That is why most organizations
landed on hybrid rather than either extreme. One thing became clear: the world was not going
back. The pandemic permanently changed employee expectations, hiring practices, and the
strategic role of geography in knowledge work.

8. The new competitive advantage

The structural advantages described earlier explain what remote-first unlocks. The strategic
advantage is what companies do with it.

For decades, competition was defined by capital, distribution, and physical infrastructure: the
biggest offices, the strongest local presence, the greatest access to regional talent markets. In a
world where knowledge work moves globally in real time, that equation no longer holds. The
decisive variable is no longer geography. It is organizational design.

The real edge of remote-first is speed. Traditional office-first organizations move slowly because
their systems are tied to physical structure: local recruiting cycles, office expansion, relocation
logistics, synchronous coordination, geographic dependency. Every decision drags a building
behind it.

Remote-first companies operate with less structural friction, and speed increasingly decides
competitive outcomes: who ships first, who hires first, who adapts first.

This matters most in periods of uncertainty. Economic instability, geopolitical disruption,
technological acceleration, and shifting workforce expectations reward organizations that can
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adapt quickly. Distributed companies are structurally more flexible because they were designed
for change from the beginning.

Offices are not disappearing. Physical spaces still matter for retreats, creative sessions, and
social connection. But they are losing their role as the mandatory center of organizational life.
They become tools, not headquarters.

The deeper shift is in the balance of power between companies and talent. For decades,
professionals organized their lives around offices: relocating to expensive cities, accepting long
commutes, choosing employers by proximity. Remote-first reverses the dynamic. Companies
compete for talent globally, individuals design their lives around their work, not the other way
around.

Winning employers are no longer those with the best address but those with the clearest
operations, the sharpest execution, and the strongest managerial culture.

Remote-first is more than a work model. It is a strategic philosophy, and a discipline. The
environment forces companies to build stronger documentation, clearer communication, and
more scalable processes, because nothing else holds a distributed team together.

Over time that operational maturity compounds into a competitive advantage that office-first
companies cannot easily replicate. The future winners will not be the companies with the most
employees or the biggest headquarters. They will be the ones that coordinate talented people
effectively across borders, cultures, languages, and time zones.

The internet decentralized information. Remote-first is decentralizing work itself. And this
transformation is only beginning.

9. The geography of talent

Moving from office-first to remote-first is not only a technological shift. It is a managerial, cultural,
and operational one. It forces companies to rethink how they hire, communicate, evaluate
performance, share information, and build trust when physical proximity is no longer available.

Some companies resist this because they still treat remote as a temporary adjustment or a perk.
Others see something bigger: distributed systems fundamentally change the economics and
scalability of modern organizations.

Once geography stops being a limitation, the whole company evolves. Talent becomes global.
Teams become more flexible. Operations become more resilient. Growth stops depending on
physical infrastructure.

Hiring changes completely. Traditional companies recruit from a small radius around their
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headquarters. Remote-first organizations search globally for the best candidate rather than the
closest one. That dramatically expands the talent pool, and creates new questions.

How do you identify exceptional talent across different countries, cultures, and communication
styles? How do you evaluate remote candidates? How do you structure interviews, trial periods,
and onboarding when people may never meet in person?

These questions become the center of gravity for a remote-first company. Once geography no
longer limits you, hiring becomes one of the sharpest competitive advantages available. And that

is where the next chapter begins.

goremotefirst.com 11/100



REMOTE FIRST

CHAPTER 02

02. Talent Scouting

Throughout this chapter you will find reflective questions designed to help you translate
each concept into a concrete personal action plan for your remote team.

THESE ARE NICE.
I'LL JUST KEEP
PICKING.

]
5

i VARIETY. GROWTH. ENDLESS POSSIBILITIES.

Picking flowers from the same garden vs different gardens — comic illustration

1. Talent scouting in a remote-first company

One of the most common mistakes companies make when hiring is assuming that talent must
be found locally. In traditional organizations this assumption feels natural: recruitment happens
in the same city, within the same cultural context, and the process unfolds among familiar
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candidates. Remote-first companies operate under a completely different logic.

When a company is built from the beginning to operate remotely, geography stops being the
main constraint. Instead of competing for a small pool of local candidates, you search globally
for the best person for each role. This shift changes the scale of the talent market: instead of
evaluating ten candidates from a single city, you may receive applications from people in five
different countries, coming from different educational systems, industries, and professional
cultures.

The larger pool increases the probability of finding exceptional people, but it also introduces new
complexity. Traditional signals become less reliable, because the reputation of a university or a
previous employer may mean little across borders. This forces remote companies to rely on
behavior rather than credentials: how the candidate communicates, whether they listen carefully,
whether they understand what remote work really demands.

Another structural difference concerns the type of professional relationships remote companies
build. Many collaborators live in different jurisdictions, so they are formally freelancers or
independent contractors even when the collaboration is stable and long-term. On paper it is a
contractor relationship; in practice they are fully part of the team. This model makes
organizations flexible, but it also makes selection critical: a wrong hire can affect productivity,
communication, and morale for months.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my current hiring process, am | truly searching globally for each role, or am | still
unconsciously limiting myself to familiar geographies?

— Looking at my last three hires, how many candidates from outside my usual sourcing area
did | seriously evaluate, and what stopped me from going further?

— What one concrete change can | make to my next job posting to open the search to a wider
talent market?

goremotefirst.com 13/100



A& no commure
W oress comry
W\ rewer pisrracrions
L1 owune cauts

& oerrocus |
(D FLEXIBLE HOURS

DIFFERENT SPACES. D!FFEREM' PACE SAME GOAL. GETTING THINGS DONE!

orklng from the offlce vs working from home — comic illustration

2. Why hiring mistakes are expensive

Hiring the wrong person is costly in any organization, but in remote companies the
consequences are amplified. Many of the early warning signs that would surface naturally in an
office simply do not appear until much later.

In a traditional office, new hires are surrounded by colleagues all day. Informal interactions
surface problems quickly: someone notices confusion, misunderstandings, or collaboration
friction. In remote teams these signals are far less visible, because people communicate mostly
through digital tools. A person who is disengaged or lost may not show it for weeks, until
deadlines start slipping.

The replacement cost is also higher than it looks. When a collaborator leaves, the company
loses the time invested in recruiting, onboarding, and training. A new process must start, another
candidate must be evaluated and integrated, and managers must explain everything again.
Replacing a collaborator often means several months before the team returns to its previous
level of efficiency.

This is why hiring decisions should never be rushed. Remote companies treat the interview
process as an investment, not a formality, while accepting that no interview reveals everything
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about a candidate. For that reason, hiring is designed as a multi-stage evaluation that continues
even after the person starts. The interview eliminates clear misfits; the real evaluation happens
during the first weeks of collaboration, when both sides finally observe each other in real
conditions.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In the last year, have | had a hiring mistake on my remote team, and do | have a clear
picture of its real cost in time, morale, and client impact?

— How early am | typically noticing that a new hire is struggling, and what structured
touchpoints do | have to catch problems before they escalate?

— What can | add to my first 30 days to make performance issues more visible, before the cost
becomes too high to ignore?

3. Hard skills vs soft skills

In a remote-first company, hard skills get you in, but soft skills keep you in. Both matter — one
without the other rarely produces a strong long-term collaborator — but they play very different
roles in the hiring decision.

Hard skills are the technical competences the role requires: using a specific tool, running
advertising campaigns, writing code, analyzing data, managing a process. They are relatively
easy to test and to measure. They are also the fastest way to filter candidates in a first phase,
because a person who does not have the baseline technical foundation simply cannot deliver the
work, no matter how strong their attitude is. In digital businesses hard skills also change
constantly: tools evolve, especially in the Al area, entire platforms become obsolete in a short
time. So hard skills matter, but they matter as a moving baseline rather than as the permanent
core of someone’s value to the team.

Soft skills are the qualities that decide whether a person can actually operate inside a remote
team over time. They tend to be more stable across years and technologies, and they are much
harder to teach than a new software tool. In remote environments they carry double the weight
they carry in an office, because remote work removes the physical structures that used to
compensate for weak habits. The soft skills we look for most:

Written communication — the ability to be clear, concise, and unambiguous in text, because
most of the collaboration happens there.

Self-organization and discipline — managing time, priorities, and focus without someone
standing over your shoulder.

Proactivity — asking questions, raising blockers, and moving forward without waiting for
permission.
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Reliability — doing what you said you would do, in the timeframe you agreed, without
needing to be chased.

Adaptability — adjusting to different cultures, time zones, and ways of working without
friction.

Curiosity — genuinely wanting to understand the business, not just execute tickets.

A technically strong candidate with weak soft skills often creates friction inside a remote team:
misunderstandings pile up, feedback becomes hard, collaboration slows down even when
individual output looks fine. A candidate with strong soft skills and moderate technical
knowledge tends to improve quickly, because someone who communicates well, listens, and is
willing to learn can acquire technical competence relatively fast — and that combination is far
more durable than technical skill alone.

In practice this means we use hard skills as the initial filter and soft skills as the deciding factor.
A candidate has to clear a minimum technical bar to enter the conversation, but among those
who clear it, the person who wins the role is almost always the one with the stronger remote soft
skills.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— For each role on my team, do | have an explicit breakdown of which hard skills are truly
essential versus which soft skills will determine long-term success?

— In my recent hiring decisions, when a candidate had strong technical skills but weaker soft
skills, how did | weigh that balance — and was it the right call?

— What can | change in my job descriptions and scorecards so soft skills are as visible and as
scored as technical requirements?

4. Remote work mindset and environment
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Working remote but not taking it seriously vs taking it seriously — comic illustration

Working remotely requires a specific mindset that not everyone naturally possesses, and it is
one of the hardest things to teach after someone has already started. Some candidates have
impressive backgrounds but struggle with the practical realities of remote work because they
have spent years in traditional offices where schedules and responsibilities were structured
around them. When they move to a remote environment the sudden autonomy can feel
disorienting.

Many candidates initially imagine remote work as freedom: flexibility, no commute, control over
their day. Those aspects are real, but remote work also introduces responsibilities that are easy
to underestimate. When someone works from home, the boundaries between personal life and
professional responsibilities blur. Family members interrupt, household tasks compete for
attention, distractions are harder to resist than in an office.

Closely connected to mindset is the physical environment the candidate actually works from. In
a traditional office the environment is standardized for everyone; in remote work it is entirely
personal, and it shapes productivity in ways that are invisible from the outside. Some candidates
share apartments with roommates who create constant interruptions. Others live in noisy areas.
Others do not yet have a dedicated workspace where they can concentrate for hours. None of
this automatically disqualifies someone, but if it is not surfaced early it becomes a serious
problem later.
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Candidates who have already worked remotely usually understand these challenges because
they have solved them: they have routines, dedicated workspaces, and a clear separation
between work and personal life. Candidates who are new to remote work often underestimate
them entirely. A simple question during the interview — “Have you worked remotely before, and
what did your daily structure look like?” — can reveal a great deal. It is not an invasion of
privacy; it is a practical conversation that helps both sides set realistic expectations before day
one.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my interviews, do | have two or three questions that reliably show whether a candidate has
the discipline and autonomy to thrive without an office?

— Do | currently ask anything about the candidate’s home working environment — space,
setup, separation between work and personal life — or do | avoid it as too personal?

— What is a respectful but direct way | can introduce a conversation about environment and
daily routine, so both sides can assess fit before day one?

5. The interview process

An interview is often perceived as a simple exchange of questions and answers, but in reality it
is a much richer interaction. When designed well it lets both sides observe each other genuinely
rather than perform for each other.

A well-designed interview process lets the company evaluate the candidate while the candidate
also evaluates the company. It is important to structure the conversation so the candidate can
express themselves naturally rather than recite prepared answers. Many interviews begin with a
personal introduction: asking the candidate to describe their professional journey in their own
words often reveals how they perceive their experience. Some focus on achievements, others
on responsibilities, others on lessons learned along the way.

After this initial phase the conversation usually moves toward specific professional experiences.
At some point it can be very useful to temporarily step away from purely technical questions and
explore broader aspects of the candidate’s life or interests. These moments often allow the
candidate to relax and respond more authentically. Once that more open conversation has
happened, the interview can return to professional topics, at which point the candidate is usually
more comfortable and more likely to give honest, unscripted answers.

Transparency matters too. Candidates should clearly understand what the company does, how
the team works, and what is expected from the role. In remote companies, explaining the
communication structure and the level of autonomy expected is particularly important, because
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many candidates have never worked in that kind of environment and may not fully understand
what they are agreeing to until they are already in it.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my current interview structure, am | giving candidates enough unscripted space to talk
about their journey in their own words?

— When | observe how a candidate narrates their own experience, what patterns am | paying
attention to, and which ones consistently predict how they perform on my team?

— What is one practical change | can make to my next interview to create a more genuine
two-way conversation?

6. Red flags and real interview signals

Interviews often reveal problems through small behaviors that seem insignificant in the moment
but turn out to be among the most reliable indicators of how someone will show up once they are
on the team. Candidates come prepared: they know they are being evaluated and they try to
present themselves in the best possible way. Despite that preparation, genuine signals still
surface naturally throughout the conversation.

A candidate who appears distracted, checks their phone repeatedly, or responds with minimal
engagement is often demonstrating the same behavior they will later show in team meetings. In
remote environments, presence and attention during calls is not optional. Most collaboration
happens through digital communication, so the ability to remain present and engaged is a key
professional skill, not a personality bonus.

Another common signal appears when candidates focus almost exclusively on salary during the
very first conversation. Compensation is obviously important, but a candidate who shows no
curiosity about the role, the team, or the projects may be motivated primarily by the paycheck.
Candidates who show genuine curiosity about the work itself tend to become far more engaged
and reliable collaborators over time.
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Some real examples make this concrete. We once interviewed a candidate who smoked during
the call. From a purely technical perspective this does not affect their ability to do the job, but it
reveals something about their professional awareness and how they read the context of a
professional interaction. Others repeatedly ask about basic elements of the position — salary,
KPIs, hours, responsibilities — even after those things have already been explained. These are
legitimate questions, but asking the same ones several times often indicates lack of attention,
which will matter a great deal once the person is operating remotely with real autonomy.

Over time you develop an intuitive ability to interpret these small behaviors, and what looks like
a minor detail during a short conversation often reveals patterns that reappear consistently
during daily collaboration. This is exactly why interviews should not focus only on the
candidate’s answers, but also on how the candidate behaves throughout the entire interaction.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my last five interviews, did | notice small behavioral signals — attention, tone,
engagement — and did | factor them into the decision, or dismiss them?

— Looking at people who underperformed after joining, what behaviors during their interview
were already hinting at the problems that emerged later?

