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Caring for our colleagues

Wellness and support strategies for remote library teams

he COVID-19 pandemic has posed many

challenges for academic and research li-
braries and those working within them. Nearly
everything that we do has been questioned and
re-envisioned, and our days are filled with new
work, uncertainty, and isolation. Because of
this, one of the areas that library leaders must
invest in re-envisioning is how we can best sup-
port the well-being and morale of our library
colleagues. This article identifies and discusses
simple, informal, practical, and easy strategies
that library leaders can use to support the physi-
cal, emotional, spiritual, professional, social, and
mental well-being of their teams in remote and
hybrid working environment.

Work during the pandemic

In early spring 2020 academic libraries took the
unprecedented measure of shifting significant
portions of their operations to remote or virtual
environments. Six months later, many library
teams and operations are still functioning in
this environment. Anecdotally, we've seen and
heard from colleagues about the struggles to
separate work life from home life, some work-
ing many additional hours, others having to
shift schedules earlier or later in the day to care
for children or elderly relatives during the nor-
mal business hours. For those employees who
live alone, the continuing quarantine and lack
of social interaction has created strains on men-
tal and emotional wellness. While most gyms
have reopened or home gym equipment has
been obtained, many individuals are still miss-
ing out on regular physical activity typically
gained through climbing office stairs, walking
the halls of the library, or walking across cam-
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pus for a meeting. Additionally, the uncertainty
of the pandemic, the fall semester, and the
upcoming cold season, continues to generate
anxiety among many, as does the transition
back into physical work environments for some
in our library communities. Needless to say,
all of this has had a significant impact on the
overall well-being of colleagues. Consequently,
the ongoing public health considerations have
led managers and leaders to think creatively to
develop a supportive work environment for re-
mote personnel.

Although this discussion focuses on teams
in the remote working environment, our ideas
and tips can be adapted for teams in physical
and hybrid work environments. For the reasons
mentioned above, wellness is critical for individu-
als and teams, regardless of the environment or
model of work. Although the current pandemic
has highlighted certain aspects of wellness in the
workplace, wherever that is, it is our hope that
we can carry these considerations forward as
we continue to grow our capacity for empathy,
support, and wellness at work.

Literature review

Remote workers and virtual teams are not new
to the work landscape, and a significant body
of research and literature has been written for
managers on building and enhancing team
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cohesion, creating productive work environ-
ments, and identifying the common challenges
and solutions unique to remote teams.

Communication is one area in which remote
teams face a specific challenge. In-person non-
verbal cues, eye contact, and subtle voice tone
differences are lost in the virtual environment.
According to research by Tugrul Daim et al.,!
remote teams will benefit from trust building
that includes communication that is social in
nature and predictable in timing and frequency.
This recommendation was further supported by
Ayoung Suh and Kyung-shik Shin,?> who found
that team building and trust were best estab-
lished through virtual teams by 1) designing and
developing communal communication systems
that can support online social networking, 2)
facilitating frequent socio-emotional contacts of
group members, and 3) increasing the general-
ized norms of reciprocity that mediate trust and
knowledge sharing. While communication is a
key component of developing virtual teams, it is
not the only driver of supporting the well-being
of colleagues.

Additionally, research by Leo Lo and Bethany
Herman® found that numerous factors may influ-
ence the self-reported well-being of library em-
ployees, including the number of hours worked,
organizational staff size, and more. How this is
impacted by the current pandemic is only begin-
ning to be explored and understood. Specifically
for the remote environment, research by Gallup*
indicates that managers need to be especially
attuned to the physical wellness needs of em-
ployees who are working remotely due to the
coronavirus. Additionally, mental health has been
found to be of considerable importance for many
newly remote teams.> While these strategies are
key for developing or supporting connections
among virtual team members and can aid in
supporting a dimension of well-being of library
personnel, they don’t specifically address all of
the well-being needs of an individual.

Specific strategies for supporting
remote teams

Library leaders can build a portfolio of sup-
port strategies and morale boosters for re-
mote teams by considering the different di-
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mensions of their team members’ well-being:
physical, emotional, spiritual, professional,
social, and mental.® Here, we offer some ex-
amples of ideas, activities, and strategies for
each of these six categories in order to help
you get started with this portfolio. Some of
these strategies require nothing more than
a bit of planning and execution time, while
others may need a bit more investment from
you. The examples of wellness and support
strategies described below are all ones that
the authors either have used themselves or
have been suggested by team members or
peers. Many thanks to our team members,
colleagues, and peers who have brain-
stormed these ideas and strategies with us
when we asked, “How can we support and
engage our newly remote teams?”

Physical

Strategies that focus on the physical dimen-
sion help individuals stay fit, healthy, and
energized. Movement, nutrition, and rest are
all important components to overall health,
and the strategies below can help encourage
habits that support physical wellness.

e Scheduling virtual group fitness ses-
sions, like yoga, that require little or no special
equipment.

e Coordinating group wellness chal-
lenges, such as a walking challenge that will
encourage team members to walk a certain
number of steps or walk certain distances on
a regular basis.

