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Why Showing Your Face at 
Work Matters

S U M M E R  2 0 1 2     V O L . 5 3     N O. 4
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Intelligence

A brief discussion of research suggesting that nontraditional 

work arrangements such as telecommuting can negatively impact 

the way managers evaluate employee performance, by Kimberly 

Elsbach and Daniel Cable
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i n t e l l i g e n c e

These days, more and more corporate em-

ployees are working at least part of the 

time from home offices. Working from 

home, or other types of remote work ar-

rangements such as using a drop-in work 

center, can be beneficial to both employ-

ees and companies. However, our research 

suggests that these nontraditional ar-

rangements also have hidden pitfalls. 

Employees who work remotely may end 

up getting lower performance evalua-

tions, smaller raises and fewer promotions 

than their colleagues in the office — even 

if they work just as hard and just as long. 

The difference is what we call passive 

face time. By that we are not referring to ac-

tive interactions with coworkers or clients, 

but merely to being seen in the workplace. 

To be credited with passive face time you 

need only be observed at work; no infor-

mation is required about what you are 

doing or how well you are doing it. 

Even when in-office and remote employ-

ees are equally productive, our research 

suggests their supervisors might evaluate 

them differently because of differences in their 

passive face time. Especially in white-collar 

settings, the presence or absence of passive 

face time may influence evaluations used to 

determine the fitness of employees for specific 

tasks such as team leadership. As Jack and Suzy 

Welch wrote in a 2007 BusinessWeek column:

Companies rarely promote people into 

leadership roles who haven’t been con-

sistently seen and measured. It’s a 

familiarity thing, and it’s a trust thing. 

We’re not saying that the people who 

get promoted are stars during every 

“crucible” moment at the office, but at 

least they’re present and accounted for. 

And their presence says: Work is my 

top priority. I’m committed to this 

company. I want to lead. And I can. 

For the last decade we’ve studied the 

concept of passive face time from the per-

spective of hundreds of corporate workers, 

including both supervisors and subordi-

nates. (Details of  our research were 

published in the June 2010 issue of Human 

Relations. See “Related Research.”) We 

used observation, unstructured interviews 

and tightly controlled experiments to 

gather information about how passive face 

time affects employee evaluations. This 

data led us to three key findings.

1. There are two kinds of passive face 

time. The first, which we call expected face 

time, is simply being seen at work during 

normal business hours. The second, which 

we call extracurricular face time, is being 

seen at work outside of normal business 

hours — arriving before most employees 
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arrive, staying late or coming in to work on 

the weekend. When you are at work is no-

ticed by your coworkers and supervisors. 

“Who cares?” you might legitimately ask. 

It turns out your boss and coworkers do. 

This leads to our second finding.

2. Different kinds of face time lead to 

different evaluations. The two forms of 

passive face time lead to two kinds of “trait 

inferences,” or conclusions about what type 

of person someone is. Specifically, we found 

that expected face time led to inferences of 

the traits “responsible” and “dependable.” 

Just being seen at work, without any infor-

mation about what you’re actually doing, 

leads people to think more highly of you. 

You get labeled when you put in extra-

curricular face time, too. But rather than 

just being considered dependable, you can 

get upgraded to “committed” and “dedi-

cated.” As one manager said:

There seems to be a norm that anyone 

hoping to move up in the management 

ranks needs to be here late at night and 

on the weekends. If you’re not willing 

to do that, you’re not going be seen as 

dedicated enough to get promoted. 

3. Managers may not be aware they are 

making evaluations based on face time. 

Our interviews suggest that managers’ in-

ferences based on passive face time are 

unintentional — even unconscious. This 

supports research findings that people 

generally form trait inferences spontane-

ously, without realizing they are doing so. 

As one subject we interviewed noted:

I think it really has sort of an auto-

matic negative effect when a manager 

is in crisis mode, and they look and 

notice you’re not there. It’s kind of  

irritating to them if you’re not imme- 

diately available, or [on the other 

hand, comforting] if they can check 

and see you are there in the office, just 

in case they need you. Because they’re 

in crisis mode they may not even really 

(Continued on page 12)
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remember what it was that irritated 

them, but they’ve just got this feeling 

that you’re unreliable or something.

To test our interview findings, we con-

ducted a series of experiments in which 

managers from a dozen industries were 

asked to recall employee traits after reading 

written descriptions of the employees. If a 

participant mistakenly said that a trait — 

for example, “committed” — had been 

listed in a description of someone who was 

described as working late in the office, they 

were said to have unconsciously inferred 

that trait. The results were clear and robust 

across multiple samples: Managers were 

9% more likely to unconsciously attribute 

the traits “dependable” and “responsible” to 

people who put in expected face time and 

25% more likely to unconsciously attribute 

the traits “committed” and “dedicated” to 

people who put in extracurricular face 

time. These results were statistically signifi-

cant across each of our experiments. 

Implications for Managers 
Our findings suggest several steps manag-

ers should take to prevent unfair employee 

assessments.

1. Don’t use trait-based evaluations. 

Growing evidence from research on perfor-

mance appraisal suggests that these 

evaluations are flawed in a number of ways, 

including not being linked to companies’ 

strategies or objective outputs and not helping 

employees understand what to change. Our 

findings add to this evidence by showing that 

trait-based evaluations — measuring em-

ployee “leadership ability” or “teamwork,” for 

example, may be biased by the mere physical 

presence of employees at the work site.

