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The purpose of this thesis is to study how remote working companies operate and analyse
what kind of positive and negative aspects the method has. This study also discusses why
remote working is a fast-growing trend especially in IT companies.

This project was carried out while working as Ul/UX designer for five months in an IT re-
mote company called MarsBased in Barcelona, Spain. The observations of this thesis are
partly based on the author’s own experiences during the internship.

The result of this project is an analysis on why MarsBased can be said to be one of the
best remote working companies in Spain. The results include two designs that the author
of this study created while remote working for the company as well as the pros and cons of
remote work. Based on this study it can be concluded the big impact that remote working
has created in the professional and personal life of the employees in an IT company.

In future studies it would be interesting to analyse how remote working as a method affects
employees’ personal and professional life in the long term. New techniques such as virtual
reality enable remote working quite effectively. Most companies that have experimented
with remote working will continue doing so.
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1 Introduction

This study introduces an alternative and innovative working method called remote
work. Remote work has gained popularity especially in modern IT companies. | have
worked as a UI/UX Designer for three years in different IT companies both in Finland
and in Spain. This study is based on my experiences while working five months in a

Spanish IT remote consultancy called MarsBased.

The objective of this thesis is to study how remote work companies operate and what
the positive and negative aspects of this method are when compared with conventional

companies.

Remote work is an interesting and innovative method which can make a change in
people's lives. This study discusses whether remote work is only one method of organ-
izing work or could it become a life-style that can improve both productivity and balance
in working life in general. Is teleworking an option for every business and how can

companies adapt to it? And finally, is it worth it?



2 Theoretical background

2.1 Jobs throughout the history

Work has evolved over the past centuries, getting social benefits, workers' rights and
better life balance. However, this has been only possible by critical discoveries in histo-

ry which have done a change in the work culture and improve human lives.

If Guttenberg and his invention of the printing machine marked off a before and after in
the work processes, the appearance of the computers and the internet opened up a
new stage that changed the way of understanding the relationship of the worker with its

surroundings.

Starting from the nonexistence of web programmer for obvious reasons in the last cen-
tury, this reflexion will be focus on the work processes of a freelance graphic designer
at the 90’. At that time, it was necessary to rent a permanent work space, or office
where have the company name and receive customers. They had to send for printing
corporate stationery (letterheads, envelopes and cards) and hire a secretary to receive

calls and answer the door.

This person would also perform many business functions to show his/her services that
are now made by exposing the web itself with a good treatment of its Search Engine
Optimization (SEO). It was essential to have a fax and printer, plus a number of digital
media to send work as Compact Disks (CDs) or diskettes. The role of having a courier
company was also indisputable: the sketches recorded on CDs or printed models, as
there was no digital printing, were sent to the client and appropriate changes would be
made. Flexibility in working hours was unimaginable; if a customer called to the phone

(fixed, of course) and was not attended, the designer could miss the work.

However everything changed with the internet. [1, 5] New IT companies offering ser-
vices based on the internet emerged leaving behind those companies who were not

adapting to the internet. [2]



International companies started to demand globalization because they had to be visible
to the world or they would lose against their competitors. As a consequence, IT com-

panies emerged with a huge demand.

An Information Technology (IT) company is a business responsible for developing and
maintaining computer services. These first IT companies in the early twenty-first centu-
ry developed software and websites for any kind of business and most of these web-

sites were static and only informative. [1, 34]

The web 2.0 was introduced in the last decade creating platforms that actually were
replacing conventional markets. A good example of this is Etsy’, a platform where
manufacturers can sell their products globally without a physical shop. Etsy is offering a
chance to any manufacturer to connect with any client around the world and without

paying a rent or store clerk. [3]

Nonetheless it is not only about reducing costs, internet changed the way how market-
ing works and it allowed to small or start-up companies to compete with giant compa-
nies. Providers and clients were finally completely connected in a higher level that they

were before with technologies such as telephone or faxes.

In other words, internet led to the development of a work culture which started with

technology limitations in the 70’s and can today be properly performed: remote work.
[4]

2.2 Defining remote work

Remote work, also known as telecommuting or teleworking, means that a full company
or a part of a company builds a product or offers a service online without an actual of-
fice. [5, 3]

Remote work is a very flexible concept since remote workers in a company can be the
whole company, a part of a company or an entrepreneur who runs his or her own com-

pany. Workers do not need to work at home, they can work from a co-working place or

! https://www.etsy.com/



just travel around the world if they wish. Workers do not need to be working from 9am
to 5pm, they decide when they work and how they distribute their hours, considering

fixed appointments or meetings.

This method is more extended in IT and service companies since they have the tech-
nology to develop their work which other companies lack. For example, a factory can-
not work remotely because their work takes place in a factory, and they do not have

their tools available online.

2.3 Remote working companies

There are many companies which think that remote work is not for them, it does not fit
their work style and it would be too complicated to change to a new way of work. How-

ever, for example 30 % of workers in USA work remotely. [6]

According to several studies, the fields that work the best with remote work culture are
software, recruiting, marketing, legal, insurance, government, finance, film production,

design, customer service, consulting, advertising and accounting. [5, 79]

However, remote work does not mean that employees work from another city or anoth-
er country. It means that it is not necessary to stay from 9am to 6pm in the office every
day. There are companies where the whole company is working in remote. The em-
ployees just meet every two months to interact socially and have a good time as is cus-
tomary in MarsBased, the company where | work. There are other big companies
where only part of the team is working in remote. For example, over 80 % of regular
workers of Intel or Cisco work remotely [7]. Freelancers also work remotely quite often

because it does not matter where the provider or the client is.