— What specific observable behaviors during a video call — beyond what the candidate says
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— will I now track deliberately as part of my evaluation?

7. International mindset

One of the strongest indicators of adaptability in remote teams is international experience.
Speaking multiple languages is already useful, but the most valuable factor is the experience of
actually living in a different cultural environment, not just visiting one.

When someone lives abroad for an extended period they are exposed to different ways of
thinking, communicating, and organizing work. They have to adapt to unfamiliar social norms
and develop new strategies to navigate everyday situations. This experience often changes the
way they approach problems at a fundamental level: they become more flexible, more curious,
and more open to alternative perspectives. These qualities are extremely valuable in remote
teams, where collaborators come from different countries and have to navigate constant
differences together.

Communication styles, for example, differ widely between cultures. In some cultures
communication is direct and explicit; in others it is more indirect and contextual. Learning to
navigate these differences makes people more attentive and adaptable communicators, which is
exactly the kind of skill that matters most in an international remote team where
misunderstandings can accumulate quickly and silently.

Another important dimension is independence. Many people who move to another country must
manage practical challenges on their own — accommodation, bureaucracy, social networks,
unfamiliar systems. These experiences strengthen resilience and problem-solving in ways that
classroom education or purely local work experience rarely replicate. This does not mean that
only people with international experience can succeed in remote teams; many excellent
collaborators have built strong careers within a single country. But when candidates have lived
abroad for extended periods, that experience is often a strong indicator of the exact qualities you
need them to bring to daily work with an international team.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my hiring conversations, do | go beyond asking about languages and actually explore how
someone has adapted their thinking in a different cultural environment?

— Which collaborators on my team demonstrate the flexibility that comes from real
cross-cultural experience, and what patterns in their background explain it?

— What follow-up question can | use to distinguish candidates who have merely visited other
countries from those who have genuinely lived and worked in another culture?
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8. Where talent really comes from

When companies think about recruitment, they usually focus on formal channels: job boards,
professional platforms, recruitment agencies. These channels remain useful, but they represent
only part of the talent landscape, and sometimes not the most interesting part.

Some of the most compelling candidates appear through less conventional paths. Online
communities, professional forums, and social networks sometimes surface people who are not
actively looking for a new job but are open to an interesting opportunity. In remote environments
this phenomenon becomes even more relevant, because professionals often participate in
international communities related to their field, so they are reachable if you know where to look.

Some organizations experiment with alternative sourcing channels with real results. Social
media platforms such as Facebook or Instagram can be used to promote job opportunities
through targeted advertising campaigns that reach audiences who would never actively search
for jobs on professional networks. A simple ad plus a short screening questionnaire can
generate a large number of responses quickly, especially when the campaign is targeted to
specific regions or language groups. Specialized online communities and niche forums often
surface exactly the kind of curious, self-directed contributors who thrive in remote environments.

Alternative sourcing requires more filtering, because a broader audience means more
applications that do not match the role. Structured questionnaires or a short initial screening
make this manageable. The goal is not to replace traditional platforms but to complement them.
And beyond channels, alignment matters as much as credentials: the best candidate for a role is
not necessarily the one with the most impressive resume, but the one whose motivations match
the company’s current stage of growth.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my current sourcing, what percentage of candidates come from job boards versus less
conventional channels like communities, forums, or recommendations?

— Thinking about the strongest people | have hired, how many came through unexpected
paths, and what does that tell me about where to invest more attention?

— What is one new sourcing experiment | can run in the next hiring round to reach candidates
who are talented but not actively searching?

9. Referrals and internal networks

One of the most effective ways to find strong candidates is through internal referrals, and the
reason goes deeper than convenience. People tend to build relationships with others who share
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similar professional attitudes and values. When someone inside the company recommends a
candidate, there is already a layer of informal screening that no job board can replicate.

Team members care about their reputation within the organization, so recommending someone
unreliable would reflect poorly on them. They are naturally motivated to suggest people they
genuinely trust. Some companies formalize this through referral programs: if a collaborator
recommends a candidate who joins and stays for a certain period, they receive a bonus. Even
without formal incentives, actively encouraging the team to share potential candidates
significantly improves the quality of the pipeline. Internal referrals also produce candidates who
already have some understanding of the company’s culture and expectations, which makes
integration smoother from day one.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my team, do | have a clear referral process, and do collaborators genuinely know that their
recommendations are valued and rewarded?

— Comparing hires from referrals with hires from job boards, what differences in performance,
retention, or cultural fit have | actually observed?

— What can | do in the next 30 days to activate my team’s internal network more intentionally?

10. Employee mindset vs project mindset

One of the most important things we try to understand during interviews is the candidate’s
relationship with work itself, and it is something that does not come through credentials or a
resume. It is fundamentally about attitude.

Different people approach work in very different ways. Some see it mainly as a transaction: time
in exchange for money. This mindset is common in traditional employment where the primary
objective is stability and predictable income. There is nothing wrong with this perspective, and
many organizations function well with exactly that structure. Remote-first companies, however,
often operate differently. Because remote teams rely heavily on autonomy and initiative, you
benefit far more from collaborators who see their work as part of a broader professional journey.

We describe this difference as the contrast between an employee mindset and a project
mindset. Someone with an employee mindset focuses on the immediate exchange: the tasks
they must perform and the compensation they receive in return. Someone with a project mindset
sees the role as a phase within a longer learning process. They are interested in how the
organization functions and how their contribution connects to the team’s broader results. They
ask questions about the company’s direction rather than just their own responsibilities, and they
propose improvements based on what they observe.

goremotefirst.com 23/100



This does not mean everyone must aspire to become an entrepreneur or a manager. Many
excellent professionals prefer to remain deep specialists within their field, and that is genuinely
valuable. The difference lies in attitude, not in ambition. Most of the time, the collaborators who
bring the most energy and creativity to a remote team are exactly the ones who came in with a
project mindset from the beginning. You can often see it in the questions they ask during the
interview, in whether they are genuinely curious about where the company is going, and in how
they talk about what they have learned from past roles rather than just listing what they have
done. In remote environments this matters even more, because you cannot supervise every
detail of daily work.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my interviews, do | have a reliable way to explore whether a candidate sees work as a
time-for-money transaction or as something they are invested in beyond the contract?

— Which collaborators on my team contribute the most initiative, and what signals during their
hiring process suggested a project mindset?

— What specific question or task can | introduce to observe whether a candidate approaches a
challenge with ownership or with minimal compliance?

11. The interview continues after hiring

Many companies treat the interview as a single event. Once the candidate is selected and the
contract is signed, the evaluation phase is considered complete. In reality the interview often
continues after hiring, and in remote companies the first months of collaboration are where the
most revealing information tends to emerge.

During the interview stage, candidates naturally present themselves in the best possible way:
they prepare answers, choose a quiet environment, and focus carefully on the conversation.
Once the collaboration begins, daily routines gradually reveal more authentic behaviors. Real
deadlines, real feedback, and real accountability surface patterns that no amount of interview
preparation can conceal for long.

In our experience, the first three months are the most informative period. The company
evaluates how the collaborator communicates, manages responsibilities, and reacts to
feedback. The collaborator evaluates whether the company’s culture, expectations, and rhythm
match their personal goals. Both sides are forming an impression that will shape the long-term
collaboration.

The structure you put in place during those first months determines how much useful information
you actually collect. Weekly check-ins in the first month help identify potential issues before they
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become serious: what challenges the person encountered, how they organized their tasks,
whether they feel comfortable with the tools and communication channels. In the following
months the frequency can decrease to bi-weekly or monthly, but the important thing is that these
conversations happen deliberately, with clear criteria in mind.

By the end of three months you usually have a much clearer picture of the collaborator's working
style, and the collaborator has experienced the company’s culture from the inside. This mutual
evaluation lets both sides decide whether the long-term collaboration makes sense on the basis
of real evidence rather than impressions. It also reduces the pressure on the initial interview:
instead of expecting perfect predictions from a short conversation, you accept that
understanding someone’s professional behavior requires time and observation, and you design
a process that gives you that time deliberately.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my current onboarding, do | have a structured way to keep evaluating a new hire’s real
behaviors in the first weeks of actual work, or does assessment effectively stop at signature?

— Do | have a written evaluation framework for probation — defined criteria, scheduled
check-ins, structured feedback — or is it mostly informal and reactive?

— What three observable behaviors will | define right now as the key criteria | will track during
the next new hire’s probation?

12. Closing reflection

Talent scouting is not simply about filling positions. It is about identifying people who can grow
with the company, contribute to its culture, and adapt to an environment that values autonomy,
responsibility, and collaboration.

When you review your hiring process, the real questions are not about procedures but about
patterns. Are you evaluating candidates based on observable behavior, or mainly on
credentials? Are you creating space in interviews for genuine curiosity and real conversation to
emerge? Are you paying attention to soft skills, remote work mindset, and the candidate’s
environment — or only to what is on the resume? And are you treating the early months of
collaboration as a continuation of the evaluation, or just as an onboarding formality?

In remote-first organizations, talent scouting becomes one of the most strategic activities in the
entire company. Selecting the right people does not only influence productivity — it shapes the
culture, the communication style, and the long-term evolution of the organization itself. Every
improvement you make to how you hire is an investment that compounds over time.
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— What is one concrete change | can make to my hiring process in the very next role | open?

— Who on my team could benefit from being more involved in the interview process in a
structured way, and what would | need to put in place to make that happen?

— If I could redesign the last onboarding | ran, what is the one thing | would add to the first 30
days to gather better evidence about the new hire’s working style?
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REMOTE FIRST

CHAPTER 03

03. First Interview, Trial Period,
Onboarding

Throughout this chapter you will find reflective questions at the end of each section,
designed to help you translate the concepts into a personal action plan you can apply

directly to your remote team.

CAREER STRATEGY

COMMUNICATION

The purpose of the first interview

1. The purpose of the first interview

The first interview is often misunderstood. Many companies treat it as a simple filtering step —
verifying whether the candidate has the required experience or technical skills — and the
conversation becomes a checklist of qualifications, previous roles, and formal competencies. In
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reality, the first interview should serve a much broader purpose. Its primary objective is not only
to verify what the candidate knows, but to begin understanding how the person thinks,
communicates, and approaches work.

In remote-first organizations this becomes particularly important, because when people work
remotely, you cannot observe daily behavior in a shared office environment — collaboration
happens through digital tools, meetings, written messages, and independent work, and because
of this, communication style, curiosity, and motivation become essential indicators of long-term
success. The first interview therefore becomes the starting point of a deeper evaluation process.

Rather than trying to extract as much information as possible in a short time, the goal is to
create a conversation that allows the candidate to reveal their way of thinking. What a candidate
chooses to talk about when presenting themselves can already reveal a lot: some people
immediately focus on titles and achievements, while others talk about experiences, lessons
learned, or challenges they faced, and both approaches provide valuable signals. The interview
should not feel like an interrogation. It should resemble a structured conversation where both
sides explore whether a collaboration could work — you evaluate the candidate, but the
candidate also evaluates you, which is especially important in remote organizations, where
collaboration relies heavily on trust and autonomy.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS
— When | think about my last three interviews, was | genuinely trying to understand how each

candidate thinks and communicates, or was | primarily verifying whether their CV matched a
checklist of qualifications?

— How consistently do | use the first interview to assess soft dimensions — reasoning style,
communication clarity, approach to ambiguity — rather than relying only on technical or
experiential criteria that the CV already covers?

— What is one concrete change | can make to the opening of my next interview to signal from
the start that | am interested in the person's thinking process, not just their credentials?
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2. Preparing the interview: CV, questionnaire and role
definition

A good interview rarely starts at the moment the call begins — preparation shapes the quality of
the questions you will actually ask. Before meeting the candidate, review the information already
available: the CV, the questionnaire answers, and any previous communication exchanged with

the person.

Each of these elements provides different types of information. The CV usually describes
professional history — roles, companies, responsibilities, and sometimes achievements — but
CVs are often written to present the candidate in the best possible light, emphasizing strengths
while minimizing uncertainties or transitions. Questionnaires often reveal how the candidate
interprets questions and expresses ideas in writing, and in some cases inconsistencies appear
between the CV and the questionnaire responses that are worth exploring. Someone might
describe themselves as having held a managerial position in the CV while the questionnaire
answers suggest a much more operational role — these discrepancies are not necessarily
negative, but they provide interesting topics to dig into during the interview.

Preparation also involves clarifying the role itself. Before evaluating candidates, you should
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already have a clear understanding of the position you want to fill, including the responsibilities,
the expected outcomes, and the type of collaboration involved. When the role is vague,
interviews become confusing for both sides — candidates struggle to understand what is
expected from them, while you end up evaluating people based on subjective impressions rather
than clear criteria. A well-prepared interview begins with clarity about the role and with a
thoughtful review of the candidate's background.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Before my last interview, how much time did | actually dedicate to reading the candidate's
CV and gquestionnaire answers, and did | arrive at the conversation with specific hypotheses or
open guestions | wanted to explore?

— When | review a candidate's pre-interview materials, do | actively look for inconsistencies,
gaps, or patterns that deserve follow-up, or do | tend to skim and let the conversation unfold
without a preparation-based agenda?

— What structured preparation routine can | build into my calendar before each first interview to
ensure | show up with genuine, candidate-specific questions rather than a generic script?

3. The structure of the first interview

Although every conversation is unique, following a general structure during the interview helps
create a more consistent and revealing experience for both sides. The conversation usually
begins with the candidate presenting themselves — this initial moment is useful because it
allows the person to choose what aspects of their background they consider most important, and
what someone decides to highlight can reveal a lot about their priorities and professional identity.
After this introduction, the discussion often moves toward the candidate's professional
experiences, where questions about previous roles, challenges, and achievements help clarify
skills and responsibilities.

After some time it can be very useful to introduce broader questions about the person's
background, interests, or personal experiences — these topics create a more relaxed
atmosphere and sometimes reveal aspects of the candidate's character that would not emerge
from purely technical questions. Once the conversation becomes more natural, it is often
productive to return to professional topics again, at which point candidates are usually more
likely to answer honestly about their expectations, motivations, and concerns. This simple
sequence — work, personal context, then work again — often creates a more balanced and
revealing conversation than a purely structured Q&A.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS
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— Do | currently follow a consistent interview structure that gives every candidate a comparable
experience, or does my approach vary significantly depending on the role, my mood, or the flow
of conversation?

— When | give candidates space to present themselves at the opening of the interview, am |
actively listening for what they choose to emphasize — and using that information later in the
conversation — or am | mainly waiting for my turn to speak?