¢ Encouraging team members to continue
to use sick time and step away from work
when they’re not feeling well and checking in
on team members to offer help and support
during these times.

e Coordinating recipe swaps in which
team members can share their favorite healthy
(and nonhealthy) recipes with each other.

Emotional

Strategies that focus on the emotional dimen-
sion help individuals connect with, experi-
ence, and reflect on emotions. Listening to
music, crafting, and journaling are all activities
that can encourage emotional well-being. The
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following strategies can help team members
engage in these activities.

¢ Building a shared playlist by asking team
members to share two or three favorite songs.
For an added element of fun, keep the song
submissions a secret and have team members
guess which of their colleagues submitted
which songs.

e Scheduling simple virtual crafting ses-
sions, such as coloring. Consider sending craft
kits or coloring books to team members so that
everyone can join in the session with the sup-
plies that they need.

¢ Building quiet journaling time into team
meetings so that team members will have pro-
tected time to journal or reflect in another way
that may be comfortable to them.

Spiritual
Strategies that focus on the spiritual dimension
inspire us to spend time caring for the human
spirit and remembering to connect with each
other and with something bigger than our-
selves. Spiritual does not necessarily equal reli-
gious, but it can, so keep in mind team mem-
bers’ diverse approaches to spirituality when
encouraging spiritual support strategies like
the examples described below.

¢ Coordinating group mindfulness sessions,
such as group meditation or breathing exercises.

e Encouraging team members to spend
time outdoors and with nature, and have
them share photos of what they saw or were
inspired by.

Professional

Strategies that focus on the professional dimen-
sion support healthy and engaging workplace
practices. These strategies can be particularly
important for managers and supervisors who
want to create workplace environments that
promote boundaries and well-being for their
team members.

e Limiting virtual meetings to 45 minutes
(or less) so that team members get a small break
between virtual meetings.

e Committing to and enforcing a shared
meeting-free day (Fridays are a popular choice
for this) so that team members have time to
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focus on project-based work or engage in the
other wellness activities on this list.

e Actively listening to team members
about what might make their work schedules
more flexible and helping them achieve that
flexibility.

Social

Strategies that focus on the social dimension
encourages individuals to connect with others
and sustain and enhance these relationships.
Social wellness strategies can promote social
interaction among team members and encour-
age team members to strengthen their person-
al relationships, as well.

¢ Scheduling virtual coffee breaks, lunches,
or happy hours and keeping the conversation
light and nonwork related, as much as possible.

e Using your virtual communication space
(such as email, Microsoft Teams, or Slack) to
engage team members in informal conversa-
tions. Asking team members to share photos
of their co-workers (pets, children, spouses, or
houseplants), to share a meme that illustrates
their day so far, or to respond to a silly conversa-
tion starter can all be ways to virtually engage
team members throughout the week.

e Mailing a care package to team mem-
bers to remind them that you care about them
and to encourage them to spend time with
close friends and family. Ideas can include a
movie-night care package with popcorn and
hot chocolate; a game night care package with
silly, inexpensive games; or cozy self-care items
such as socks and candles.

Mental

Strategies that focus on the mental dimension
excite and stimulate the mind. Although our
minds may be challenged and stimulated by
work activities throughout the day, it can be
important to encourage team members to en-
gage their minds in other topics, as well.

e Coordinate a virtual book or journal dis-
cussion, where team members select readings
that are interesting and may not be something
they would otherwise read.

e Encourage discussions in your virtual
communication spaces about movies, podcasts,
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television shows, and books that team members
find compelling.

e Collaborate with your team to identify a new
skill or area of knowledge that you all would like
to learn together, and make it happen.

Considerations and discussion

As you consider options that may work for your
team, keep in mind the unique backgrounds,
experiences, contexts, and personalities of your
team members. For example, your team mem-
bers may recoil in horror at the thought of a
group yoga session, but be super energized by
a virtual walking competition or recipe swap.
Similarly, make sure to keep these additional
activities and support options manageable and
flexible. The goal is to support and care for our
colleagues, rather than to add additional work or
activities onto plates that are already overflowing
with commitments and responsibilities. Spend
time thinking about what will be most useful,
most supportive, and most relevant for your par-
ticular team and their needs.

We recognize that these wellness and
support strategies are supplemental to the
well-established best practices that leaders can
and should use for supporting virtual teams.
These best practices include establishing ef-
fective communication methods, setting clear
expectations, individualizing coaching and
management efforts, and proactively manag-
ing workloads, among others. Many resources
discussing these best practices exist, and we
recommend reviewing some of these, like the
examples we include in the notes.”

Much of the literature and guidance on well-
ness in the workplace places the responsibility
for health and wellness squarely on the shoulders
of the individual employees. We believe it is the
responsibility of the leaders and of the organization
to create environments and build new supportive
infrastructures that care for people—especially
during remote work, but during “normal” times,
aswell. Again, the list of examples we have shared
here is certainly not comprehensive, and we would
like to invite readers to continue growing this list
by sharing your own examples or reporting on
how some of these ideas may have worked for
your team. Share your examples and experiences
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by using #libraryremoteteams. We look forward to
continuing this conversation and to enhancing our
strategies for supporting, engaging, and caring for
our colleagues.
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