Not all big IT companies have found remote work profitable. For example, Yahoo! an-
nounced that they were taking down their teleworking project since it did not success in
2013. Their CEO, Marissa Mayer, said "people are more productive when they're
alone, but they're more collaborative and innovative when they're together. Some of

the best ideas come from pulling two different ideas together." [8]



2.4 Conventional companies VS. remote companies

2.4.1 Offices

According to a survey in 2015, more than three out of four workers who work remotely

have reported more productivity than those who work at offices. [9]

In a nationwide survey of more than

2,060 professionals 18-years-old and up:

®* W)

agree loud colleagues prefer to work alone consider impromptu
are the biggest office to hit maximum meetings from
distraction productivity co-workers stopping by

their workspace as a
major distraction

Figure 1. Graphic of a national survey done by SurePayroll in 2016 [10].

Figure 1 indicates a nationwide survey where more than 2,000 professionals were
asked where they get their work done when they need to reach a higher productivity.
According to a SureRayroll's study in 2016, 86% of the respondents said that only
when working alone do they reach high productivity. [10] Also, 61% of these workers
think that their loud colleagues are the biggest office distraction and 40% consider im-

promptu meetings from other colleagues stopping by in their workspace disturbing.

The research also announce that many IT workers get their job done when they are not
in the office, such as early in the morning or late in the evening when nobody is around.

Co-workers are distractions and reduce productivity. When people work alone they can



set up their own productive zone. Of course there will always be other distractions but

they will be things people can control, so called passive distractions. [5, 7-8]

A big argument for IT companies or start-ups to have an office is that they think they
need to position their business in tech hubs such as Silicon Valley. This is not true,
however. For example, a start-up company called Basecamp has managed to create

successful projects remotely by using the Ruby programming language. [11]

Having offices in tech hubs makes it feel that the company is in the wave and can bring
new projects but it also has the negative side that workers tend to compare their com-
panies and move to other companies that seems more promising. [5, 25] Every com-
pany is different and in some cases having an office is really a requirement for the

company. However, in many cases not all their workers need to stay in the office.

Another reason for conventional companies to not become a remote company is that

they already have paid for expensive offices and they cannot just leave them. [5, 77]

2.4.2 Economical aspect

Office’s rentals are expensive; it is one of the most expensive cost in a company after
employees’ salaries. In table 1 are shown some of the average yearly cost spent in an
office of 100m2 in different cities of USA.

Location Average yearly cost spent in an office of 100m2
New York $74,000
San Francisco $65,160
Los Angeles $33,510
Chicago $35,000
Miami $33,150

Table 1. Average yearly cost spent in an office of 100m2 per location. [12]

Remote companies do not have offices so they have the possibility of hiring an extra

employee with the money they save from office payments.



Remote companies not only save costs from offices, but also from commuting. HP’s
Telework Calculator® shows $ 9,364 yearly savings when an employee does not have

to commute 16 km daily to go to work.

Reducing commuting is also a huge benefit for the environment. The previous case
also shows that 2,332 Ibs (1,058 kg) of Greenhouse Gas (CO2) is reduced every year

per each remote worker who does not have to commute to their job. [5, 31]

2.4.3 Data security

Security has been a big concern for companies for many years but a new study shows

that companies which are using cloud computing have better IT security.

As seen from the data of a report made by the consulting firm Deloitte, which analysed
500 companies with annual revenues of between 100 and 1,000 million dollars, the
most relevant fact in determining the adoption of cloud services section is the integra-
tion of existing applications and infrastructure (25 percent). Security is the second rea-
son for using cloud services with a 24 percent. The results of this edition also reveal
that companies are more concerned with training their employees on information secu-

rity, and it points out that there has been an increase in the use of data encryption. [13]

Cloud computing and encryption are services available for conventional and remote
companies but is it enough for remote companies? Some remote companies with criti-
cal information such as banks have been reporting using VPNs, another very useful
tool for teleworking which improves security. It encrypts the communications and
makes it possible to work with important information without the fear that their data

could being stolen by others.

VPN stands for Virtual Private Network and allows to connect a computer to a more
secure and controlled networked via the internet. To do this, the connection will also
limit employees’ access to encrypted information. Also, different users have different
privileges. To create a VPN connection a software and a server are needed. The soft-
ware is installed on the client's computer and the server provides access to the net-
work. [5, 91]

2 http://tools.govloop.com/telework-calculator.php



2.4.4 Appearance and Meetings

For some companies, appearance is a very big part of their success. For example, law
firms or adverting companies have to sell themselves to the clients. But does an IT
company need all that? This would mean that having an office is the same as having a
big theatre where managers have meetings with clients and workers are just needed in

the scene as extras. [5, 35]

Some years ago, the only way of meeting with a client was meeting him or her in per-
son in the office. Everything had to look professional, because of course, professionali-
ty was shown in the way the office was looking. Nowadays, professionality is shown by
what the services the company offers. Social networking and messaging services have
transformed communication, and this is affecting both to the consumer market and to
the business world. A business solution that has been very well received in organiza-
tions is video calling. If companies put themselves in the shoes of a client, they under-

stand that it is better to give advice through a video call than a normal call.

In June of 2016, Microsoft launched their latest product: Skype Meetings. This new
service allows to keep audio conferencing and HD video, individual or group and in-
cludes tools to work collaboratively such as screen sharing and content during the vid-
eoconference. [14] Skype also has a feature that allows users to share what they are
seeing on their screen with their clients. But Skype is not the only one, many other ser-
vices as Google Hangout or Appear.com confirm that video meetings are producing a
big impact in the way providers and clients communicate nowadays. [15] Video-
conferences also allow professionals who are absent to attend meetings virtually. [5,
59]

Technology has improved the way meetings are organized but this is not necessarily
always a good thing. Sometimes too many meetings are arranged causing time losses

and interruptions which fragment the daily life of the company.