— What part of my current interview structure am | least satisfied with, and what one
adjustment to the sequence or balance of speaking time would make the conversation more
revealing and more fair?
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Finding the candidate's real motivation

4. Understanding the candidate's motivation

Motivation is one of the most difficult aspects to evaluate during an interview, yet it is also one of
the most important — and the challenge is that direct questions rarely surface it accurately.
Some candidates apply for a position simply because they are searching for any available
opportunity, while others apply because they are genuinely interested in the company's mission,
the industry, or the type of work involved. Direct questions such as "Why do you want this job?"
often produce predictable answers — candidates naturally try to provide responses they believe
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the interviewer wants to hear.

For this reason, it is far more useful to observe motivation indirectly. Candidates who ask
thoughtful questions about the company's projects or the team's workflow often reveal genuine
curiosity, and people who speak enthusiastically about learning opportunities or professional
development tend to show stronger intrinsic motivation. Another useful signal appears when
candidates describe their previous experiences — do they simply list tasks they performed, or
do they reflect on what they learned from those experiences? Candidates who emphasize
learning and improvement often demonstrate a stronger growth mindset, and while motivation
cannot be measured precisely, attentive listening during the interview can provide clues that are
far more reliable than any direct question.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my last few interviews, did | rely on direct questions like "Why do you want this job?" —
and if so, how confident am | that the answers | received reflected genuine motivation rather
than well-rehearsed responses?

— What indirect or scenario-based questions do | currently use to test the depth and
authenticity of a candidate's interest in the role, and how effectively do they surface real
motivation compared to surface-level enthusiasm?

— Looking at collaborators who have thrived in my team versus those who left early, what
motivational signals were already visible during the interview that | either noticed and acted on,
or missed entirely?
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Clear salary expectations during the interview process

5. Aligning expectations: responsibilities, compensation
and KPIs

One of the most important objectives of the first interview is aligning expectations — and many
hiring problems arise not because the candidate lacks ability, but because the expectations of
the company and the candidate differ significantly from the very beginning. The interview should
openly address three connected elements: the responsibilities of the role, the structure of
compensation, and the indicators that will be used to evaluate performance.

Responsibilities come first. Many organizations start recruiting before they have clearly defined
the role they want to fill: you know you need help, but the exact responsibilities of the position
remain vague, and as a result, interviews become confusing conversations where expectations
are not fully clear on either side. In remote-first companies this problem becomes even more
critical, because collaborators cannot rely on the informal learning that happens organically in an
office — they need clear responsibilities from the beginning, since much of their work will be
performed independently. Before starting a hiring process, define the main responsibilities of the
position, the expected outcomes, the tools and processes the person will use, and the team
members they will interact with.
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Compensation should not dominate the first conversation, but it should not be avoided either.
Transparent discussion helps both sides determine whether the opportunity is realistic. Some
positions include fixed compensation combined with performance-based components, while
others involve project-based payments or flexible structures — explaining these elements clearly
removes the guesswork that makes early-stage conversations feel uncertain. It is also worth
observing how candidates react: some focus exclusively on the financial aspects, asking
repeated questions about salary without showing interest in responsibilities or growth, while
others approach the discussion in a more balanced way, and these reactions provide subtle
insights into priorities.

Finally, define how success in the role will be evaluated. Because you cannot observe daily
activity directly in a remote environment, evaluation must rely more on outcomes than on time
spent working, and this is where Key Performance Indicators — KPIls — become useful. A sales
role might be evaluated through the number of appointments booked or revenue generated, a
marketing role through campaign performance or lead generation, a customer support role
through response time or customer satisfaction. The objective is not to reduce every activity to
numbers, but defining a few clear indicators helps both sides maintain alignment and transforms
abstract expectations into concrete goals.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my recent hires, how explicitly did | address responsibilities, compensation structure, and
performance indicators during the first interview — and where did misalignments surface later
that could have been avoided by more transparent early discussion?

— For each open or recently filled role on my team, can | name three to five specific,
measurable indicators that define success in the first six months — and are those indicators
written down and shared with the collaborator?

— What concrete language or framing can | prepare before my next interview to make the
compensation discussion feel like a transparent alignment conversation rather than a negotiation
or an afterthought?
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6. Documentation and standard operating procedures

Documentation is consistently underestimated until its absence starts creating real problems. In
traditional office environments, many processes remain informal: new employees ask colleagues
for clarification, observe how tasks are performed, and learn through daily interaction. Remote
teams cannot rely on this type of informal transmission of knowledge, which means information
needs to be organized in accessible formats that people can find independently, without waiting
for someone to be available.

Clear documentation helps explain how processes work, what standards are expected, and
which tools and procedures are used. For new collaborators, it serves as a reference that
complements conversations with managers and colleagues, allowing them to review information
at their own pace and reducing the risk of misunderstandings. It also helps the company
maintain consistency as the team grows, because without written processes, each new
collaborator may develop slightly different ways of performing the same tasks.

In many remote organizations, documentation takes the form of Standard Operating Procedures
— SOPs — which describe how specific tasks should be performed step by step. An SOP might
explain how to handle a customer inquiry, how to prepare a marketing campaign, or how to
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manage internal reporting. These documents do not replace professional judgment, but they

provide a starting framework that reduces the uncertainty of the first weeks and frees up both

your attention and the collaborator's. Documentation also protects continuity when someone

leaves or new collaborators join, because knowledge remains within the organization rather than

being concentrated in the experience of a few individuals.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— If a new collaborator joined my team today and | was unavailable for their first two weeks,
how much of what they need to know to begin working effectively exists in written, accessible

form — and how much lives only in colleagues' heads or informal channels?

— When | look at the SOPs that do exist on my team, how recently were they reviewed for
accuracy — and how confident am | that they reflect how the work is actually done today rather

than how it was done when the document was first written?

— Which two or three recurring tasks on my team generate the most confusion or repeated
guestions from collaborators, and would benefit most from a clear, step-by-step SOP that | could

prioritize creating in the next month?
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7. The trial period: areal evaluation phase
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Many companies consider the interview process finished once the candidate signs the contract
— but in practice, the real evaluation often begins only after the collaboration starts. Interviews
cannot fully reveal how someone will behave in real working conditions: candidates are usually
well prepared, focused, and motivated to present themselves positively, but once the
collaboration begins, everyday routines start to reveal the person's natural working habits. In
remote-first organizations this phase is particularly important, because you cannot observe daily
behavior in a shared office environment — the first months become the most reliable window
into how a collaborator actually approaches work.

During the first weeks it becomes clearer how the person manages time, communicates with
colleagues, and reacts to unexpected challenges. Some collaborators quickly integrate into the
team's rhythm — asking questions, taking initiative, gradually becoming more autonomous —
while others may struggle with organization, communication, or motivation. Many companies
define a structured trial period, often lasting around three months, because that length usually
provides enough time to observe reliability, communication style, learning speed, and the ability
to work independently. The trial period should not be seen as a bureaucratic formality — it is a
real evaluation phase for both sides: you observe the collaborator, and the collaborator observes
you.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my current practice, do | treat the trial period as a structured evaluation phase with defined
checkpoints and criteria, or does it function mainly as an administrative formality that ends with a
default renewal unless something goes seriously wrong?

— How clearly do | communicate to a new collaborator at the start of the trial period exactly
what | will be observing, what success looks like at thirty, sixty, and ninety days, and when and
how | will share feedback with them?

— Looking back at trial periods that ended in a mismatch — whether the collaboration was
extended when it should not have been, or ended when clearer early support might have helped
— what pattern in my own behavior do | notice, and what would | do differently?

8. Why early feedback matters

One of the most common mistakes during the trial period is waiting too long before providing
feedback. Early problems often feel small enough to hope they will resolve on their own, but in
many cases early feedback can prevent misunderstandings from growing into larger problems
that are much harder to address later. Regular conversations during the first weeks help create
clarity — weekly check-ins during the first month allow you to observe how the new collaborator
is adapting to the role, and these conversations do not need to be long or formal. Even short
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discussions can reveal valuable information: what challenges did you encounter this week? Is
there anything that remains unclear about your tasks? Do you feel comfortable with the tools
and processes used by the team?

These conversations help identify potential obstacles early, and at the same time they create a
culture of open communication where feedback is seen as a normal part of professional
development rather than as criticism. Early feedback also helps the collaborator adjust more
quickly — when expectations are clearly explained and reinforced during the first weeks, new
team members can adapt their behavior and improve their performance rather than continuing to
repeat the same mistakes without realizing it. In remote environments, where spontaneous
conversations are less frequent, intentional feedback becomes even more important, because
there is no hallway conversation or visible tension to catch before it becomes a real issue.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— When did you last give a new collaborator specific, behavioral feedback within their first two
weeks of starting — and if you cannot recall a clear example, what does that tell you about how
intentional your approach to early feedback currently is?

— Is there someone on your team right now, in a trial period or early in their role, who has
received less direct feedback than the evidence of their performance would actually warrant —
and what is stopping you from having that conversation?

— What is one concrete change you can put in place before your next hire — a recurring
check-in, a shared feedback template, a committed first-week conversation — to make early
feedback a structured part of your process rather than something you do only when there is
already a problem?

9. When to end a collaboration early

Despite careful interviews and structured onboarding, not every collaboration works — and
when a mismatch becomes visible during the trial period, it is usually better to address it
promptly rather than to wait. Ending a collaboration early can feel uncomfortable, especially
when the person is motivated and has invested time in learning the role, but delaying the
decision often creates greater problems later. If fundamental issues appear during the first
months — a collaborator who consistently struggles with communication, repeatedly fails to
respect deadlines, shows limited engagement with the team, or lacks the autonomy required in a
remote environment — continuing the collaboration indefinitely rarely benefits either side.

The trial period exists precisely to allow both sides to evaluate the collaboration honestly. If the
fit is not right, ending it early can be a responsible decision — and when handled with
transparency and respect, it can still lead to positive outcomes. Clear feedback helps the person
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understand the reasons behind the decision and may even guide them toward roles that better
match their skills. In this sense, the trial period is not only a mechanism for protection — it is
also a way to ensure that long-term collaborations are built on genuine compatibility rather than
uncertain expectations.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— When | look at cases where | delayed a difficult decision about a collaborator longer than the
evidence warranted, what specific thoughts or discomforts led me to wait — and at what cost to
the rest of the team or to the person themselves?

— Do | currently have clear, written criteria for what constitutes a fundamental mismatch during
the trial period, or do | rely on a general sense of unease that makes it harder to act decisively
and explain my reasoning to the collaborator and to HR?

— What is one concrete practice | can put in place before starting my next trial period — a
checkpoint, a documented evaluation moment, or an agreed conversation — that would make it
easier to act early and fairly if a fundamental issue becomes visible?
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Once the candidate has accepted the role and the trial period begins, the next crucial phase is
onboarding — and many companies significantly underestimate how much it matters. The
assumption that learning will happen naturally through daily work may hold in small, informal
environments, but in remote organizations the problem is compounded because collaborators do
not share a physical workspace. New team members cannot simply observe colleagues or ask
quick questions in the office, which means they cannot rely on the informal interactions that
would otherwise fill in the gaps.

A structured onboarding process helps new collaborators understand the organization more
quickly. It typically includes an introduction to the company's mission and values, an overview of
the team and organizational structure, explanations of the main processes and tools, and initial
training related to the specific role. This phase also helps new collaborators understand how
communication works within the team — remote companies rely on digital platforms such as
messaging tools, project management systems, and video meetings, and learning how these
tools are used in practice, not just in theory, helps new hires become productive much more
quickly.

Organizations approach onboarding in different ways. Formal training programs provide
consistency — every new collaborator receives the same information and is introduced to the
same processes — which is particularly useful in larger organizations. However, overly rigid
programs can overwhelm new hires with excessive information, and when too much material is
presented at once it becomes difficult to absorb what actually matters. Informal onboarding
allows learning to occur gradually through real work situations, but it can create inconsistencies
because different managers may introduce new hires to the company in very different ways. In
remote companies, a balanced approach often works best: structured introductory materials —
documentation, presentations, or short videos — create a common foundation, while practical
experience and interaction with colleagues allow new collaborators to internalize that knowledge
through real tasks.

While HR teams often design the onboarding structure, the manager is usually the person who
interacts most frequently with the new collaborator during the first weeks, and your guidance is
what translates general company principles into concrete daily work. Define clear objectives for
the first weeks: during the first week the new collaborator might focus on understanding the main
tools and workflows, and in the following weeks they gradually take on more responsibilities.
Support this progression by assigning small tasks that allow the new collaborator to gain
confidence without feeling overwhelmed. Short, regular meetings during the first weeks allow
you to observe how the person is adapting, clarify expectations, and address potential difficulties
before they become bigger issues. In remote teams, these intentional touchpoints need to carry
more weight, because the spontaneous conversations of a physical office simply do not exist.
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— If I map out what a new collaborator on my team actually experiences in their first two weeks,
how much of it is intentionally designed by me and HR versus left to chance, the collaborator's
initiative, or the goodwill of colleagues who may or may not have time?

— Does my current onboarding approach lean more toward formal structured training or
informal learning-by-doing — and have | made that choice intentionally based on what works for
my team's context, or has it simply evolved by default?

— What is one concrete responsibility | currently leave to HR or to the new collaborator
themselves during onboarding that | should be owning more actively as the direct manager, and
what would it take for me to make that shift in my next hire?

* CLEAR ROLES. ~ &
* CLEAR GUIDELINES. ¢
STRONG TEAM.
. GREAT RESULTS!

() ONLINE HR BIBLE |(2) OMUNEHE ROLES

4R ROLES & GUIDELINES

o ) e | N
' ' * THAT GUIDE.
_ el : VALUES THAT
N\ = B > = UNITE! _§

HR bible and guidelines

11. Building a consistent HR structure in a remote
company

As remote organizations grow, the complexity of managing people increases — and the informal
processes that work well in small teams tend to create real problems as the team expands. In
small teams, you communicate directly with collaborators and decisions are made quickly, which
feels efficient. But as the number of collaborators grows, the organization benefits more and
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more from structured HR processes: clear documentation, consistent onboarding procedures,
and transparent communication channels help maintain stability and fairness as the team
scales.

Effective people operations also depend on clear alignment between HR, managers, and team
members. HR typically coordinates the administrative aspects of hiring and provides general
information about the company's policies and culture. Managers focus on role-specific guidance,
helping collaborators understand their responsibilities and priorities. Team members contribute
by sharing practical knowledge about workflows and collaboration practices. When these roles
are aligned and handoffs are documented, new hires stop falling through the gaps, and the
organization can continuously adjust its hiring and integration practices based on real feedback.