2. As much as possible, use objective 

output measures. Critics of remote working 

arrangements have long suspected that tele-

commuters lose out on specific types of 

information, such as hallway conversations 

or impromptu help from coworkers. Our 

findings suggest that remote workers might 

be further handicapped by perceptions that 

they are not as responsible or committed as 

other employees. To avoid such unfair per-

ceptions, managers who implement 

telecommuting and flexible hours should 

revise their performance appraisals to mea-

sure mostly objective outputs, such as 

number and type of projects completed or 

expert evaluations of project quality.

3. Consider work arrangements when 

using peer feedback. Many organizations 

use “360-degree” appraisals in which em-

ployees are rated by peers and subordinates 

as well as managers. However, our research 

suggests that coworkers and subordinates 

may be just as prone to making uncon-

scious trait judgments as managers are. 

The bottom line is that employees should 

be wary of work arrangements that reduce 

their office face time, and supervisors should 

be wary of using trait-based performance 

measures, especially when evaluating re-

mote workers. Finally, employees working 

remotely need to make sure they are evalu-

ated on objective outputs. Barring that, you 

might consider sending an e-mail to your 

boss tonight . . . say, around midnight.

Kimberly Elsbach is a professor of manage-
ment and the Stephen G. Newberry Endowed 
Chair in Leadership at the Graduate School of 
Management at the University of California, 
Davis. Daniel Cable is a professor of organiza-
tional behavior at the London Business 
School. Comment on this article at http://
sloanreview.mit.edu/x/53407, or contact the 
authors at smrfeedback@mit.edu.
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REMOTE WORKERS’ FACE TIME TACTICS
Many remote employees use “virtual” face time to make up for their absence from the office.  
Here are some common tactics, as described by employees in our study:

Make regular phone or e-mail status reports. Used by 83% of remote workers. 
“Take advantage of technology to let colleagues know you are working from home. When I work 
from home, I send my colleagues e-mail messages reporting progress. I try to make them aware 
that, while they left at 5 p.m., I am still working after 9 p.m.”

Be extra visible when in the office. Used by 35% of remote workers. 
“I work hard when I am at the office and point out to colleagues and my boss when I do 
things such as miss lunch and breaks because I am working to meet a deadline. I also make 
sure I meet with my supervisor every time I’m in the office to make sure he sees me and I 
can update him on what I’ve accomplished.”

Be immediately available at home. Used by 26% of remote workers.
“When I’m working from home I respond immediately to e-mails, so that somebody isn’t sit-
ting around saying, ‘She’s not in the office today so now I’ve got to wait for her to get back to 
me.’ I make sure I respond to people just as quickly as I would if I was in the office. And I have 
our phone systems’ pagers, so if somebody leaves me a message, it’s going to page me. So 
it’s not as if I’m not available if people need me. It’s not like I’m sitting in the back yard sun-
bathing or something. They know they can get me.”

Get others to talk you up. Used by 22% of remote workers.      
“I try to make sure that my peers and the other directors know who I am. I make sure they 
know my name and what I’m doing. Whenever I get a chance I go say hello, say a couple of 
words about what I’m working on. The more they see me, the more they are going to re-
member me when it comes time for my appraisal. And they are likely to say a positive thing 
about me and talk about me to my supervisor.”

E-mail or voice mail early or late in the day. Used by 20% of remote workers.
“I send voice mail late in the evening because my boss’s voice mail system would report 
what time the message was left and if it came from home or work. It was an important cue 
that I was working hard, even though he couldn’t see me.”

12-MI1-006 Intllgce-lo3.indd   12 6/5/12   3:20 PM

www.sloanreview.mit.edu


PDFs ■ Permission to Copy ■ Back Issues ■ Reprints 

Articles published in MIT Sloan Management Review are 
copyrighted by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
unless otherwise specified at the end of an article. 

MIT Sloan Management Review articles, permissions, 
and back issues can be purchased on our Web site: 
www.pubservice.com/msstore or you may order through 
our Business Service Center (9 a.m.-7 p.m. ET) at the 
phone numbers listed below. Paper reprints are available 
in quantities of 250 or more. 

To reproduce or transmit one or more MIT Sloan 
Management Review articles by electronic or 
mechanical means (including photocopying or archiving 
in any information storage or retrieval system) requires 
written permission. To request permission, use our Web site 
(www.pubservice.com/msstore), call or e-mail: 
Toll-free: 800-876-5764 (US and Canada) 
International: 818-487-2064 
Fax: 818-487-4550 
E-mail: MITSMR@pubservice.com

Posting of full-text SMR articles on publicly accessible 
Internet sites is prohibited. To obtain permission to post 
articles on secure and/or password-protected intranet sites, 
e-mail your request to MITSMR@pubservice.com 

Customer Service 
MIT Sloan Management Review 
PO Box 15955 
North Hollywood, CA 91615

http://www.pubservice.com/msstore
http://www.pubservice.com/msstore
mailto:MITSMR@pubservice.com
mailto:MITSMR@pubservice.com