In markets like the US, 11 million meetings take place every day, and most profession-
als are involved in a total of 61.8 million meetings per month, representing a loss of 31
hours per month in unproductive committees, which it is equivalent to four full working
days. [16]



Peter Bregman, CEO of Bregman Partners Inc., indicates that 95% of workers sur-
veyed are blocked by three main factors that cause loss of time at work: unnecessary

meetings, completely dispensable emails and eternal Power Points. [17]

As everything in this life, meetings can be toxic if companies abuse their use. In the
book ‘Rework’ by 37signals some of the most important reasons why meeting can be

harmful are presented:

o Meetings usually arrive when a concept is not sufficiently clear.

o The goal is to avoid meetings. Every minute that a meeting is avoided is a mi-
nute to dedicate to do the real work.

e Almost always they deal with words and abstract concepts, not about real
things.

o They transmit a tiny amount of information per minute.

o They lose their way more easily than a taxi driver in Madrid carrying a tourist
from the airport.

o They require meticulous preparation for which many people do not have time.

o They often have imprecise agendas that almost nobody knows what will really
matter.

o Meetings procreate. A meeting is followed by another meeting that follows an-
other meeting.

o They often have day orders so vague that no one is entirely sure what they're
trying.

o They require rigorous preparation that is rarely carried out.

o Too many meetings can reduce motivation since it increases the time dedicated
for the project.

[5, 108] [18]

2.4.5 Communication

Remote workers are forced to have a better communication and trust with their clients
than conventional companies have. Video calls were mentioned in the previous section
but it is important to communicate how the project goes to make sure everyone feels

that it is also their project. This means sharing the project’s schedule, asking them for
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feedback, and showing them work in progress. If a client feels as part of the project,

their motivation will increase. [5, 128]

The other way of communication inside a company comes from co-workers and this
becomes quite easy when all of them are working in an office together. Today almost
no one works alone. Companies are formed by large teams working together every
day. Therefore, the ability to work in a team and team management are among the

skills demanded by companies.

There are many online tools that can be used to get all the messages, emails, and
notes from our co-workers but many people do not know how to prioritize their task and
everything seems to be “asap” tagged. This is annoying and it often happens in con-
ventional companies where co-workers are asking other employees for help and stop-

ping their work in an intrusive way. [5, 71]

Remote workers have the flexibility to work from everywhere they want, but it can re-
duce productivity if part of a team is in different parts of the world with different time-
zones. It is just difficult for many people to organize their meetings in a way that all of

them can be present. [5, 85]

Another problem for remote companies is that many people think they cannot see what
the other co-worker is doing at the same time. It is not so much that they do not trust
their employees but rather not being able to show what they are doing. Luckily there
are many programs such as Skype, WebEx, GoToMeeting, Join.Me. [5, 89] that allow

to share computer screens with other people.

Efficient communication between co-workers during all hours is important but working 8
hours per day is utopian thinking. It is impossible to concentrate 8 hours every day.

In conventional companies, workers usually go for a coffee and socialize in the office.
This is not possible in remote companies, although it can be compensated with some
technical tools such as a non-work channel in an instant messaging app where the

whole company can participate. [5, 95]

Communication is important when organizing projects but also when there is a need to
follow the flow of the company. When the whole company works in remote, it is quite

easy to miss the flow and how the projects are going in general. Remote companies
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have to make sure that there is a reliable system of communication where everyone
knows what all the others are doing. [5, 97] Also in remote companies it is important to
be disciplined, organized and polite, and to know how to empathize with clients and

other co-workers. [5, 145]

One misunderstanding about remote working is that that teams are always far away
from one another. Different companies have opted for different amounts of remote work
ranging from a few hours to being always away from the office. It is important to meet
from time to time not only for work but to interact socially. On the other hand, the em-
ployer should ensure that all the employees are feeling well both mentally and physical-

ly. No one should feel left alone. [5, 179]

2.4.6 Social life and work-life balance

Being a teleworker and working from home brings many benefits, including peace,
tranquillity and flexibility. But it is also true that the vast majority of professionals are
facing one of its greatest challenges: to know how to overcome isolation. Remote work
often involves working from a makeshift office at home, and not having much interac-
tion with others. However, this can also be interpreted differently and perceived as a

way of improving one’s work-life balance. [5, 45]

Work-life balance is necessary psychologically. In conventional companies, being in a
high position and having a work-life balance with your family can be difficult. [19] Work-
ing from home can help to improve the relationship with family, friends and neighbours.

It improves the work-life balance that many workers in conventional companies miss.

Although the female employment rate in Spain has seen a "steady increase", it is
women "who most assume the family care of children and dependent family members”,
as recorded by the report 'Reconciling work and family life in Spain' published by the
NGO Save the Children. According to data collected in 2014 by the Women's Institute
under the Ministry of Health, Social Services and Equality, from 31,435 exceedances
after having babies that year, a total of 29,554 were ordered by women and only 1,881

were requested by men.

Currently, maternity leave in Spain is 16 weeks (four months) and the paternity leave is

only 15 days. "The protection during pregnancy and breastfeeding is justified for health
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reasons, but the reconciliation affects both women and men, and the needs and rights
of children must be taken into account" denounces the NGO, which calls for expanding
maternity leave to 24 weeks. Maternity leave of Spain is among the lowest in Europe
and it is far from the average of the EU. Behind Spain are Malta and Germany (14
weeks), Belgium and Slovenia (15 weeks). [20] Working remotely could fix all these life

balance problems that almost every country is facing. [5, 113]

Companies in Silicon Valley are offering many facilities for employees from free restau-
rants to free laundries in their offices. Why do laundry at home when it can be brought
to the office and someone else will do it for free? It is all about making employees hap-
pier which will increase productivity. If conventional companies are trying to attract their
employees to the office with innovation and good services, remote companies should

also add a plus to their employees into their way of working. [5, 148]

Motivation is one of the main engines in every work and it is more important in remote
companies where the lack of motivation leads to less productivity and social problems

with the rest of the remote co-workers. [5, 215]

2.4.7 Productivity

In 2011, researchers from the Umea University in Sweden published an interesting
study: 40 per cent of couples where one of them has to travel over 45 minutes to work
are more likely to divorce. [21] First the researchers tested the most obvious point:
people do not like going to work, they find it unpleasant and stressful. This is caused by
the commuting itself. Most of the people living in big cities have to endure traffic jams
and contamination. Also, the time spent in this commuting is quite decisive since work-
ers cut time from other activities and it generates stress, obesity, loneliness and in-

somnia. All these symptoms have a great effect on productivity. [21] [5, 11]