When processes are clearly defined, collaborators understand how decisions are made, how
performance is evaluated, and what opportunities for development exist within the organization.
For remote companies, where collaborators may live in different countries and cultures, this
clarity becomes even more important. Well-designed HR systems create a shared framework
that supports collaboration across geographical and cultural boundaries, even when no one ever
shares the same office.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— As my team has grown, which HR processes that were once managed informally have
begun to create problems — inconsistent feedback, unclear policies, unequal experiences
between collaborators — because we have not yet formalized them?

— In my last onboarding process, was there a clear, documented handoff between HR and me
that defined who was responsible for what at each stage — or did we operate in parallel without
a shared structure, leaving gaps the new collaborator had to navigate alone?

— What is the single most urgent structural improvement | could make to my team's HR
practices in the next quarter — not the most complex, but the one whose absence is most likely
to create friction as the team continues to grow?
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REMOTE FIRST

CHAPTER 04

04. Monthly Evaluation

Throughout this chapter you will find reflective questions at the end of each section,

designed to help you build and refine a structured performance evaluation system for

your remote team.

1. WORKING FROM THE OFFICE:
MANAGER TRYING TO UNDERSTAND
THE MOOD IN THE ROOM

WHAT'S THE ENERGY
IN THE ROOM?
WHO'S ENGAGED?
WHO MIGHT NEED
SUPPORT?

i ) e : A GREAT TEAM

EBSERUE g _ STARTS WITH
| SUPPORT. | o 3 UNDERSTANDING
- WHAT YOU CAN

. SEE AND FEEL.

Comic: manager trying to read the mood in the room vs the mood of people working remotely

2. WORKING FROM HOME:
MANAGER TRYING TO UNDERSTAND
THE MOOD OF THE PEOPLE WORKING

fyw HOW IS EVERYONE

; REALLY DOING?
WHO'S OVERWHELMED?
2 WHO MIGHT BE

: A GREAT MANAGER
':UNNECT! X > UNDERSTANDS WHAT
CHECK-IN! R\ =, THEY CAN'T SEE—

W, AND STILL SHOWS
THEY CARE.

1. Why evaluation matters in remote

If you have ever managed a team in a physical office, you probably felt in control — not because

you truly were, but because you were constantly exposed to signals that made it feel that way.

You could see who showed up, hear the texture of conversations, and sense when energy in the
room shifted. Ambient context gave you a rough read on how things were going, without any real

system behind it.
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In a remote environment all of that disappears at once, and companies that keep operating on
impressions end up making decisions based on the memory of how someone used to show up
in a room. Remote does not create these problems — it reveals them. Unclear roles, missing
measurable outcomes, inconsistent feedback, and managers who were never really equipped to
manage: the office was doing enough of that work for them. The right response is not to figure
out how to manage people remotely, but to build the people-management system you should
have had all along.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Do | have a structured system for staying informed about team performance, or am | still
relying on informal signals that no longer exist?

— Which performance challenges on my team existed before remote work but were previously
masked by physical presence?

— What is one structural gap remote has surfaced that | can commit to closing this quarter,
rather than managing around it?

1. WORKING REMOTELY: 2. SAME EMPLOYER, OTHER SIDE OF THE SCREEN:
MANAGER OVERCONTROLLING STRESSED BECAUSE OF MANY MESSAGES FROM
EVERY TASK EMPI.OYER DOES
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Comic: manager overcontrolling every task vs the stressed employee on the other side of the screen

2. The illusion of control
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When visibility disappears, companies usually fall into one of two extremes, and both are
damaging. The first is over-control: strict time tracking, constant monitoring, continuous requests
for updates. The result is loss of trust, micromanagement, and a team demotivated not because
the work is hard but because they feel watched rather than supported. The second extreme is
the opposite: no monitoring, no clear expectations, total freedom without guidance — which
sounds generous but produces inconsistency, confusion, and issues that surface far too late.

Both reactions come from the same root problem — not knowing what is actually happening —
so the solution is not to pick a point between them, but to build something genuinely different.
Over-control is a response to your own anxiety, not to real evidence. Stepping back entirely often
confuses trust with absence, leaving people without structure and yourself without information.
Recognizing which direction you naturally lean is the first honest step.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Which specific behaviors suggest | have fallen into one of these two extremes?

— Which over-control habit of mine is most likely reducing team autonomy, even if it feels
justified?

— What is one minimum structure | can put in place within two weeks for a team member who
currently has none?

3. From presence to performance

In a traditional office, evaluation is often implicit — being present gets equated with working, and
participation gets equated with productivity. In a remote environment that assumption collapses,
and only one thing remains: results. It no longer matters where or when someone works,
because if results are not there, the system breaks regardless of how available someone
appeared to be. This is a shift from control to responsibility, from presence to performance, from
intuition to data — a cultural change, not a technical one.

Making that shift is harder than it sounds. Most evaluation habits are built on presence-based
logic even when managers believe they are focused on output. You may think you are assessing
someone on their results, but if your impression is shaped by how quickly they respond to
messages or how visible they are during the day, you are still running a presence-based model
with a results-based label on it. Meanwhile, some of your strongest contributors may be quietly
delivering excellent work without drawing attention to themselves — systematically undervalued
in a system that still rewards visibility.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Which team member might | be undervaluing because they are less visible, and which might
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| be overvaluing for the opposite reason?

— Is my management philosophy genuinely built around responsibility and performance, or still
shaped by presence-based habits?

— What is one concrete way | can shift my evaluation criteria this month from availability
signals to outcome signals?

1. EMPLOYER 1 WORKING FROM HOME 2. EMPLOYER 2 WORKING FROM HOME
READING HIS KPIs

EADING HIS KPIs
CLEAR KPIS. . e CLEAR KPS,
CLEAR FOCUS. | = = CLEAR FOCUS.
BETTER RESULTS! j = ; . BETTER RESULTS!

By

= - A% > ;
WHEN | KNOW 728" (s Ny e, o
WHAT MATTERS, ‘& goote RN | KNOW MY ROL

| CAN DELIVER i, D C | MEASURE MY IMPACT.
. WHAT COUNTS! SR Sy = | GROW EVERY DAY!

Comic: two remote employees reading their KPIs — clarity'produces focus and better results

4. What actually needs to be built

Many organizations respond by adding tools — more software, more dashboards, more
processes — hoping technology alone will replace what the office used to provide. It won't. Tools
without a system are just noise, and adding more of them without clarity about what you are
trying to measure only creates the illusion of progress. A performance evaluation system is not
built on tools — it is built on three fundamental elements: clear responsibilities, explicit
expectations, and a regular review cadence. Without these, everything else is just a way of
tracking things nobody has agreed matter.

Every role needs concrete responsibilities that leave no room for ambiguity. Instead of "manage
client relationships," you need specifics: handle onboarding calls, respond to client requests
within a defined timeframe, ensure specific deliverables are completed on schedule. Once
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responsibilities are clear, translate them into measurable outcomes — number of completed
tasks, response time, delivery deadlines, quality indicators. They just need to exist, and they
need to be agreed upon before the evaluation happens rather than invented after. When all
three elements are in place, evaluation stops feeling like a judgment call and starts functioning
as a shared reference point.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Have | invested more in tools or in the underlying system those tools are supposed to
support?

— For each role on my team, can | answer in one sentence what the person is responsible for,
how | measure that, and what triggers a corrective conversation?

— Which of the three foundational elements — responsibilities, expectations, or cadence — is
the weakest across my team right now?

5. Documentation and structured onboarding

In a remote environment, clarity cannot rely on verbal communication — everything that matters
must be documented, including role expectations, workflows, key processes, and performance
indicators. Without documentation those things exist only in individual memories where they
drift, get reinterpreted, and eventually cause conflict. Documentation is not about creating
bureaucracy — it is about making sure that what you both think was agreed is actually what was
agreed. The initial phase of a collaboration is where the system matters most, because this is
when habits, assumptions, and patterns get established, and once established, they are hard to
change.

A proper evaluation system starts from onboarding, which means a clear document that includes
the tasks assigned to the new hire, the expected outputs, the timelines, and the evaluation
criteria. Most onboarding processes are informal — new hires get access to tools and general
explanations, but rarely a structured path — which leaves expectations unclear and evaluation
subjective. In the absence of physical presence, visibility must be built intentionally: tracking
tasks, reviewing outputs, and having regular check-ins from the very beginning — not to control,
but to understand. Your role is not that of a supervisor but of an interpreter of performance, and
you can only interpret what you have built a system to surface.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— What important expectation on my team currently exists only in verbal form, and what risk
does that create for consistency?

— For the last person | onboarded, did | give them a structured path with clear deliverables and
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feedback checkpoints, or general orientation?

— What is one document or structured first-month plan | can prepare now, so the next person
joining enters with full clarity from day one?

TRIX[X[X] ]
XXX |-

\

—

Comic: watering a plant regularly vs neglecting it — the importance of frequent evaluation

6. Frequency and cadence

Evaluation is not just about what you measure — it is also about when you measure it, because
the timing of feedback determines whether it lands as useful information or as a delayed verdict
that no longer connects to the work it describes. During the initial phase of a collaboration,
frequency must be high, especially in the first three months, when misalignments are still small
enough to correct with a short conversation. The trial period should include structured evaluation
moments — a check-in after two weeks, a formal review at the end of the first month, and a
comprehensive assessment before the end of the trial. Many companies rely instead on a single
decision point at the end, but by then most useful signals have already occurred.

Once a collaborator is stable, monthly reviews typically become the right cadence — frequent
enough to catch drift, spaced enough to allow real work to happen between them. But there is a
common misconception: evaluation does not happen during a specific meeting. Itis a
continuous process, and the scheduled review is simply the moment when observations
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gathered over time are organized, discussed, and turned into decisions. A system only works if it
is applied consistently — skipping reviews creates gaps, gaps become drift, and drift becomes
performance problems much harder to address than the small deviations that produced them.
There is also a temptation to over-engineer the system with too many metrics and too many
tools; a good evaluation system is simple enough to be applied consistently by every manager,
every month, without shortcuts.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS
— Does the frequency of my evaluations match the phase of the collaboration — high during

onboarding, steady later — or is it uniform regardless of context?

— Do | treat evaluation as an ongoing process supported by scheduled reviews, or as an event
that happens only when a review is on the calendar?

— Is my current system simple enough to be applied consistently, or does its complexity mean
it gets skipped?

Comic: the manager's responsibility — picking up small stones one by one vs moving them by the wheelbarrow

7. The manager as translator and preparer

One of your most important roles is to translate expectations into actionable guidance — turning
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company objectives into specific behaviors, decisions, and outputs a collaborator can work
toward. Every collaborator needs feedback, not occasionally but continuously, because feedback
is the mechanism through which expectations become clearer and behaviors adjust toward the
outcomes the company needs. When feedback is absent, collaborators either assume
everything is fine and drift in a direction that may not match your expectations, or they become
anxious about performance without knowing what would resolve that anxiety.

A monthly evaluation should never be improvised. You prepare by reviewing the collaborator's
KPls, revisiting notes from previous reviews, and identifying specific examples that illustrate both
strengths and areas for improvement. Evaluation should not be driven by emotion, because
temporary frustration or enthusiasm distorts assessment and produces feedback that reflects the
moment rather than the pattern. When evaluation is inconsistent, unprepared, or emotionally
driven, collaborators learn that performance conversations are unpredictable events to endure.
When it is prepared, specific, and grounded, they learn it is something they can actually engage
with and influence.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Which collaborator is most likely operating with a different understanding of expectations
than | have, and what feedback have | not yet delivered that would close that gap?

— How much time do | typically spend preparing for a monthly review, and does that
preparation include revisiting KPIs, past notes, and specific examples?

— What is one preparation habit | can commit to — such as a fifteen-minute pre-review
checklist — that would make my reviews more consistent regardless of my mood?

8. From responsibilities to KPIs and compensation

In many organizations, responsibilities, performance metrics, and salary exist as three entirely
separate structures that evolve independently, with no formal mechanism connecting them. This
creates predictable inconsistencies: people with similar roles earn very different salaries, high
performers are paid the same as low performers, and expectations tied to compensation remain
unclear enough that no one can explain them with confidence. Responsibilities must be
translated into measurable indicators — a well-defined responsibility like "manage client
relationships" is functionally useless as an evaluation criterion until it becomes something
observable: response time, client retention rate, satisfaction scores. KPIs serve as a bridge
between what is expected and what is actually delivered.

Compensation should not be based on historical decisions, negotiation skills, or informal internal
comparisons — when it is, the link between effort and reward breaks down. Instead, it should
reflect the level of responsibility a person carries, the complexity of their role, and the impact
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they have on the organization. Performance should influence compensation, not because this
requires constant salary changes, but because without a visible link between the two, the
incentive structure weakens. In practice, progression is linked to performance in a documented,
traceable way: when someone takes on increased responsibility and delivers at a higher level,
that shift is reflected in their compensation over time. Increases should be supported by
documented performance data, because that kind of evidence creates consistency across
decisions and protects you from the quiet resentment that builds when people suspect the
process is arbitrary.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS
— Do responsibilities, performance metrics, and salary decisions feed into each other

coherently, or are they effectively managed by different people using different criteria?

— Could a thoughtful observer look at my team's pay structure and explain the differences in
performance terms — or would some decisions be difficult to justify?

— What is one step | can take before my next review to share the evaluation criteria explicitly
with each collaborator in advance?

Comic: applying a structured performance system to new hires, with clear KPIs and expectations

9. Applying the system to new hires first
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Implementing a structured performance and compensation system across an existing team is
difficult, because people are already accustomed to how things work and any change is likely to
feel disruptive. Starting with new hires allows you to test the structure, refine it based on real
use, and build a track record of consistent application before extending it to the rest of the team.
Compensation communicates priorities in ways that are more legible to your team than almost
any other signal, which means that when new hires enter under a clearly explained model, the
rest of the organization begins to see what fairness and consistency actually look like in practice.

Clarity should exist from the very start of a collaboration, not because it eliminates all friction, but
because it dramatically reduces the friction that comes from ambiguity — the friction that has
nothing to do with the work itself and everything to do with unspoken assumptions. You play a
key role in explaining how performance connects to compensation and what is expected at each
level. While structure is important, excessive complexity creates confusion: a compensation
model that requires an internal explainer to be understood is a model that will not be trusted.
Responsibilities, KPls, and compensation must evolve together — when a role changes and the
other two do not follow, the system stops matching reality.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Is there a structured, documented performance and compensation model that new hires
enter into — or does each new hire receive an ad-hoc arrangement?

— Is the connection between performance and compensation explained clearly and in writing
during onboarding, or left to individual interpretation?

