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To paraphrase Charles Darwin, it’s not necessarily the 
strongest or the smartest that survive, it’s the most 
adaptable. In these turbulent times, the working world, 
too, has had to adapt by working better together, 
remotely. Five years ago, I joined Canada's National 
History Society as its publisher. The office is located in 
Winnipeg, where most of our team works. Our 
children’s editor works from rural Ontario; other staff 
are in Montreal, London and Calgary. I am based in 
Toronto. When I started the position, I knew that 
remote working would mean adapting and developing 
new routines. When COVID-19 hit, disrupting 
everyone’s routines—including mine—it was time to 
adapt again. 

Flexible workplaces and remote working aren’t entirely 
new experiences for Canadians. Three years ago, 
almost half of Canadian employees (47%) surveyed 
said they worked outside their main office for at least 
half of the week. Since the COVID-19 pandemic was 
declared this spring, most of us in the magazine media 
business are exclusively working from home. Even 
those of us who are used to working remotely have 
found ourselves in a changed environment with a 
sense of urgency to acclimatize. I’ll share a few tips 
here that have helped me stay healthy, organized and 
connected in our strange new world.  

WORKING DURING A PANDEMIC 

Let’s start with the importance of staying healthy. Living 
through a deadly pandemic is understandably stressful in 
any number of ways. We are social animals, finding our 
social relationships have been cut off and our physical 
space has been compressed. Some of us are juggling 
work with homeschooling our children. We may be 
anxious about a family member or friend who is 
immunocompromised or ill. Perhaps our only certainty is 
that we are all trying to cope with change. 

As managers, the health and safety of our staff as we 
collectively navigate our way through the pandemic must 
be our top priority. We can start by acknowledging that our 
expectations about productivity—our own and others’—
need to be dialed down. As magazine media 
professionals, we are accustomed to going to press on 
time no matter what. Since the pandemic began, we’ve 

seen some titles decide to skip an issue. Others have 
decreased their page counts. This not business as usual. 

GETTING ORGANIZED 

Carve out a physical and an electronic workspace. 
With other people in the house, getting into “work mode” 
takes extra effort. My usual workspace is the kitchen 
table, but for phone or video meetings, it can be disruptive 
to others. So, for meetings, I’ve set up an outdoor lounge 
chair in my bedroom. It’s not perfect and not exactly 
comfortable, but it will do for now. To maintain virtual 
boundaries, I keep work email off my personal phone. 
When I’m working, I need to focus. When I’m spending 
time with my kids or trying to sleep, I don’t want to be 
distracted by after-hours work notifications.  

Define your workday and keep a flexible routine. 
Maintain a distinction between work life and home life by 
setting regular office hours. Next, make any necessary 
adjustments to accommodate “new reality” 
responsibilities. Mine, for example, include essential 
supply trips on Tuesday mornings before the local shop is 
crowded. I’ve also added some routines that may seem a 
bit goofy—a couple of “Monday Morning Pyjama 
Worktime” to amuse myself and “Dress Pant Days” to 
help me sit up straighter and get motivated. A friend told 
me she put on a dress and heels for Mother’s Day. I get 
it. We want to feel normal.  

Prioritize. If you are getting distracted by “side projects” 
that don’t deliver to the core of your job, consider them 
lower priority. I have my personal mantra, “mission, 
revenue, audience,” and if I find that I’m working outside 
of those areas, I set those things to the side. The fact is 
we may not be able to keep the pace we had before the 
lockdown. So, maybe a couple of newsletters are 
rescheduled or cancelled and that’s okay (as long as you 
communicate expectations with your advertisers). Maybe 
you go with fewer pages in this issue. For some 
publishers, whole issues are being delayed, and there may 
be a very good business case for that. You know your 
business and your reader community, and you are best 
placed to make that decision. 

Use organizational tools for project management. 
Here are some tactical tips that I have found helpful. For 
paginations, I use an inexpensive cloud-based program 
called Blinkplan to allocate pages for editorial, contra, sold 
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ads and pages to sell. We create a draft, send a link to the 
team and people send me their changes. Centralizing the 
editing with one person also keeps confusion to a 
minimum.  

I use a cloud-based CRM for organizing advertising and 
sponsorship correspondence. I’m using ZenDesk, but 
there are many other options. It helps me keep track of 
what proposals I have out, sends me reminders when I 
need to follow up, and stores my client information and 
notes. 

We use Basecamp to help break down projects, assign 
roles and responsibilities, and share the most recent 
version of files for review and approval. For example, I 
recently set up a fundraising project on Basecamp and 
divided it into different tasks—a donor recognition page, 
an email request, a major donor request, web landing 
pages, etc. It’s a handy way for far-flung people to work 
together and be on the same page. For our fulfillment 
conversion project, we’ll be using Slack. 

Use organizational tools for file management. If you 
don’t already have a central file server that can be 
accessed remotely, now is the time to set one up, even if 
it is a temporary solution in Dropbox or Google Drive. 
Keeping track of file versions is critical—you don’t want to 
revise a document that is already out of date. So, you may 
want to implement a low-tech checkout system like 
including dates in the file name or using colour codes.  

Use organizational tools for people management. 
When a meeting needs to involve a lot of people, I use 
Doodle to find out people’s availability. This saves me 
from combing through my inbox to figure out a time that 
works for everyone. 

Like many other people, I am using web-based 
videoconferencing tools to have face time with the team. 
The ability to customize your background keeps it 
professional by hiding a cluttered room or preventing 
family members from making a cameo in your meetings. 
Keep in mind, though, that videoconferences can be tiring 
if overused. There are always benefits and limitations of 
the technology you are using—don’t let novelty be the 
main driver for using it.  

STAYING CONNECTED 

Don’t give up low-tech or stop doing the old things 
that worked. There are so many technological tools to 
choose from, we run the danger of overcomplicating 
things by trying to use them all. I’ve gone back to old-

fashioned telephone for meetings when it makes sense, 
especially if I only need to speak with one person.  

Back when my colleagues were in the same city, I 
sometimes had walking meetings, which were a great 
way to focus, get some fresh air and gain a different 
perspective. If your colleagues are nearby, I recommend 
it as a way of injecting a little humanity back into your work 
life—as long as you are following public health physical 
distancing guidelines. 

Find new ways to listen. Resist the inclination to operate 
in silos. When you move from an office to a home-based 
office, you lose ambient knowledge—from overhearing 
snippets of conversation to idea jamming at lunch. That 
means in our remote working life, we need to practice 
proactive listening. At Canada’s History, we have bi-
weekly senior management meetings, weekly finance 
meetings and weekly editorial meetings. To add an 
element of office ambience, don’t eliminate unstructured 
brainstorming or “off-topic” chatter, because it may be 
helpful for those who are feeling isolated and need the 
support of the team more than usual to cope with their 
new reality.  

We are all muddling through this pandemic, but if we learn 
from our mistakes, stay open to new ideas and ways of 
doing things, and find more compassion and 
understanding within ourselves, we will work through it 
together. 

As magazine media professionals, we are very 
accustomed to change and disruption, and the reporting 
and resources I’ve seen from industry colleagues has 
been outstanding. Thank you all for the important work 
you are doing and stay safe. 

 