Some of the thoughts about why some IT companies have failure or remove their re-
mote working teams as Yahoo did in 2013 are because employees could reduce their
productivity since they did not have a direct supervision as they had when they were

working in their offices. [22]

As 37signals co-founders advice in their book “Remote”, it is most likely than the prob-

lem comes from overwork than underwork. This is caused for the lack of limitation of
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hours when the same place is used for working and for leisure, the case of remote
workers who work from their home. When people work in an office with fixed timetables
and they come back home, they do not work anymore and they disconnect from their

jobs. This can be a problem for remote workers. [5, 197]

2.4.8 Labour flexibility

Spanish legislation establishes a legal maximum working week not exceeding 40 hours

per week of actual work average calculated annually. [23]

But it does not say that all workers have to work from 9am to 6pm with an hour break
for lunch. This can be the most common working schedule for conventional companies
where they require all their employees to work in the same place at the same time. But

it does not mean remote workers have to do the same.

The biggest benefit from teleworking is the labour flexibility. Remote workers do not
need to commute to their jobs and they do not need to work in the same hours as con-
ventional workers. There are people who feel more productive working from really early
in the morning and they finish in the afternoon. The most important thing is to do the

job and not when or where to do it.

There is a new technique that many conventional and remote companies are applying
which is called “working by objectives”. The importance of working by objectives is
aligned with the need to know what that person wants to achieve. Indeed, in all jobs
knowing what you are working on is the key to achieve the tasks entrusted. Working
without goals would be almost like working without a defined course. Thus, the main

reason for challenging this working method is to achieve the targets. [24]

Signing in every day and arriving to the office on time is useless if the worker is not one
hundred percent focused in his/her work and is distracted by other things. In other
words, being physically in the position does not increase productivity, efficiency and

quality of work has nothing to do with this.

In 2013 an American programmer wanted a Chinese company to undertake some of
his activities, while he used the time in the office on other tasks more entertaining as

watching videos of kittens. The programmer paid its Chinese "employees" 1/5 of his
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salary and, while they did his work which was always completed on time, he was just
arriving on time to the office and spending the day there doing nothing. This story trig-
gered a debate on which is more important, to work certain hours a day or achieve the

objectives. [25]

One of the supporters of eradicating the rigid working hours for the benefit of workers is
llya Pozin, founder of Open Me and regular columnist for publications such as Forbes
Inc. In an article entitled 'Why employees should not have hours', he argues that "noth-
ing kills more productivity than an environment in which people feel compelled to work."
For this entrepreneur, "give them the freedom to come and go can be the solution to
increase productivity and performance." Pozin firmly believes that productivity is not
linked to the presence of the employee in the office, because sitting at the desk or at-
tending a meeting are not synonymous to properly undertaking the work. He argues
that allowing workers to determine the time that they want to be working means that
workers will not run away when their working day ends. As a consequence, profession-
als will be organized in a manner based on work and not in time. [26] When work is
organized around objectives, it is important that the objectives are both achievable and

challenging. Otherwise the workers might not be motivated. [5, 17]

The main reasons why people change or quit their jobs is because they move to an-
other city or they need a special schedule, or they decide they want to travel the world.
Remote companies offer the flexibility to relocate wherever in the world the employee
wants. He or she can still continue working with the same company. This flexibility can
be applied to schedules as well. Employees can work as flexibly as they want as long

as the objectives are met. [5, 207]

This is a really good deal for the denominated “Digital nomads”, who decide to travel
the world without quitting their jobs, just working remotely with a company or freelanc-
ers. A digital nomad is a person who takes advantage of the freedom that the technol-
ogy gives to live and work from anywhere in the world. They are people who travel very
light (backpack and laptop) and they show that it is possible to work and travel at the

same time. [5, 219]
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3 Remote working methods in MarsBased

MarsBased® is a development consultancy from Barcelona offering end-to-end web
and mobile apps based on Ruby on Rails, AngulardS and lonic framework founded in
2014. | started to work with them in June 2016 as UI/UX Designer and Front-end De-
veloper. We are a remote company and all the employees, a total of 9 plus occasional
freelancers, work in different parts of Europe. Most of us work from Catalonia, Spain,
but we have a co-worker from Murcia, Spain, and | usually work from Brussels or Zara-

goza in Spain.

3.1 Communication and organization

Communication and organization are the two most important and difficult parts in a
remote working company. If these are not taken care of, it is impossible for a company
to manage working together when they do not have a physical workspace in common.
As already mentioned in the previous chapter, there are two ways of communication:

communication with clients and communication with co-workers.

We have clients from all over the world, from Spanish and German start-ups to one of
the largest oil companies in the world based in Abu Dhabi. In every project that we
have, there is a Project Manager who is taking care of the main communication with

the client and manage the work that the rest of the team is going to do.

When an offer is sent to the client, they know already that they are going to work with a
remote company and almost all of their meetings are going to be online. It is important
that they have this fact in mind since it is a different communication than with a conven-

tional company and they have to make an effort of trust.

In previous chapters a question was raised: how does a remote company organize
meetings or keep the conversation with clients if they do not have an office? In the first
place, companies do not really need to rent an office for years if they are going to only
use it for a couple of meetings every month. From this need of a flexible physical place

for meetings, “co-working” places have appeared in recent years.

® https://marsbased.com/
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Co-working places are work spaces where many professionals rent their space
adapted to their needs. MarsBased has a co-working rented in Barcelona that we pay
for the time that we use it. Commonly we always meet first with the client and have a
face-to-face meeting in this co-working place, because we think that a first physical
connection is important, but it always depends on the case. In June of this year we got
a client from Abu Dhabi and one of the team members went all the way there to meet
the client in person. We have other clients who live in Germany who do not really want
to meet in person and Skype works for them. It depends on the client but we try to be

as ‘human’ as possible, even if they never meet us further than from a screen.