— What is one element of a structured system | could apply to the next new hire as a pilot,
without changing the arrangements of current collaborators?
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Comic: evaluation shifting from a lonely monologue to a real dialogue between manager and collaborator

10. Evaluation as a dialogue

When evaluation is controlled only by you, the information you work with is inevitably incomplete
— you see the outputs but not always the obstacles, the results but not always the context. A
review should function as a conversation, not as a report — both parties speak, both parties
listen, and both parties clarify until the picture that emerges reflects a shared understanding
rather than a one-sided conclusion. Many of the problems that affect team performance are not
visible from the outside — unclear instructions, conflicting priorities, inefficiencies in processes
— and because they are invisible to the manager, they persist and compound. Shared reviews
bring these issues to the surface.

One of the most damaging situations in a performance relationship is surprise — a collaborator
who genuinely believed they were performing well suddenly receives negative feedback, or a
manager who discovers a serious problem only when it is too late to address cleanly. When
reviews function as confirmation of an ongoing conversation rather than as the primary vehicle
for delivering assessments, the dynamic shifts from reactive to proactive. For this to work, the
collaborator must feel genuinely safe to speak. You set the tone: if you react with defensiveness
the collaborator will stop sharing openly; if you respond with curiosity and structure, the quality of
feedback improves significantly.
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To avoid randomness, shared reviews need to follow a consistent structure — one both sides
understand in advance, typically including a review of past performance, a discussion of
challenges, an opportunity for feedback on processes and management, and an explicit
alignment on next steps. The quality of a review depends almost entirely on the quality of the
guestions asked: open-ended, specific, and actionable questions produce real information, while
generic questions produce generic answers. Feedback from both sides should be documented,
because without a written record, patterns become invisible and conversations lose their
continuity from one cycle to the next.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In my monthly reviews, how much of the speaking time belongs to me versus the
collaborator, and does that ratio reflect a genuine conversation?

— Could any collaborator on my team genuinely be surprised by the feedback they would
receive in their next formal evaluation?

— What is one documentation habit | can commit to — a shared review note, a follow-up list, a
status update on prior commitments — that would make the process visibly compound over
time?

Comic: time tracking used as care and cultivation, not as surveillance
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11. Continuous feedback and monitoring

If feedback happens only once per month, issues accumulate, small mistakes grow into larger
problems, and correction becomes progressively more difficult. The monthly review was never
designed to carry the full load of performance management; it was designed to be the formal
layer on top of a much more frequent, much lighter feedback rhythm that catches things early.
Continuous feedback fills the gap between formal reviews by providing quick corrections, short
clarifications, and real-time adjustments as work actually happens — a brief message sent the
day a task is completed lands very differently than the same observation delivered three weeks
later in a scheduled meeting.

Monitoring provides visibility, and in remote environments visibility does not come from physical
presence — it must be created deliberately through systems: task tracking, progress updates,
and activity signals that give you a reliable picture of how work is flowing. Monitoring is often
misunderstood as surveillance, when its actual purpose is to understand how work flows: identify
bottlenecks, detect inefficiencies, support decision-making. Used correctly, it tells you where
someone is stuck before they have to ask for help. Time tracking sits in the same category:
applied incorrectly it becomes oppressive; applied correctly it becomes informative. Time alone
is not meaningful — it must be connected to output, quality, and impact before it tells you
anything worth acting on.

Comic: catching a warning sign early on the road versus discovering it once damage is done

goremotefirst.com 55/100



Continuous monitoring allows early intervention, and the signals worth watching are not always
dramatic — delays in task completion, reduced activity, inconsistent output. Most performance
problems do not appear fully formed; they develop gradually, through a series of small deviations
that are individually easy to explain away but collectively signal drift. The earlier a problem is
identified, the lower the cost to fix it. Feedback and monitoring must work together: monitoring
provides data, and feedback turns that data into direction. When feedback becomes cultural —
expected, welcomed, and acted upon — frequent feedback reduces the need for difficult
conversations, because issues rarely have the chance to grow into situations that require formal
escalation.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS
— Do | have a reliable way to detect when small issues are beginning to accumulate between

monthly reviews?

— Have collaborators ever signaled — directly or through their behavior — that they experience
monitoring as a lack of trust rather than as support?

— What is one specific type of feedback | tend to postpone that | can commit to delivering in
real time this week?

| e a
Comic: performance systems evolving from a simple machine to a complex, refined engine
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12. Avoiding sudden terminations and evolving the
system

One of the biggest failures of performance systems is sudden termination — when someone is
let go without ever having received clear feedback about the issues that led to the decision. This
is almost always a system failure, not a personnel failure, because it means the mechanisms
that should have surfaced problems early either did not exist or were not applied consistently.
Every serious performance concern must be communicated, documented, and given the chance
to be resolved before a decision is made, which protects both the collaborator — who deserves
to know where they stand — and you, because decisions made without a documented history of
feedback are difficult to explain and difficult to defend. Consistency is more important than
intensity: a system that works regularly, even modestly, is more effective than one applied with
great effort sporadically.

As the organization grows, the system must evolve — refining KPIs, improving tools, and
adjusting processes to reflect how roles, teams, and business realities have changed. The risk is
not usually that managers build bad systems; it is that they build reasonable systems and then
stop questioning them, so what worked when the team had three people is still being applied
unchanged when the team has twelve. What makes this a system rather than a collection of
practices is that each element supports the others: onboarding evaluation sets the baseline that
monthly reviews build on; continuous feedback keeps the formal review from carrying more
weight than it should; monitoring provides the data that makes feedback specific and credible;
shared reviews distribute the ownership that makes the whole thing sustainable. When all
components are aligned, performance becomes visible, feedback becomes actionable, and
decisions become justified — not a perfect system, but a reliable one.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS
— If | needed to part ways with a collaborator today, could | point to a documented history of

feedback, warnings, and support that preceded that decision?

— Do | periodically review and update my performance system — KPIs, review formats,
monitoring tools — to reflect how roles and the team have changed?

— What is one commitment | can make right now — not a system overhaul, but a single
concrete next step — that moves me closer to a state where every performance conversation is
grounded in clarity, consistency, and documented evidence?
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REMOTE FIRST

CHAPTER 05

05. Growth Plan & Career Path

Every remote company eventually meets the same question: who is ready for more?
This chapter is about answering it with evidence instead of instinct, by looking at skills
people show in daily work and turning them into a growth plan. Throughout the chapter
you will find reflective questions designed to help you translate each concept into a
concrete action plan for your team.

1. Why CVs are no longer enough

In the last few years the way companies evaluate and grow collaborators has changed. The

traditional focus on formal education and static competencies is shifting toward skills that are
observable in daily work, which means the most reliable information no longer comes from a
diploma or a job title but from how someone actually behaves in real situations.

This shift follows the speed of digital business. Tools and best practices evolve so quickly that
roles change faster than any job description can follow, so a static list of past experiences tells
you where someone has been, not how they will perform in a moving environment.

It is increasingly common to see CVs full of courses, degrees and internships that look
impressive on paper, while in daily work the person collaborates little and rarely shares
suggestions or feedback. Teamwork cannot be added as a line on a CV: it becomes visible in
how someone communicates, supports colleagues and contributes to collective results over
time.

A varied CV can still tell you something valuable, because moving across roles often builds
adaptability and a broader understanding of how businesses work. It is worth exploring the story
behind those moves: was the person looking for growth that was not available, or is there a
pattern that might repeat?

In practice, most of the evaluation now happens through behaviors: how someone runs a call,
gives and receives feedback, manages a project asynchronously, or supports a colleague in
another time zone. KPIs and hard skills still matter and results still have to be achieved, but
many candidates share the same courses and technical skills, and only a few can truly work well
remotely.
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— In your current evaluation process, where are you still relying too much on CVs, titles and
certificates instead of observable behaviors?

— Which concrete signals in remote collaboration, in meetings and in written messages, should
you start paying more attention to?

— What can you change in your interviews to test behavior rather than confirm a CV?

2. Hidden potential: non-linear paths

Many talented people build their abilities through self-learning, side projects or non-linear
careers. They may not have the perfect CV, but they bring a mix of technical, relational and
problem-solving skills that only emerges when they are given space to contribute. Self-directed
learning tends to develop proactiveness, curiosity and a genuine love for learning, without
external pressure. If you keep looking only at diplomas, you miss a large pool of potential and
frustrate people who are ready to grow.

One of the best video editors we have worked with had never completed a video editing course:
he had spent years playing online games and had even built a game himself, an experience that
requires creativity, persistence and collaboration. After a few days he was already proposing
concrete improvements to our content flow.

One of the marketing assistants | have worked with had no formal background in marketing. As
the oldest of five children she had organized home, meals and school routines for years, which
built the organizational skills and empathy that make someone effective at planning campaigns
and holding timelines in a remote team.

In both cases the useful information appeared in the first weeks of work, not on the CV.
Screening on formal background is fast and feels safe, but it filters out exactly the people who
learn quickly and stay curious, before anyone has seen them work. Non-linear profiles simply
need a different entry path: a short paid test, a real task instead of a hypothetical one, and a
manager who takes notes on behavior.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Who on your team today has skills you discovered only by accident, and what would have
helped you see them earlier?

— Where in your hiring funnel are non-linear profiles filtered out before anyone can assess what
they actually do?

— What small test or short project could you offer to a self-taught candidate to let them show

goremotefirst.com 59 /100



their real level?

3. Competencies vs skills

A skill is the ability to perform a specific task or behavior well, in a way that can be observed and
improved. Writing clear emails, running an effective meeting, reading a data report, editing a
video or organizing a project are all skills, and they show up in concrete actions: how you
structure information, how you listen and respond, how you solve the problem in front of you.

A simple test tells the two apart. Take any line in your evaluation form and ask whether you
could describe what it looks like on a Tuesday afternoon. "Strategic mindset" fails the test;
"reframes a client request into the underlying business problem before proposing a solution”
passes it. Everything that passes belongs in your evaluation; everything that fails belongs in the
job description.

A competence is a broader combination of knowledge, skills and attitudes in a certain area.
Digital marketing competence can include copywriting, basic design, data analysis and
campaign setup, plus knowledge of tools and attitudes such as curiosity and customer focus.
Leadership competence can include giving feedback, delegating and facilitating meetings, along
with responsibility and empathy. Competencies live in frameworks and job descriptions; skills are
the visible pieces that tell you whether the competence is really there.

Imagine two candidates for a remote marketing role. The first has a degree and several
certificates, which suggests formal competence. The second has built and run a small online
store, written newsletters, created content and tested ads. In interviews and test tasks the
second may show stronger skills in writing, experimenting and reading campaign data, even with
a weaker CV. Focusing on skills is what allows you to see that difference.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Are you rewarding formal competencies more than concrete skills, and where do you see it
most clearly?

— For your two most critical roles, could you write down today the five skills that actually predict
success?

— What is one change you can make in the next month, in interviews or 1:1s, to observe skills
rather than infer them?

4. Core skills for remote careers

Remote collaboration requires a specific set of skills that behave differently when the team is
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distributed across screens and time zones. These are the ones worth defining, observing and
training deliberately.

Time management: planning and prioritizing so that quality work is delivered on time without
burning out. It shows in protected focus time, delays communicated early, and no last-minute
emergencies created for others. Burnout is a constant risk in remote work, so managing time
also means knowing when to step away from the screen.

Active listening: paying full attention, asking clarifying questions and confirming
understanding before responding. In remote meetings it looks like taking notes, summarizing
what was heard and repeating the important details back, which prevents the
misunderstandings that multiply when body language is missing.

Feedback provision: giving and receiving feedback clearly and respectfully, focused on
behaviors and results rather than on the person. Feedback should be grounded in data and
specific examples, and received as professional, not personal: it would have been given to
anyone in the same position.

Empathy: understanding other people's emotions, perspectives and constraints. In remote
work, where stress and loneliness run higher, it means noticing changes in tone or behavior,
asking how someone is, and adapting expectations. Contrary to what many assume,
empathy can be trained with practical exercises.

Respect: treating everyone with consideration regardless of role, location, salary or
background. It shows in punctuality, inclusive language, not interrupting, and never putting a
colleague on the spot in a public call. If the only available reply in a public moment is a
negative one, it is better not to reply at all.

Responsibility: owning your tasks, decisions and impact even when nobody is watching.
With less direct supervision it becomes visible in met deadlines, risks flagged early and
mistakes corrected without being chased.

Critical thinking: analyzing information and questioning assumptions instead of following
routines. Any report is technically doable with Al or a spreadsheet; what matters is reading it
with critical eyes, looking beyond the predefined KPIs and noticing what else the data is
saying.

Emotional intelligence: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation and social skill. It appears
in how a person reacts under pressure, handles conflict in chats or calls, and adapts their
communication style to different people.

One dynamic deserves special attention. In remote meetings, stronger personalities and more
senior people easily dominate the conversation, while others speak less or stay silent even
when they have useful ideas. Leave space on purpose and invite the quieter voices: most of the
time they hold the most interesting ideas and simply need to be asked.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Are deadlines on your team consistently met without last-minute rushes, and what does the
pattern tell you about how work is structured?

— When did you last give feedback grounded in specific data and examples rather than
impressions?
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— In your last three meetings, who spoke least, and what would it take to make space for them
next time?

5. Self-advocacy and asking questions

Self-advocacy is a key remote skill. Collaborators often feel alone behind a screen, especially in
large or highly technical meetings. Self-advocacy means speaking up respectfully: asking for
clarification, explaining a point of view, and sharing needs or ideas without waiting to be invited
to talk.

Asking questions instead of making assumptions prevents wasted work. A simple "Can you
confirm | understood correctly?" or "Is this the priority for this week?" can save hours spent in
the wrong direction. Feedback works the same way: it is the tool that verifies whether your
perception matches reality.

There is a difference between a useful question and a complaint. A complaint describes a
problem and leaves it on someone else's desk; a useful question states what the person already
understood and proposes the decision needed: "l read the brief as prioritizing retention over
acquisition, so | would start with the email flow. Confirm or correct me before | build it." Ten
seconds more to write, a day of misdirected work saved.

In an asynchronous company, self-advocacy is mostly written, so a short weekly update works
well: what | shipped, what I learned, what | am blocked on, what | need from you. It gives the
manager evidence for evaluations and the collaborator a record of their own growth. This
behavior has to be modeled from the top: if a question is ever answered with impatience, the
whole team learns that asking is expensive and starts guessing instead.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Do the quieter people on your team feel safe enough to ask a question in front of everyone,
and how do you know?

— How often does work get redone because an assumption was never checked, and where
does that usually start?

— What could you change in your meeting format to make asking questions the normal
behavior rather than the exception?

6. Who evaluates skills

Assessing the skills of digital workers is a shared responsibility between the direct manager and
the People Manager. As the direct manager, working closely with the collaborator, you notice
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strengths that could be useful elsewhere: problem-solving, initiative, calm under pressure. The
People Manager supports the process from the first interview onward, using structured
meetings, targeted questions and small role plays to surface skills that daily tasks never reveal.