The follow-up communication does not need to be in person, we normally manage with
video call programs such as Skype or Appear and every week we send a weekly report

about what has been done in the previous week.

For these weekly reports we use Basecamp* software, which is developed from 37
signals and it is helping us to manage emails with clients, questions and answers that
they might have. Every Monday, we send a report about the progress in the previous

week and things that we want to highlight.

* https://basecamp.com/
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Figure 2. Screenshot of a real Basecamp board with a client from MarsBased, explained with

red comments.

In figure 2, it is shown how a project is managed with Basecamp, all the emails and

files that are sent from the client to MarsBased or vice versa are displayed in this

board. With this tool we can concentrate all the information with a client in one place.

When the client has sent us the information about the project, we use Trello to organize

internally the tasks that we are going to do.

Other communication is internal communication between co-workers in MarsBased.

For this function our main tools are Trello, Slack and ScreenHero.



18

T el _ + flwems © 0

Based - 't . .& Visible para el equipo * A Bumdown Chart . : ke 3 . : ;. * Mostrar menti 1

M: Project End Current Week Review Pending E Done

L] - e
M Add error icon on the buy button to Integrate messaging system

f launch a modal, when the volume I ’ﬂ

does not match

‘e i xR
Card’s title '& )
En Win 8.1 con Chrome

L T ]
Homogenizar formato de

-
Modificar el mensaje de
decimales error al subir fichero

= o1

L T ]
Logueado, al subir un

Afadir mensaje en la

g . Type of task el Upload no procesa correctamente fichero STL desde la pantalla de Home después de hacer Place Order
Input color improvements el modelo materiales no procesa bien el = o e
® = -& modelo - ﬂ

o1

Afadir una tarjeta...

z [ = _| i
Attachmented

-
— - e
Add quote link to conversation

head
En la pagina Providers, iBader
eliminar el botén Comparar Worker in charged — rﬂ — —Error I
® ° T ]
! '& a l  place an order
L1 ]

= o1 01 w

Cuiandn harac (ot a

Add conversation user images in
sidebar

=

Afadir una tarjeta...

¥ Afadir una tarjeta... 3 Afadir una tarjeta...

Figure 3. Trello board for a MarsBased’s project, explained with red comments.

Figure 3 shows a Trello® board page for one of our projects. Trello is a webpage to
manage project orderly with a tasks list implementation. It is based on the Kanban
board tool which follows the idea of positioning and moving cards which represents

tasks in different columns depending on their process status inside a project. [27]

Every project has a different Trello board and we follow always the same organization
rule: Every task has a colour, title, description and person in charge as seen in the Fig-
ure 3. The colour of the task indicates what kind of task it is, it can be: Development,
Design, Front-end, bug, definition, deploy or awaiting external response. In Trello users
can put many different colours for the same card. The title and description of the task
explains which is the problem or which is the objective of the task. The person in

charge is the worker who is taking care of that card.

There are four main columns, the first one starting from the left is the project itself di-
vided in the different small tasks meeting every requirement from the offer signed by
the client and MarsBased previously. The second one is the “Current week” column,

where the tasks from the first column are moved if they are going to be completed by

® https://trello.com/
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the end of the week. The project manager of each project is responsible for organizing
this work and assigns hours to the project. The third column is the “Review Pending”,
where the completed tasks from the Current Week are moved to. This is a way of re-
viewing code and designs to be sure that they are meeting the specifications and that
there are no mistakes. Normally in a big project there are a couple of front-end devel-

opers and a couple of back-end developers who can code review between each other.

Once that the Review Pending tasks have passed the filter from that column, they are
merged in the master branch of the project and they are moved to the column called
“‘Done”. In every project, first we do the front-end tasks and then the back-end pro-
grammers move these tasks from the done column to the current week. It also happens
that some clients demand a second or third offer with more or new features for their
projects. This new offer is charged separately and the tasks from it would be placed in

a new column in the left part of the Trello board.
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Figure 4. Screenshot from a project’s channel in the MarsBased’s Slack with red comments.
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In the figure 4, a Slack® channel is shown. In this webpage is where we keep the direct
messaging and the main communication internally. The way we organize MarsBased’s
Slack is: We have a channel for each project where we write questions and comments
about the project. We also have Slack’s bots connected to each channel to notify if

there has been a comment in Trello.

As shown in figure 4, Slack allows to attach project documents to the channel of the
project, just the same way as they are in BaseCamp. We write all the necessary docu-

ments as credentials to access Github.

Aside from the project channels, we also have two channels called “MarsBased” and
‘Random” where all the company members are on. In MarsBased’s channel we talk
about company matters but “Random” channel is really informal with no work-related
topics. It is our way to break the monotony of work and get together with interesting
and funny articles, stories, music etc. This kind of channel is important for us since in
convectional companies people have a social break and go for lunch or coffee, but in a

remote working company that is not possible.

Slack does not only offer organized instant messaging but also audio calls, when we do
meetings about projects we use Slack calls or Appear’ which are instant audio and

video call programs that allow many people at the same time for free.

If workers in conventional companies have problems or want to discuss something that
they are working in their own computer, it is so easy for them to just ask someone in
the office for help and solve the issue accessing to the other worker's computer. In re-
mote companies this is not possible to do, since we are not physically in an office with

our co-workers. But there are programs that we use to solve this problem.

Screenhero® is a software that offers to get inside other person’s computer, working
and talking at the same time with the computer’s owner as a result of an incorporated
audio call. With this program we can share our screens in real time at the same time

that we interact and discuss about a project, bug or question.

® https://slack.com/
" https://appear.in/

8 https://screenhero.com/
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Finally, the last communication and organization process that we do in MarsBased is a
personal weekly report every Friday about what have each of us done that week.

In this report, that we send in our internal board in Basecamp, we write about the small
and big tasks that we have done through the week in the project that we work in. After-
wards we write a section of “highlights” where each of us talk about whatever we want
to highlight from the week to let others know. It can be from a good programming trick
that someone has found to how good someone feels because one personal or profes-
sional project has been completed. The aim of this report is not to check the productivi-
ty of the workers in the company but the effort of them to keep tracking their own time

and feeling productive, which increase motivation.

3.2 Information always available (Github, G Suite)

Besides communication, it is also important to have a good ecosystem where workers
can access to all the information but also make sure that the company’s privacy re-

mains safe. For this, we use Github, Google Drive and other apps from G Suite.

Github® is a website that offers a distributed version control system and source code
management plus extra features like bug tracking, features requests, wiki and backups
of projects’ code with the objective of co-working in the same code with other pro-

grammers, minimize the effects of mistake and organize the code’s changes.

® https://github.com/
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Figure 5. Screenshot from a project’s GitHub with red comments.

Figure 5 shows how a MarsBased’s Github repository looks like. In every project we
have two different repositories, the first one is front-end and the second one is back-
end. Because | work as a UlI/UX designer and Front-end developer, | only work in the
front-end repository. The reason we have different repositories is because it makes
working simpler and safer since the front-end developers do not touch anything from

back-end code and vice versa.

Github has branches which are different versions of the same project with different
changes. The aim of the branches is to keep the main project safe from changes that
can break the code. Only when the change is approved in a different branch it can be
merged to the “master” branch, which is the main project. Every change in a branch
appears as a “commit”, as shown in figure 5, and different people can make these
“commits” at the same time. As a consequence, many people can work in the same

project without problems.
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While we save the code in GitHub, we save everything else in Google Drive'. Google
Drive is a cloud-platform created by Google that allows to keep and share any kind of
files in their cloud. It is one of the tools available inside their G Suite package. Users
can access from the website but also from a synchronized folder in each computer.
This means that every change done in each computer will be synchronized automati-

cally into Google Drive.

Drive Search Drive = w0 .&

My Drive > MarsBased > Projects > 8 I i

o =

T Name of the project
My Drive Folders NAME 1
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Figure 6. Screenshot of a MarsBased project’s folder in the company’s internal Google Drive.

The way that we organize the information in MarsBased’s Google Drive is simple.

As shown in figure 6, every project has a folder in the cloud and every project’s folder
has three different folders. The first one is the “Archive” folder where only the Mars-
Based’s can access and where we keep outdated documents as old finished offers for

example.

The second one is called “Shared manually”, where information is only accessible if the
user is part of the MarsBased’s team or someone adds him/her to that folder. Here is
where we keep important documents as credentials to access the project. In the third
folder called “Shared though URL”, where information is accessible if the URL link is
shared with a client, we keep files that do not contain sensitive information but which

we need to review with clients such as design files.

Nevertheless, Google Drive is only a tool from the G Suite'' apps that we use. G Suite

is a set of 12 applications made by Google for business and companies. In MarsBased

'% https://drive.google.com

" https://gsuite.google.com
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we use Gmail, Drive, Calendar, Docs, Sheets and Slides. We do not use other apps as
Hangout, which it is another video call app, because we use Appear or Slack talks in-

stead. G Suite’s fee at the moment is only 5 euros/worker/month. [28]

The reason why we think that G Suite is important its integration with all the Google
services and third parties, and its collaborative and multi-user performance. For exam-
ple, all the text documents that we save in Google Drive are made in Google Docs
where all the MarsBased’s workers can edit and modify them at the same time from the
browser using this G Suite app. Another example is the Calendar, which is shared to all
the workers to know important dates in the company. In other words, it is a good envi-
ronment to share and edit any kind of file into a company, in real time and between

many users.

3.3 Martian Day and Equipment for home

As it has been mentioned in previous chapters, being a remote working company does
not mean that all the members of the company work are always working apart. In
MarsBased we have found a way to have physical contact from time to time and im-

prove the team atmosphere creating “Martian Days”.

“‘Martian Days” are different working days where we meet in a co-working facility in
Barcelona. We are nine people at the moment, and we do interesting presentations
about topics that we like, talk about company’s related matters and enjoy the company
of our co-workers. We do it every two months and the company covers the expenses of

those who live outside Barcelona.

In remote working companies our work spaces are our houses, co-workings or even a
beach in Indonesia as one of MarsBased’s workers had for 2 weeks this summer. It
does not matter for us where or when a worker is working, we only care about the ac-
complishment of the working hours and having a good equipment wherever the em-
ployee works to improve productivity. For that reason, MarsBased finances work-
related equipment as MacBook, ergonomic chairs and desks or co-working place

monthly payment. It depends on what the worker’s needs are.
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3.4 Economical aspect

Cost per category (annual)

B Salaries (56%)

B Qutsourcing (26%)
Taxes and public expenses (7%)

B Administration (1%)

® Online subs. services (2%)
Co-working place (2%)

® Material (3%)

B Others (3%)

Figure 7. Graphic on MarsBased’s annual expenditures

What does a remote company spend its money on? This question has been asked in
previous chapters, and the figure 7 shows how we manage expenses in MarsBased.
As can be noted from the above chart, the biggest expenses are salaries and outsourc-
ing. The company has six employees and three partners which make a total of 56% of
the company’s total expenses. Outsourcing covers 26% of the total expenses. Out-
sourcing means the work that we subcontract to freelancers who work for the company
but not on a regular basis. We use them when we are overwhelmed with work or we
need a professional that uses another technology that we do not work with. The finance
model presents administration business as accounting work. The third expense group
are taxes and public expenses (7%) which are the personal income taxes for each
worker and corporate income tax paid to the Spanish social security. The rest of ex-
penses are destined to Administration, Online subscription services and Material

equipment, co-workings places etc.

As can be seen in figure 7, although we are spending a small part of our budget in rent-
ing co-working facility from time to time, we are not spending money in an office rental.
The purpose is not to cut costs from the office rental. It means that we have more

money to distribute into higher salaries than other IT companies in Spain. A company
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that wants to pay someone less because she/he is a remote worker cannot be a good

company.