The two roles need different lenses on purpose. The manager sees performance in context, the
People Manager sees patterns across the company and keeps the criteria consistent, so that the
same word means the same thing for every collaborator. When both perspectives are
documented, an evaluation stops being one person's opinion.

In practice the split works best when each side knows what it owns. The manager brings
evidence: what happened, when, in which project, with what result. The People Manager brings
calibration: how that behavior compares with the same behavior in other teams. Disagreements
are useful, because the productive question is not who is right but which evidence each of them
is looking at; if it cannot be resolved with examples, the criteria are too vague and need
rewriting.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Who is formally accountable for assessing skills on your team, and is that clear to the
collaborators themselves?

— Where do you and the People Manager disagree most often, and what would resolve it:
better criteria or better evidence?

— What are you currently writing down about each person's skills, and would it be usable six
months from now?

7. Role plays and cross-department scenarios

Role plays are a practical way to evaluate skills that routine tasks never expose. By bringing
together people from different departments and designing scenarios, you can invite collaborators
to temporarily act in roles outside their job: Manager, Finance Specialist, Creative Strategist.
Stepping outside the comfort zone shows how someone thinks and reacts when the context
changes.

To be effective, scenarios should stay close to real company situations: a difficult client call, a
budget negotiation, an operations crisis, a briefing where priorities conflict. Explain the context,
the objective and who plays which role before starting, and record the session so details missed
live can be reviewed later.

What you observe is revealing. Some people show leadership by structuring the conversation
and involving others, some show analytical thinking by asking precise questions and connecting
data, others reveal facilitation skills by mediating conflict and making sure everyone is heard.

goremotefirst.com 63 /100



This is often how you find the next team leader or key assistant, hidden inside another role.

The setup can stay light: thirty to forty minutes, with five to frame the scenario, twenty for the
simulation and the rest for feedback. Decide in advance the two or three skills you want to
observe, and keep the feedback descriptive: what you saw, what effect it had, what you would
try differently.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— When did you last run a role play or cross-department simulation, and what did it show you
that daily work had not?

— Which specific skills do you want to observe in your next scenario, and how will you
document what you see?

— What follow-up do you owe the people who showed unexpected potential: feedback, new
responsibilities, mentoring?

8. Skills matrices and observable criteria

To analyze skills systematically, start from a shared list of roles and the skills each one requires.
For every skill, write a short description of what it means in that specific context, then derive
simple criteria that make it observable. These definitions should be aligned across the
leadership team, so that empathy, ownership, problem-solving and leadership mean the same
thing to everyone.

Once the framework is clear, you assess whether each collaborator already demonstrates those
skills in daily work, while the People Manager shares and explains the expectations directly with
them. Where a skill is missing or underdeveloped, the next step is a training path, a learning
opportunity or a stretch assignment that lets the person practice in a safe but challenging
context.

Three challenges come with this work and should not be underestimated:

A shared taxonomy: without common definitions, two managers rate the same behavior
differently and the framework loses meaning.

Translating intangible skills into observable behaviors, for example "asks clarifying questions
before acting” or "summarizes decisions at the end of a meeting".

Keeping the framework alive: it should be refined over time with feedback from managers
and collaborators, not frozen in a document nobody reopens.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Do you have a written list of key skills and observable criteria for each role, and do you use it
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consistently?

— Which skill on your list is still described in words too vague to evaluate, and how would you
rewrite it as a behavior?

— In the last three months, how many learning opportunities did you create for the skills you
identified as priorities?

9. From skills to KPIs and career steps

Skills become useful for growth only when they connect to concrete career paths. Clarify which
skills are essential to move from specialist to team leader, or from assistant to project manager,
and what kind of evidence shows readiness for the next step. Without that link, an evaluation is
a photograph; with it, it becomes a direction.

A practical example, for the role of Creative Strategist. The People Manager prepares the
evaluation format and the list of core skills, such as creative thinking, strategic vision,
collaboration, communication and analytical thinking, with examples of observable behaviors for
each. The direct manager completes it with ratings and concrete examples from daily work.
Then the collaborator, the manager and the People Manager review it together, decide which
skill needs to improve, and co-create a plan with clear actions, timelines and support.

The step most companies skip is turning the skill into something countable. A skill described as
a behavior can almost always be paired with an indicator: "communicates asynchronously”
becomes "project updates published weekly without being asked, in the agreed place"; "owns
her projects" becomes "risks flagged before the deadline, not after it". The indicator is not the
goal, it is the evidence that the behavior is stable rather than occasional.

The difference between a vague indicator and a usable one is decisive. "Be more proactive"
cannot be measured or coached; "propose at least one process improvement per month and
follow it through to a decision” can be discussed honestly even when the answer is no. Once
indicators exist, the career step becomes explicit: two consecutive quarters of stable evidence at
the next level, plus an actual need in the organization.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— For each role on your team, is the path to the next step written down, or does it exist only in
your head?

— What evidence would convince you that someone is ready for more responsibility, and does
your team know what it is?

— When you close an evaluation, do you leave with a written plan of actions, timeline and
support, or with general intentions?
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10. Challenges, games and rotating responsibility

Challenges are another way to reveal skills that stay invisible in asynchronous work. When a
new team leader is needed, ask different team members, one at a time, to plan and run the
weekly meeting, rotating the responsibility over several weeks. You quickly see who can engage
others, keep the discussion on track, manage time and create a good atmosphere without your
support.

Almost any task a manager does can be delegated temporarily to test both skill and willingness.
People who lead a meeting become aware of their own words and tone; people asked to
evaluate a colleague become noticeably more careful and analytical. The best signal is when
someone comes back with suggestions on how to improve the task itself, without being asked.

Choosing the right challenge matters as much as running it. A good one is real, bounded in time,
visible to others and reversible: running the weekly meeting for a month, owning the onboarding
of the next hire, leading a small cross-team fix. Say clearly that it is a test, with a start and an
end date, and relieve something else while it runs, because a challenge added on top of a full
workload measures endurance, not skill.

Games, challenges and quizzes during meetings make this exploration lighter than a formal
evaluation. A short problem-solving challenge on a real company issue, or a quiz where each
person shares a hidden skill, often surfaces more than a questionnaire. Write down what you
observe: over a few months these notes become the most credible evidence you have about
who is ready for more.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS
— Which challenges or games have you used in the last three months, and what did you learn
about each person?

— Which of your own recurring tasks could you delegate for two weeks as a real test of skill and

willingness?

— How could you redesign your regular meetings so more people get a safe chance to lead?

11. Mentoring, courses and continuous learning

Mentorship plays a key role in growth. The mentor does not have to be the direct manager, but
should be someone who follows the collaborator over time, close enough to daily challenges to
notice difficulties early, give guidance and share relevant information with the People Manager. It
only works when the mentor genuinely believes the person is worth investing in, rather than
treating mentoring as an assigned task.
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Curiosity has to be kept alive. Collaborators who attend a course can be invited to present what
they learned to the team: it reinforces the knowledge and reveals who engaged out of real
curiosity. A simple process keeps this consistent: the People Manager tracks the courses a
collaborator wants or a manager suggests, the company buys them and sets a realistic deadline,
usually within a month.

Understanding motivation matters even more in remote companies. Talented people are
ambitious and curious, and they get bored quickly when nothing new appears on the horizon.
Anticipate it and plan growth opportunities before they start looking elsewhere: retention is not
only about salary, it is about making people feel that their growth matters.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Does each collaborator have a mentor, or are you hoping someone senior will naturally step
in?

— Which of your most talented people has not had a new challenge or a real growth
conversation in the last 60 days?

— What would it take to formalize learning follow-up: courses tracked, a completion deadline, a
short summary shared with the team?

12. Individual Development Plans

After assessing skills and potential, the next step is a structured growth plan. You and the
People Manager align on the next steps for each collaborator, making sure they reflect both
company needs and personal aspirations. Growth does not always mean changing role: it can
mean new skills, new projects, wider responsibilities or deeper expertise in the current position.

To work, a plan has to be specific, measurable and time-bound. Goals like "improve
communication” are impossible to track and easy to deprioritize. Breaking an objective into
concrete actions, with owners and deadlines, turns an aspiration into a process. The Individual
Development Plan (IDP) is the tool for that: it states the skill to develop, the objectives, the
actions, the people involved, the timeline and the indicators of success.

Take a plan focused on speaking in public. The objective is a clearer and more engaging
message; the actions are short presentations, one recorded session to review voice and
posture, and structured feedback after each round.

Skill - Objective - Action - Who - When - Success measure

Oral communication in public - Improve structure and clarity of the message - 10-15 minute
presentations in an academic / professional context - Me + Team - Feb 2026 - 2 or more
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presentations delivered

Oral communication in public - Improve structure and clarity of the message - Record one
presentation to analyze voice, posture, and eye contact - Me - March 2026 - Each video shows an
improvement over the previous one

Oral communication in public - Improve structure and clarity of the message - Request structured
feedback after each session - Me + co-worker - April 2026 - Each new piece of feedback is more
favorable than the previous one

Alice's story shows how the pieces fit together. After two years as a customer service agent she
stood out: responsible, detail-oriented, deeply knowledgeable about the product, with natural
empathy and a real understanding of what customers needed. When a vacancy opened on the
product team, her manager and the People Manager ran a series of structured 1:1 meetings to
assess her skills, motivations and aspirations, then gave her a practical exercise: using the real
customer emails she had handled, redesign the store layout to make it more intuitive.

That exercise was the turning point. Alice combined technical thinking, creative vision and
customer knowledge, so the team invited her to join the department. She took on responsibilities
gradually and was later promoted to Product Team Manager, supported by courses in
leadership, product development and customer psychology. Hidden potential became a career
path, and the company kept a person it had already trained.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Does each collaborator have a written, time-bound IDP, or are growth conversations mostly
verbal?

— When you co-create a plan, which part breaks down first: the goal, the follow-up rhythm, or
the link to real opportunities?

— Which IDP could you draft this week, with one skill, three actions, a timeline and a
measurable indicator?
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REMOTE FIRST

CHAPTER 06

06. Remote Activities

How structured moments of informal connection — Power Breaks — keep a distributed
company human, and what they reveal about the people behind the screens.

1. Context and problem

In a fully remote company of around forty people, spread from the UK to the Philippines, the only
genuinely synchronous moments are live meetings. Everyone else starts, pauses and finishes
the day at the hours that suit them, and the single non-negotiable rule is that timelines are
respected, especially where tasks depend on each other.

Before we started Power Breaks, we only met to talk about work. In those meetings | noticed
small but revealing details: cameras off, people technically present but visibly looking at another
screen, no ideas or feedback offered unless someone asked a direct question. Some colleagues
were working from very dark rooms or noisy environments, and when | asked their managers
about it, they usually could not answer, because they had never noticed.
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Comic: people working from very dark places or distracted during a video call

If you work remotely, you connect from home, open your tasks, and check KPIs and priorities
with your manager. There is no natural moment to talk about how your day is going, what you do
after work, or how you actually feel. In an office, coffee breaks and corridor chats create those
connections by accident. A remote company has to design them on purpose.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Where do people in your company naturally build connections today — and if the honest
answer is "nowhere", what does that tell you about what is missing?

— Which early signals — camera off, silence, visible distraction — have you already noticed in
your meetings, and when did you last act on one of them?

— How much do you actually know about the physical conditions your colleagues work from
every day?

2. When departments finally meet

These moments are not only nice to have. When people from different departments finally meet,
they ask questions, share doubts, and sometimes discover collaborations that solve company
problems faster and more creatively.
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Comic: colleagues across time zones collaborating on a shared virtual whiteboard

Example — discovering collaboration opportunities. Alice is a Product Manager who works with
factories, fulfillment, the board and logistics. Michael is the Finance Manager and spends most
of his time classifying invoices. In a Power Break built around the Role Swap game, Alice had to
solve a finance challenge: decrease shipping costs. Michael appreciated her approach but
proposed an alternative, and when Alice asked where the idea came from, he explained he had
seen another company doing something similar. That question uncovered a competitor and a set
of products worth studying. After the session they created a shared list of competitors to analyze
regularly, later opened to other departments. No formal meeting would ever have had that
agenda.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Which two collaborators from different departments have almost never worked together, and
what shared challenge could give them a real reason to connect?

— Which recurring company problem might benefit from an outside perspective coming from
another department?

— When an idea like this emerges informally, who is responsible for turning it into something
the company keeps using?
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3. The purpose of Power Breaks

Comic: a virtual coffee Power Break with colleagues joining in masks from different time zones

In a fast-growing remote company, many colleagues only interact inside project channels. New
joiners in particular say they feel connected to tasks but not to the team. Power Breaks are
short, structured moments of human connection that happen during working hours, and their
base purpose is simple: put a face and a voice to a Slack profile.

When people know each other beyond a job title, they ask for help more easily, give feedback
more respectfully, and resolve conflicts faster. Teams that joined these sessions more often also
became more proactive in sharing knowledge in Slack and in cross-team projects. In some
cases real friendships formed: two colleagues living in the same country met at an airport during
a family trip, another pair spent part of a vacation together abroad.

The format can vary — role plays, online games, a webinar watched together, short personal
presentations, interactive workshops — but the objective stays constant: create a context to talk
about something other than daily tasks. Run a survey first to understand preferences, and
repeat it quarterly so people can rate formats and suggest topics.
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During these sessions people take off the mask of manager, specialist or CEO. Colleagues who
rarely speak in regular meetings finally tell others about themselves, their family, their country.
We have had colleagues from Brazil sharing hidden beaches, someone from Malaysia
presenting local dishes, a colleague from Poland explaining Christmas Eve traditions, which
sparked an exchange of photos and family recipes in the general channel afterwards.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— If you had to define one main purpose for your Power Breaks — connection, learning, or
diagnosis of team health — which would it be, and would your team name the same one?

— How clearly is the purpose of these meetings explained today, and when did you last check
that people understood it?

— What would success look like after six months of running them consistently, and can you
measure whether you are moving toward it?

4. Reading people during the sessions

Comic: a call full of cameras off versus a grid of engaged, smiling colleagues

As a People Manager you take care of people's work and of their mood, because the two are
connected. A person who feels lonely, ignored or misunderstood will not perform at their best for
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long, however strong their technical skills are. That is why these sessions are also a way to
observe. Is there curiosity to join, or always a reason to decline? Once in the room, does the
person participate or stay passive? Do they see the company as a place that pays a salary, or as
a community where knowledge is exchanged?