3.5 Community

MarsBased is a remote working company founded in Barcelona and most of the em-
ployees live in Barcelona metropolitan area. People can wonder how do we get our
clients. In MarsBased we think that is really important to help to develop the start-up
atmosphere in the city where most of us live. The aim of creating this atmosphere is
having a strong network to get new projects from potential clients in our city but also

give back to the community in return.

Barcelona entrepreneurial ecosystem is one of the most creative and international eco-
systems in the whole Europe. As shown in Figure 8, there are more than 300 start-ups
with over 275 million euros funding. Almost ten thousand people work in the digital sec-
tor and Barcelona has more than 25 accelerators and 200 co-working places all over
the city. [29]
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Figure 8. Graphic about entrepreneurial ecosystem in Barcelona with data from Barcelona
Activa 2016 organization. [29]

For these reasons, MarsBased has developed three projects since 2014 Startup Grind

Barcelona, Barcelona Startup Map and Startup BCN Slack.

Startup Grind Barcelona' is a Google for Entrepreneurs powered event celebrated in
more than 200 cities and 85 different countries. Our CMO & Co-founder, Alex Rodri-
guez, is in charge of organizing this monthly event in Barcelona where distinguished
entrepreneurs, founders, CEOs and all kind of tech-related professionals from all over
the world are invited to talk in a live interview with Alex about their companies or pro-

jects. The aim of Startup Grind is to educate, inspire and connect entrepreneurs.

Barcelona Startup Map'® is a map-searching website created in 2014 with Department
of Economic Development of the Barcelona City Council, Barcelona Activa, with the
ambition of having a perspective view of the Barcelona’s startup ecosystem. It locates
where and what kind of startups are in Barcelona and it gives information about all of

them. It also shows infographics of the different companies, accelerators/incubators,

'2 https://www.startupgrind.com/barcelona/
'3 http://w153.ben.cat/
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venues, investors or service providers. This project also helped the company to be dis-

closed to Barcelona’s city hall where we have been working with several projects.

As the last project that we have for the entrepreneur community is a Slack for any kind
of people who would like to join, talk and share their stories about start-ups in Barcelo-
na. This Slack is called “Startup BCN”'* and Slacks are only accessible with invitation.
There are 493 members and different channels as Events, General, Jobs and Presen-
tations. The aim of this project is to make the networking stronger and keep in touch
with other entrepreneurs. Another purpose is to learn about events in Barcelona and

get new clients or new jobs.

" https://marsbased.com/startups/
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4 Projects and Results

In this chapter | will talk about the results of two projects that | have been working re-
motely with in MarsBased in the last 4 months as UI/UX designer. | have chosen two
projects that do not infringe our copyright policy with the clients. The first one is an

open source project and the second one is an internal project.

4.1 Decidim Barcelona

Decidim Barcelona'® is a platform for citizen collaboration from Barcelona City govern-
ment based in an open source software originally developed from the Madrid City gov-

ernment eParticipation website.

Barcelona City government asked MarsBased to re-design the whole website of De-
cidim Barcelona, and the project was given to me as the main UI/UX designer of the

company at the end of July 2016.

My role in this project was to analyse the actual website that they had, to understand
the main elements for the proper functioning of user usability, to add new elements in
the new design, to improve the aesthetic design and to create a visual consistency with

the corporate identity of the City of Barcelona’s website.

'® https://decidim.barcelona/
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Figure 9. Old design of “proposes” page in the Decidim.barcelona website.

By comparing figure 9 and figure 10, one can see the most relevant improvements on
the webpage | have been working on. Header has been simplified to only occupy two
lines and be simpler. Navigation in the page has been improved with navigation bread-
crumbs which guides users into the different pages inside the whole website. Cards
have been reduced in size to have more of them in less space. The aim was to create
a bigger perspective view for the user to view more options. Call to action buttons has
been added to create new cards. And finally the whole visual, user interaction and user
experience has been improved to match the City of Barcelona’s website and create

coherent design.
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Figure 10. New re-design of “proposes” page for Decidim Barcelona re-design by me.

In the beginning, communication was in person since the client was the Barcelona City
government and they wanted to organize a meeting. We had three face-to-face meet-
ings during several weeks to discuss the product but the work done outside these
meetings was online and remote. Beyond these meetings, we communicated by email

and by InVision'®, a tool to preview design work and to show the designs.

In this project there were two of us from MarsBased and two freelancers who we hired
in August when we had holidays. The internal communication between us was done by
using Slack and we used InVision to show the changes done. We stored our files in

Google Drive.

'® https://www.invisionapp.com/
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4.2 Marsman Template

MarsMan Template is an internal project created in September of 2016 for MarsBased
which consists of a template with the visual elements that can be used in the most pro-

jects. The idea is to create our own Bootstrap framework.

The aim of MarsMan Template is to offer a structured, complete and competent design
to clients who do not want to spend too much money on a personalized design and feel
comfortable using our well-designed framework. Considering that it was an internal
project, | had more time to work on it than anticipated. | experimented with new design
techniques that would improve the remote working process with my co-worker who

would do the front-end development afterwards.

Finally, | found a method to minimize time and create a design that could be reusable
but which would also simplify the posterior work for the developer. The method is called
Atomic Design. It is a design process created by product designer Brad Frost that con-
sists of creating interfaces using molecules made of atoms that conform a whole eco-
system. Examples of atoms are buttons, labels or inputs which together shape mole-
cules for example in the form of a label. Finally, an organism is the combination of mol-

ecules together as a navigation or footer. [30]

This method makes the design well organized and it is easier for the developer who will
code it afterwards. Because everything is so detailed, very little extra information is
needed from the designer. Atomic design helped to improve my remote working pro-

cess with my internal team.

To start implementing this method, | created toolkit which contains all the molecules
needed afterwards to organize the organisms of the whole project. It can be seen in

figure 11:
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Figure 12. Different pages of the MarsMan Template designed by me for MarsBased

This time we did not have any client to work for so the communication was internal.

The communication in this project was made in Slack and organized by tasks with the
organisms needed in Trello by the project-manager, Jordi. These cards were reviewed
by Jordi and Javier, the front-end developer who would implement them later on. The
design process was made in September by me and it is being implemented as front-

end at the moment by my co-worker, Javier.
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5 Discussion

These 5 months working full-time remotely for MarsBased | learned a lot about a
healthy, balanced and fair remote working. It was not the first time that | worked re-
motely but the first time that | worked for a company with a good remote working pro-
cess. From January to May of 2016 | worked part-time for a Finnish start-up called
Midealab as UlI/UX designer while | was studying in Helsinki. In this company more
than the 60% of the team was working remotely and the rest were working from an
office. | was one of the remote workers since | was studying and it was more suitable
for me working from the university or my house. My experience of working remotely in
this company was not good because they did not know how to manage organization
and communication with the remote workers properly. When a company that has offic-
es forgets about their remote employees, they feel ignored and offline with what is

happening in the business. Working remotely is not as easy as it may seem.

MarsBased has a very good organization structure with a good chief operating officer
who takes care of communication with the different teams and individuals in each pro-
ject. This company also has a very strong method of work because being a remote
working company does not mean that everything is totally flexible and that there are no
rules. Actually, in remote companies harder rules are needed to accomplish different

tasks such as periodic meetings and weekly reports on time.

Working remotely as Ul/UX Designer and Front-End Developer for a company that ap-
plies a good remote working policy as MarsBased has many pros. The first one is flexi-
bility. | have been working full-time from different cities in Spain, Brussels, and even
from Sofia, Bulgaria. Many times that | had doctor appointments | could just start work-

ing one or two hours later and change my working schedule without any problem.

The second benefit is that commuting is not needed. Many remote workers work from
home because it is the most comfortable place to work from. There is no need to wake
up early to take the metro or bus for around 30 minutes and then another 30 minutes to

come back home.

Another benefit with working from home is the work-life balance, which allows to spend

wisely the time that workers earn from not commuting to office. One can spend more
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time with hobbies, family, studying and doing sports. In my case, | had more time to

write my thesis when | was working.

And finally, one benefit that | had not thought so much beforehand is that remote work-
ing helped me to improve my productivity. During 2014, | worked for Microsoft and
FastMonkeys, both conventional companies where no one worked outside their offices.
| improved my productivity in MarsBased compared with Microsoft or FastMonkeys
because the organization is better in remote working companies since they cannot

succeed without it.

In conventional companies, teams work without organized structure. Because they are
physically close together, they can organize meetings every morning. However, this is
only a way of losing time. Endless meetings day after day and bad organization are
common in many conventional companies. This is not the only thing that affects
productivity, there can also be too much social activity with co-workers and too many
coffee breaks. Also, you might not reach someone because he or she is in a meeting or
outside the office. These were some of the experiences that | had in Microsoft and
FastMonkeys. Also | noticed that large companies, as Microsoft, tend to move really

slow compared with start-ups and this decreased my motivation.

But even companies which apply a good process for remote working can have prob-
lems. The first disadvantage is that as a creative worker you might suffer from a lack of
brainstorming with other creative workers. In my case in MarsBased, this is not a prob-
lem because | am the only designer of the company since we are focused more in de-
velopment than in design. But in the case that there would be other designers working

with me, | think it could be a challenge to create ideas together.

The second disadvantage is that one becomes easily too sedentary. For me this is a
problem because | like to do sports, go out and stay active physically. When | was
working in offices, | did some sports and got exercise going to the office but this does
not happen in remote working. Taking up Pilates has helped me to control body,
breathing and stress. | also see it as a way to force myself to leave home and go

somewhere to socialize in free time.

The third disadvantage for me is that it is risky to depend so much on technology. |

have often had Skype meetings with clients to treat an important issue when Skype
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stops or does not work properly. This leads to huge problems in communication. | fixed
this problem changing my Wi-Fi connection in my house for a better one and trying to

work from places where the connection is good.

Finally, | noticed that | actually spent more time working that | should. | like to finish
things at the end of the day so if | have been working for 8 hours but | have less than
one hour to finish an important thing and | do not have personal plans later on, | tend to
finish it instead of stopping and leaving it for the following day. Often it is difficult to
separate work from leisure time and this can lead to workaholic habits which are not
good and fair for the worker. | have tried to solve this problem by using timer apps for
Mac as Tyme'” which count the working hours so | can actually control that | am not

exceeding the maximum of 8 hours working per day.

" http://tyme-app.com/
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6 Conclusion

The objective of my thesis was to analyse how remote working companies operate,
and compare the findings with the routines of conventional companies. | also wanted to
find out the positive and negative things of remote work and understand why remote

work is such a big and trendy movement.

What | have learnt from this study it is that remote working is a growing trend because
it improves the working process and quality of life of the workers. For remote work to
be successful, companies must invest in efficient communication and organization

methods.

Remote working is not just a way of saving office rental costs, nor is it a way to pay
lower salaries to people living in other countries with lower income. Finally, it is not a
working method that only second-class companies put in practise and forget about
when they are bigger. It is a way of working and a way of life. It is about improving
quality of life for the workers. It is about flexibility, trusting and creating an efficient and

fair work process.

In future studies, it would be interesting to analyse how remote work affects employees’
personal and professional life in the long run. It would also be interesting to study how
remote work evolves in the global market with new techniques such as virtual reality
which it is a technology that has not been marketed for professional use yet and how

many companies which try this method would continue it after couple of years.

Based on my experiences both in traditional and remote companies, | feel that forcing

employees to work only from their offices is very outdated. Luckily, this is changing.

“In thirty years’ time, as technology moves forward even further, people are go-
ing to look back and wonder why offices ever existed”

Richard Branson, founder of Virgin Group [31]
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