No conclusion should ever rest on a single event, but no event should be forgotten either,
because patterns are built from repeated moments. Take notes: over time they help you identify
future mentors and managers, spot people who would benefit from extra support, and feed a
broader evaluation alongside performance data and the person's own perspective.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— What do you observe during informal sessions today, and is any of it written down
anywhere?

— Which colleague have you judged on a single moment rather than on a pattern?

— How would you use these observations to support someone, without ever turning them into a
hidden performance file?

5. Designing and running the meetings

We hold these meetings every Friday with different people, so that each person participates
once per month. We experimented before landing there: fully voluntary sessions, bi-weekly slots,
ad-hoc meetings run by team leads. Twice a month took too much of everyone's time, and once
every two months created a gap too long for continuity. A fixed weekly slot combined with one
participation per person per month is the balance that worked.

Because we work across several time zones, the Friday slot rotates every quarter, so the same
group is never always the one joining very early or very late. One topic usually stays active for a
full month, which lets people from different groups continue the discussion asynchronously in
Slack. At the end of the four rounds | share a short summary in the general channel,
consolidating what emerged across the groups.
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Comic: choosing the topic, planting and cultivating themes for team sessions

Example — choosing the topic. In one round of one-on-ones | asked people to rate a list of
options from 1 to 5: financial advice, a meet-up event, time management with an internal expert,
handling difficult situations with an external expert, online presence, and stress management.
Stress management scored 3.8 and time management 3.7, so | booked a therapist for the first
and an internal expert for the second. The ratings told me not only what people were curious
about, but where their pain points were during a period of fast growth.

Once the topic is set, | build groups of four to six people who do not usually work together,
mixing seniority and departments so everyone has at least one familiar face and at least one
new one. Groups change every session, holidays and days off are checked in advance, and
calendar invites go out early enough for people to adjust their schedules. The announcement in
Slack is not just the invite: it explains the purpose of the month's topic and what to expect, which
lowers the anxiety of colleagues who are less comfortable in social settings.
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Comic: sharing the topic with the team before an automation-focused session

Example — preparing the team. For a Power Break on the n8n automation platform we invited
an external expert and asked everyone to test the tool beforehand, even with a trivial workflow.
Afterwards several colleagues built small automations for their daily work, from report generation
to notifications for order issues, and we used the session to identify automation champions in
different departments.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Do you have a recurring structured format for informal connection, or are these sessions the
first thing dropped when the week gets busy?

— Across time zones, group sizes, frequency and follow-up, which element of your setup is
currently the weakest?

— Which single design decision — a fixed slot, rotating groups, collecting topic suggestions —
could you commit to before the next round?

6. Formats and games

Each format has a specific goal, from creating personal connections to improving
cross-department collaboration and cultural awareness. These are the ones that worked best for
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us.

Share Your Hobby — colleagues connecting from different parts of the world present their
passions. One session covered stones and the energy they are believed to carry, another a
favourite writer. Because the room is international, no round is ever the same, and the one
constant is respect: people are sharing a personal part of themselves with near-strangers, so
jokes and mocking have no place.

Role Swap Game — groups from one department read and solve a realistic scenario
belonging to another, then discuss it with the department that actually lives it, which votes
from 1 to 5 on how applicable the proposal is. When you are inside a problem every day it is
hard to see alternatives; people watching from outside often bring fresh ones.

Role Swap, managerial version — a manager plays the underperforming collaborator and
the collaborator leads the difficult conversation. The collaborator gets to demonstrate
managerial skill and to model how they would want to be treated; the manager learns which
phrases feel supportive and which feel demotivating. It turns a private conversation into a
safe learning moment for everyone.

GeoPower — we guess locations on geoguessr.com, then compare real country sizes on
thetruesize.com. It is entertaining, and it also gives everyone a clearer mental map of where
colleagues write from and where customers live.

Guess Who — fun facts collected during one-on-ones and interviews become a
company-wide guessing game. It is playful, and it quietly rewards the people who pay
attention to the human side of their colleagues, not only to their tasks.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Which of these formats would be the most realistic to test in the next four weeks, given your
team size and setup?

— Which game best matches your current challenge — silos between departments, lack of
empathy across roles, or simply low energy?

— Who in your team would enjoy designing and hosting one of these formats instead of only
attending it?

7. Cultural respect and inclusion
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Comic: a multicultural remote team celebrating and collaborating on a video call

Whatever format you pick, the room decides how it plays out. When a company includes people
from many cultures, discovery happens constantly and discussions open easily, because there
are simply more questions to ask. In companies where everyone shares a country and a
language, shared references make the games funnier and the environment more intimate. Both
work, as long as you know who is in the room.

The main point of attention is respect. What is acceptable in one country can be offensive in
another, so dark humour and jokes touching religion or politics are out. We once worked with an
email marketer who, for religious reasons, did not want to work with companies selling alcohol,
and that single piece of information shaped how we designed toasts and drink-related topics.
We also avoid careless shortcuts, such as mixing up neighbouring countries when talking about
a colleague's nationality.

For everyone to feel included, invite people to speak directly instead of waiting for volunteers,
because the quietest colleagues often have the most interesting things to say. And keep one
principle in mind: congratulate in public, correct in private. If something said during a session
goes against company values, take note and address it one-on-one afterwards.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Which cultural or religious sensitivities exist in your team, and have you asked directly or are
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you assuming?

— Who tends to stay silent in your sessions, and what would it take to invite their opinion
without putting them on the spot?

— How do you handle a comment that clashes with company values — in the moment, or
privately afterwards?

8. Participation, resistance and KPIs

Comic: a silent video call on one side, a bridge bullt between two colleagues on the other

The two core KPIs are participation rate and satisfaction rate. When | introduced Power Breaks,
roughly half the company was curious and the other half sceptical, and since participation was
presented as voluntary, some people simply did not show up without telling me. Several
managers were among them. | had to explain more than once that leaders are watched: if a
manager skips the session, the team will too. Over about a year participation moved from
roughly 70% to 98%, and the clearest sign of success was people asking for more sessions and
volunteering to design them — one Power Break on team management was entirely built and
hosted by the collaborator who had proposed it.

| address absences in one-on-ones. Even if participation is not formally mandatory, | do look at
who joins and at how they join, meaning no other screens and no phones. A Power Break is one
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hour of work per month spent with colleagues, prepared with a lot of time and care, so skipping it
without a valid reason is, in practice, a lack of respect. The remaining sceptics who still avoid the
session or attend passively are usually the same people who prefer to work alone and share
little — often treating the company as just another client. Because success is not only completed
tasks but also knowledge shared and ideas generated, this test is worth running in the first
weeks of a collaboration.

Example — shyness versus disengagement. George is a media buyer whose department hits its
goals every month, yet he almost never speaks in team meetings. It looked like disengagement.
During a Role Swap session he was given a managerial challenge: understand why someone in
your team is not collaborating. He answered with remarkable maturity and empathy, describing
that kind of person as a "shy talent". A follow-up conversation confirmed it: he was not
indifferent, he was uncomfortable speaking in front of others. The team started inviting his
opinion directly, and over time he began to speak up in regular meetings too.

Example — the no-show pattern. Through 2023, James avoided Power Breaks first by not
joining, then by regularly taking holiday on the exact Friday he was scheduled. In a one-on-one |
described the pattern and asked about it; he had a fixed personal commitment at that hour. |
raised it with his manager, who was unaware, and we discussed whether those recurring hours
were acceptable. In another case a collaborator told me directly that Friday is his department's
busiest day because of weekend preparation, and that feedback pushed me to explore moving
Power Breaks to another day during certain periods. Not every absence is resistance — some
are logistics you can remove.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Which two or three KPIs would convincingly demonstrate the value of these meetings to your
leadership, and can you produce them from data you already have?

— When someone repeatedly skips or passively attends, do you address it with genuine
curiosity, or accept low engagement as a personality trait?

— Do your managers attend consistently, and what message is their behaviour sending to their
teams?

9. Retention and hidden signals

Beyond participation, the business impact showed up in retention, which improved by around
20% since we started, helped by inviting people in during their testing and onboarding phase.
Those who fit feel engaged quickly; those who refuse from the very beginning are already
showing how much they intend to invest in the company. People do not stay only for a salary,
they stay for the people they work with.
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These sessions also surface hidden issues, and that should be one of their goals. While playing,
people relax and say more about what worries them. Watch the relationship between manager
and collaborator: are they comfortable with each other, does it look like they speak often, is the
collaborator confident enough to joke, does the behaviour change when the manager is absent?
Asking direct questions with prepared answer options, or a 1-to-5 scale, generates the most
honest answers and gives you a starting point for a deeper private conversation.

Example — the double side of Power Breaks. We ran a session with a therapist whose topic
was burnout prevention. Her questions, which | later reused in one-on-ones, revealed that some
people were stressed because tasks and dependencies were unclear, others were confused
about priorities, and others did not feel part of the team. That was never the agenda; the
conversation moved there because the space felt safe. This kind of information must never be
used to punish anyone, only to help people work and feel better.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— If these sessions worked well for twelve months, what change in retention or
cross-department collaboration would you expect — and have you written that target down?

— What have you learned about a manager-collaborator relationship by watching them outside
a work meeting?

— Where do sensitive insights go once they emerge, and who guarantees they are used to help
rather than to judge?

10. Experts and learning
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After a year of Power Breaks, | started asking every collaborator what kind of sessions they

wanted. Several said they would like to learn something with an external expert rather than only
play, so | asked everyone to rate areas of interest — financial advice, communication, wellbeing,
productivity — and contacted experts for the highest-rated topics.

When briefing an expert, explain the size of the group, the type of company and the format,
because in most cases the same session has to run several times with different groups. Large
groups lose attention and leave no room for questions, so smaller groups with more sessions
per month work better. In a few cases | changed expert after the first meeting, because it was
clear they were not confident explaining the topic or answering questions. Calibrating after a test
protects the quality of the experience.

The atmosphere in expert-led sessions is different: people mostly listen and ask questions rather
than co-create. Interestingly, the most active participants were not always those most interested
in the topic — they were the people who are always present and vocal anyway. Someone who
considers Power Breaks a waste of time will stay passive even when the subject is genuinely
useful to them.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Which topics would your teams most like to explore with an external expert — and have you
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asked recently, or are you guessing?

— What specific signals would tell you an expert-led session is worth repeating, beyond a
general sense that people seemed engaged?

— What balance between playful formats and structured learning does your team actually want,
as opposed to what is comfortable for you to facilitate?

11. Implementation and what comes next

Comic: a faclilitator reviewing feedback and celebrating an engaged remote team

We run the sessions on Zoom and usually record them, especially the learning ones, so they
can be shared afterwards. Short clips of the best or funniest moments become internal posts,
which lets people who missed the session benefit from it and keeps the initiative visible.

Logistics matter more than they look. Invitations go out at least two weeks in advance, taking
public holidays and days off into account. First a message in the common channel announcing
the topic and who joins when, then a calendar event with the Zoom link attached. At the start of
the week | post a reminder tagging the people joining that Friday, and another short reminder the
day before, which sharply reduces no-shows. If someone is missing when we start, | message
them privately and wait a maximum of five minutes. If someone joins with the camera off, | write
privately and, when appropriate, invite them gently to turn it on, while staying flexible with people
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who told me in advance they cannot.

After each meeting | send a short survey covering the quality of the time spent, the clarity of the
expert when there is one, the person's own engagement, and whether they would join again,
always with an open field for comments — which is usually where the most valuable insights
are. Al helps here too: transcriptions can be analysed to see who spoke more or less, to ask
how facilitation could improve, and to surface moments you missed while focusing on something
else.

Looking back at the formats we have tried, game-based and competition-based activities are
consistently the most appreciated, so the Role Swap Game and similar games stay. Among
expert sessions, the automation expert did a good job but attracted less active participation than
expected, while the therapist working on burnout created a space where people spoke openly
without being asked. That is the direction worth expanding: human topics — wellbeing, stress,
emotional resilience — open doors to deeper conversations and stronger connections. Newer
generations are the most open to these meetings, precisely because they feel the absence of a
physical office more strongly.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— What is the simplest logistics setup — tool, invitation, reminder sequence — you could
implement in the next 30 days without turning it into a project?

— Who should own the logistics and the follow-up: HR, a People function, a culture squad, or
rotating volunteers?

— If you committed to one experiment next quarter inspired by this chapter, what would it be,
and who would you bring in to design it?
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REMOTE FIRST

CHAPTER 07

07. Off-boarding

Off-boarding is as important as on-boarding: the last stage of a person's story in the
company, where relationships, knowledge and reputation are all at stake.

1. Why off-boarding matters

Cmia colleague leaving the company while a manager reviews the stor ofr journey
Off-boarding is the last stage of a person's career in a company, or at least of a specific role, and
it deserves the same care and intention we reserve for welcoming someone on board. We are
not just closing a contract; we are closing a relationship, and relationships are a core asset in
remote-first organizations. It is not an administrative step but a closing ritual, where knowledge,
trust and reputation are all at stake at the same time.

It is also a unique moment to collect everything that happened during someone's path with us.
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People who leave have often seen different phases, managers and priorities, and they can tell
us what worked, what did not, and how the company changed over time. If we skip this stage
because "they leave next month anyway", we lose one of our most powerful feedback channels
and we treat the end of a collaboration as a formality instead of a learning opportunity.

Some people hesitate to be honest because they want to keep the door open for future
collaboration. Our responsibility is to create a safe space and make it explicit that their
perspective helps the company grow and is not read as a personal attack. Collaborators who
joined before the current leadership are real gold: they remember more than the board, because
they lived the consequences of every decision. This is also the moment to understand
something we rarely ask — whether, thanks to this company, the person managed to change or
improve their life, professionally and personally.

There is a human argument too. They are already losing a job and a daily structure, and they
may not have been emotionally prepared for it. Leaving someone with only negative feedback at
the very end is unfair. At the very least they should be free to speak their truth and clarify
whatever needs clarifying with their manager or with the board, without fear of retaliation or
judgement. When we allow that, we discover blind spots in our processes, our communication
and our culture that are almost impossible to see from the inside. Off-boarding is not damage
control; it is a last, generous act of listening.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Looking back at the last people who left, what should you absolutely keep as it is, and what
should you change for the next person in that role?

— Was there a specific moment when each of them started thinking about leaving, and what
could you have done differently at that time?

— Do you know whether the people who left your company improved their professional life
while working with you, or have you never asked?

2. The branded job and the reputation loop
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Comic: from a vague job offer to a fully designed branded job experience

In a remote-first economy, the job itself becomes a product that people buy with their time,
energy and professional identity. Candidates often know nothing about the company's country,
culture or founders; what they see is a landing page, a job post and a list of reviews. They build
trust exactly the way they choose an Airbnb apartment or an Amazon product: by reading other
people's experiences. Every interaction with a candidate or a collaborator is part of an invisible
customer journey that will later be translated into stories, ratings and informal recommendations.

This is why it helps to think in terms of a branded job. A branded job is not only a salary and a
list of tasks; it is a coherent experience made of expectations, rituals, communication style, tools
and growth opportunities. It includes how quickly we answer messages, how feedback is given,
how conflict is handled, how promotions are communicated and how exits are managed. If we
invest so much energy in branding our products, we should do the same for the experience of
working with us, because that experience decides who applies, who accepts and who stays long
enough to make a difference.

Designing a branded job does not mean staging a fake perfect culture. The goal is not to
manipulate reviews but to build an environment fair, transparent and consistent enough that
most people leave with a story they are not ashamed to tell. In practice this means minimizing
surprises, being clear about limits, and admitting mistakes when they happen. When people feel
treated as adults, even a difficult decision like ending a collaboration can be understood as
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respectful rather than experienced as betrayal.

The emotional dynamics of public feedback matter here. When candidates receive an offer, the
first thing they do is check reviews: do they pay on time, how do they treat people, what do
ex-employees say? Happy people rarely write reviews spontaneously; unhappy ones almost
always do, especially if they feel ignored at the end. If we leave someone alone in their
frustration, we increase the chance that they take their revenge in the only place where they still
have power. A structured off-boarding, where the person feels heard and informed, often turns a
potential rage review into constructive feedback, or at least into silence.

People remember the beginning and the end of an experience, not every detail in between. The
people manager can at least make the end a good memory, and use that last conversation to
remind the person of what they built together: the courses, the projects, the meetings, the
in-person gatherings.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— If this role were a product on a marketplace, what would you want people to write in their
reviews after one year of working with you?

— Looking at how you treat people from hiring to off-boarding, where is the biggest gap
between the experience you promise and the one you deliver?

— What is one concrete change you could make next month that would improve the story
people tell about working here, even if they later decide to leave?

3. Retention and career path

Ideally we do not spend all our time on off-boarding. In a healthy remote-first company most
energy goes to retention: making the experience meaningful, sustainable and aligned with each
person's career path, so that exits are the exception rather than the norm. Retention in this
sense is not a separate activity; it is the thread that connects hiring, development, recognition
and off-boarding into one coherent journey.

One practical tool is asking managers to rate, every month, the risk of leaving for each person —
green, yellow or red — in a simple shared table where they briefly justify the colour. The
justification is the point: it forces managers to put into words a feeling they would otherwise carry
around without noticing. Many managers have doubts about a teammate every couple of months
and never record them, so the pattern stays invisible. A monthly rating turns those scattered
impressions into data the company can actually work with.

If someone stays red for three consecutive months, that is a signal, not a verdict. Either we act
to retain — redesigning the role, offering a new project, changing the manager relationship — or
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we consciously accept that it is time to help them move on. What we should not do is let a red
stay red indefinitely and call it normal.

Retention is not keeping people at any cost. It is making sure that staying is a good decision for
both sides, in terms of motivation, performance and long-term sustainability. When career
progression is designed together rather than improvised at the last moment, the risk of sudden
resignations drops sharply. The company offers options and clarity; the person brings their
ambitions and their constraints to the table.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— For each person in your team, do you clearly know their current motivation level and what
they want to learn or change in the next six to twelve months?

— Looking at your last three months of one-on-ones, how many conversations were about
long-term growth, and how many only about tasks and problems?

— If someone is at red risk for three months in a row, what specific options do you put on the
table: redesigning the role, a new project, or planning a timely exit together?

4. Quiet quitting: signals and causes

Comic: a colleague slowly disengaging during video calls while workload piles up

goremotefirst.com 89 /100



Quiet quitting is the opposite pattern to a clean exit: people stay but stop truly contributing. They
do the minimum, disengage emotionally and often pretend to work, especially in remote contexts
where output is not closely monitored. It can last months or even years if nobody checks
outcomes, KPIs are unclear and honest conversations about expectations never happen.

The cost is not only productivity. Team morale erodes first: others see it, feel it, and slowly adopt
the same attitude, because nothing signals that effort matters more loudly than watching low
effort go unnoticed. And when the situation finally breaks, the company pays twice — for the
months of lost output and for the time and money needed to find and train someone new.

Quiet quitting is usually a symptom of weak processes rather than of bad people: poorly
designed performance reviews, missing benchmarks, confusing responsibilities, or no alternative
path when a role reaches its natural end. If we know that a role has a healthy duration of around
three years, we can plan ahead with lateral moves, promotions, job crafting, temporary projects,
training, or — when there is no internal option — a respectful and supported exit.

It is human that someone becomes dissatisfied with what they are doing, and it will happen in
any company. What is not acceptable is treating it as business as usual. Dissatisfaction should
be monitored, named and addressed, because behind every quiet quitter there is usually a
guestion nobody asked in time.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Which people in your team are currently delivering the minimum, and how long has that been
true without an honest conversation about it?

— Do your KPIs and review cycles make disengagement visible within weeks, or could
someone coast for months before anyone noticed?

— For roles in your team that have a natural duration, what alternative path have you already
designed before the person starts looking outside?

5. The exit interview as a ritual
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Comic: a difficult last day on one side, a warm farewell call with the team on the other

When off-boarding is unavoidable, the exit interview is the core ritual. It is not a bureaucratic
formality but a structured conversation with a double goal: to give feedback to the person and to
collect feedback for the company. Both directions matter, and skipping either one turns the
meeting into theatre.

Treated seriously, it is one of the few moments where honesty has almost no cost for the person
leaving and enormous value for the organization staying. There is no promotion to protect, no
review to pass, no manager to please. Treated as paperwork, it produces polite, generic
answers that change nothing and confirm to the person that their experience never really
mattered.

Making it a ritual means giving it the same predictability we give onboarding: a scheduled slot, a
known structure, a person responsible for running it, and a debrief afterwards. Rituals are what
make difficult conversations possible when emotions are high, because nobody has to invent the
format while they are in the middle of it.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Do you treat the exit interview as a structured ritual with a clear dual purpose, or does it tend
to happen informally and without preparation?
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— Thinking about the last two or three people who left, how much of their feedback has actually
changed a process, a policy or a management behaviour since then?

— Who in your company owns the exit interview process, and what happens to the notes after
the conversation ends?

6. Preparing the conversation

Comic: preparing an exit interview, from access removal checklists to the final farewell call

Preparation is crucial. Walking into an exit interview without context is disrespectful and wastes
the opportunity. Before the conversation, the people manager or HR should:

Collect feedback from the direct manager and, when relevant, from colleagues.
Review performance history, key milestones, and any previous issues or praises.

Clarify administrative details: last working day, final salary, pending bonuses, vacation
balance, equipment return and access removal — double-checked with the person, never
assumed.

Preparation shows that the person's story matters, even at the end. We cannot change the
beginning of the experience at this stage, but we can design a respectful and intentional ending.
Showing that we remember their journey — what they built, what went wrong, what they asked
for and never received — helps them feel seen, and it changes the quality of everything they tell
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us in return.

It is also practical. Doing the research before the meeting means we already have the material
to build reports on off-boarded people, so the conversation itself stays a conversation instead of
turning into an interrogation. And it prepares us emotionally: exit interviews can be intense, with
tears, frustration or relief, and a clear structure helps us stay grounded when the discussion
turns unexpectedly personal.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS
— Do you systematically review performance history, milestones and unresolved issues before

an exit interview, or do you rely on memory and whatever the person raises?

— Is there a checklist you consistently verify with the person for salary, bonuses, vacation
balance, equipment and access removal, or are these handled at the last minute?

— What is one preparation habit you can commit to before every future exit interview, at least
one week in advance?

7. The standard question set

Comic: how would you describe our company culture — reflecting the culture and spotting what is broken
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The script needs two variants. When the person chose to leave, ask "What led you to decide to
leave the company?". When the company decided to end the collaboration, replace it with "What
do you think happened that led us to this decision?". Everything else can stay the same, which
is exactly what makes comparison across exits possible.

"How would you describe our company culture, now that you are leaving?" — it shows
whether our culture was visible and actually felt, whatever that culture contains.

"What should we improve, based on your experience here?" — people start with a few
words, then open up if we ask specific follow-ups.

"Did you feel you had regular, honest feedback during your time with us?" — it reveals how
managers really work with their teams, including with the people who are staying.

"What is the best project you have done here, and what results did it lead to?" — it shows
whether the person had challenging work and the conditions to perform.

"Do you remember a moment when you felt particularly supported, or particularly alone?" —
it prevents us from repeating the same behaviours with people who stay.

Notice that most of these questions are not really about the person leaving. They are about the
team that remains: the manager's habits, the clarity of the work, the moments where someone
was left alone. The exit interview is the cheapest audit of daily management we will ever run.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Do you have a written question set for exit interviews, with both variants ready before the
conversation is scheduled?

— Which of your current questions consistently produce uninformative answers, and what
would you replace them with?

— Which question from your last exit interview would be worth asking the people who are still
here?

8. Emotional neutrality and hidden-meaning questions
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Comic: a standard exit interview question set being reviewed and refreshed over time

A semi-standardized set of questions has two advantages. First, it protects the process from
emotions: when we feel sad, guilty or angry, we can lean on a script and still give and receive
honest feedback. Second, it lets us aggregate answers over time and detect patterns statistically
instead of relying on the impression left by the last painful conversation.

When we already know there were specific issues, hidden-meaning questions let us explore
them from the other side. Instead of trying to confirm our version, we can ask how the person
experienced deadlines and priorities, and whether they felt they were clear and respected on
both sides. Sometimes we discover that expectations kept changing, or that processes were
simply ambiguous — a concrete area to fix, rather than a person to blame.

Questions should be reviewed before each cycle: some become outdated as the company
changes, and any question that always receives the same uninformative answer should be
removed or replaced. When a question reveals a real problem, reuse it with people who are still
here, before that problem pushes someone else out — and give them the chance to speak up
while it can still be fixed.

At that point acting becomes crucial, or at least trying to. If we acknowledge a problem and do
nothing, the implicit message is that speaking up is useless. And when more than one person
mentions the same uncomfortable situation or the same missing resource, that topic deserves its
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own permanent question in future interviews, so we can tell an isolated case from a pattern.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS
— When an exit conversation becomes emotional, do you have a structure to fall back on, or
does the outcome depend on your mood that day?

— For the issues you already suspect exist, what hidden-meaning question would let the
person describe them in their own words?

— When was your question set last reviewed against how the company actually works today?

9. From answers to data

Standard questions make it possible to turn qualitative feedback into quantitative data: we can
code answers, count frequencies and build simple statistics. If after thirty exits seventy per cent
of people mention a lack of clarity about career growth, we know exactly where to focus. If
different cohorts across years repeat the same pain point, the issue is structural, not temporary.

Data matters only if we act on it. For every recurring theme, ask one question: what is the
concrete process change that would address this?

People say they never met their team in person: plan at least one yearly in-person meetup.

People say hours are too rigid for remote work: revise policies to introduce negotiated
flexibility.

People say they lack feedback: strengthen review cycles and train managers on feedback
skills.

The exit interview is not a confession; it is a design input. Treated that way, the people who left
keep contributing to the company long after their last working day, and the ones who stay inherit
an organization that was corrected by real experience instead of assumptions.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Are exit interview answers stored somewhere they can be compared over time, or do they
live in scattered personal notes?

— What is the single most repeated theme in your last ten exits, and what process change have
you made because of it?

— Who is accountable for turning exit feedback into a decision, and by when?

10. The three exit scenarios

A mature off-boarding culture recognizes three broad scenarios: the person chooses to leave,
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the company decides to end the collaboration, or both sides agree it is time to close the chapter.
Each one requires a different conversation.

The first is often the most dangerous, especially when unanticipated. Losing a talent costs the
money invested in training, the time spent onboarding and integrating them, and the search for a
replacement. If the reasons are even partly related to the company or to how the role is
designed, an action plan should follow quickly, before others leave for the same reasons. There
is also the risk that the person takes others with them: when we intentionally build strong
connections, people sometimes want to keep working together elsewhere and leave in pairs or
small groups. Here the questions should be as detailed as possible, to separate individual
motivations from systemic problems.

In the second scenario, the company should clearly explain what led to the decision and give as
much constructive feedback as possible, in a form the person can use to find their next role.
Here the company has the advantage of having planned ahead — delegating tasks,
redistributing responsibilities, starting the search — and therefore the responsibility to support
the person, especially if they worked hard and behaved correctly without reaching the expected
results: letters of recommendation, introductions, or simply honest feedback about strengths and
development areas. The direct manager should always be involved before the final decision, and
the rest of the team informed only after the person concerned, to avoid rumours and
unnecessary anxiety.

In the third scenario the exit interview becomes a transition-design conversation. We can
co-create the next steps: offer references, introduce the person to another company, invite them
back for future collaborations, or help them reframe their experience for their next move. This is
particularly relevant for roles with a natural duration — entry-level positions, temporary roles,
specialized projects that inevitably end. Discussing timing, communication and handover
together turns a potentially painful exit into a mutually respectful transition.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— For your last unexpected resignation, how long did it take you to understand whether the
cause was individual or systemic?

— When your company ends a collaboration, what concrete support do you offer the person,
and is it consistent or improvised each time?

— Which roles in your team have a natural duration, and have you ever planned the exit
together with the person from the start?

11. Ending well: co-created exits
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Comic: investigating root causes, redistributing responsibilities and walking toward new opportunities

Not all exits are negative or one-sided. Often leaving is the best step for both sides: the person
has outgrown the role, the company cannot offer the next step, or life circumstances changed in
a way that makes a different path healthier for everyone. In a world where people look for
meaningful experiences and not only wages, keeping someone stuck in the wrong place can be
more harmful than helping them move on with clarity, support and dignity.

The common thread across all three scenarios is respect. People are not products; what can be
designed like a product is the experience of working with us, including the way the relationship
ends. Our job as people managers is to maximize the quality of that experience from the first
interview to the last goodbye — and the last goodbye includes listening to why someone is
leaving and learning from it.

Ending well does not mean pretending everything was perfect. It means acknowledging reality,
recognizing contributions, and closing the loop with honesty and care. Done consistently, it
produces something no employer branding campaign can buy: former colleagues who
recommend us, come back, or send us the next great person we hire.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

— Looking at your last exit, did you see and address early warning signs in time, or did you wait
until an honest conversation was no longer possible?
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— If that person described your management style to a friend after leaving, which three words
would they realistically use, and are you satisfied with them?

— During their journey, did you consistently offer clear expectations, regular feedback and at
least one concrete development opportunity?
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