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At first, Tom Trahan thought it was just a very casual Friday. 

The 50-year-old software executive logged on to the computer at his home office in Bellevue, 

Wash., to take a call, and found his fellow meeting attendee surprisingly shirtless. 

“Honestly, he looked great,” Mr. Trahan said of the person with whom he was set to discuss 

product partnerships. The two men started chatting, one with tan skin, muscles, and gray chest 

hair on display. Then the topless executive realized it was a video call. 

“It was just this mad scramble to turn off the camera,” Mr. Trahan recalls.  

Companies are increasingly allowing employees to work remotely, eager to keep them happy in 

a hot job market. But telecommuters are finding all that freedom comes with pitfalls. They’re 

attempting to mitigate the risk of threats like small children interrupting, rogue technology and 

lack of a dress code by obsessively tinkering with user settings and creating obstacle courses to 

impede entry into home offices. 

 
Tom Trahan points out the camera blocker he put on his laptop. Photo: Uraiwan Trahan 

Vigilance can’t protect against all mishaps. In 2017, professor Robert Kelly’s daughter and son 

famously crashed his live interview about South Korea on the BBC. Four-year-old Marion 

jauntily bounded into the room sidling up to her father’s desk; baby James followed in a walker. 

Mr. Kelly is now on high alert and recommends “physical obstruction.”  

“I like throw all kinds of stuff in the hallway in front of my door. I’ll put chairs and pillows,” he 

said. Even so, his children, now 6 and 3, occasionally still breach the barricade.  

https://www.wsj.com/articles/why-remote-work-cant-be-stopped-1496577602?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/what-to-wear-to-workwhen-you-work-at-home-1542733926?mod=article_inline
https://www.wsj.com/articles/when-the-children-crashed-dads-bbc-interview-the-family-speaks-1489511175?mod=article_inline


“Sometimes if you hear me do the interview and my voice goes up it’s because my kids are 

pounding at the door,” he said. “Yeah. That’s a problem.” 

When he goes on TV for work, he says, people now ask “ ‘Did you lock the door, is the door 

shut?’ ”  

To keep potential trespassers at bay, others have turned to visual signals. A tech worker in 

Georgia installed a light-up sign that reads “on air” above the door to his office; flipping it on is 

a signal for his wife to keep their three kids quiet. 

Laura Stack, a productivity consultant based in Colorado, has had success rolling out caution 

tape, not unlike the police might deploy at the scene of a crime, to block the entrance to her 

office. “My children, even at 4 and 5, knew do not come through here unless someone’s 

bleeding,” she said.  

She urges clients to fasten “do not disturb” signs over doorbells and install privacy screens 

around computers to block out embarrassing ephemera—like dirty laundry or suggestive movie 

posters—that might be in view during a video conference. 

 
Laura Stack in her home office with caution tape blocking the entrance. Photo: John Stack 

Workers say even when they’re being paranoid, things still go wrong. Dana Kennedy checked 

that her mute button was on three times before taking her phone into the bathroom during a 

conference call that was stretching into its third hour. She flushed, then walked back to her desk 

and sneezed, prompting one of two clients on the phone to respond with a “Bless you.” 

“I just spent the rest of the call just dying inside,” she said. She doesn’t know how it happened. 

Obsessed with figuring out whether her covert bathroom break had been broadcast, she asked a 

more-senior colleague who had been on the call. He demurred, saying he hadn’t heard. She’s not 

sure if he was telling the truth—it’s possible she confessed for no reason. 



“That makes it even more embarrassing,” she said. 

Share Your Thoughts 

What is your most amusing video conference call experience? Join the conversation below.  

Meeting organizers at insurance company National Life Group now automatically mute a 50-

person conference call for remote sales advisers after a rogue rooster punctuated the end of each 

participant’s dialogue with a cock-a-doodle-doo. They aren’t sure where the fowl noise came 

from. 

“It didn’t feel random,” said Carey Earle, a marketing executive who helps organize the call. “It 

felt like the rooster was participating in some strange way.” 

Now the call is opened up only at the end so participants can ask questions. 

Sometimes no amount of safeguarding can prevent a breach.  

Tim Zallmann, a director of engineering at fully remote company GitLab, joined a video call 

from South Africa when one of his colleagues started pointing vigorously through his laptop 

screen. 

“I turned around and screamed, very loud and very high pitched,” Mr. Zallmann said. A monkey 

was halfway through the window behind him. It retreated, and Mr. Zallmann threw down his 

laptop, shut the window and secured the perimeter of the rest of the house.  

Employers that allow full-time telecommuting rose 4 percentage points to 27% in 2019 from the 

prior year, according to a recent survey from the Society for Human Resource Management, and 

nearly 70% of employers said they let people work from home on an ad hoc basis. 

In June, Andrew Froning, a 32-year-old sales development manager at software-maker 

Justworks, took advantage of his company’s “work from anywhere” week to visit his parents in 

Washington state. Hunkered down in their home office, he found himself welcoming a surprise 

guest to a routine sales meeting—his mom. She began rifling through the desk drawers where he 

was videoconferencing in search of her coupons. When she realized she was on air live, “she just 

started chatting,” he said. 

Next year, during work from anywhere week, he plans to go abroad, partly to avoid making calls 

from his parents’ house.  

Sreeni Iyer, a technology executive in Silicon Valley, alarmed colleagues when he shouted an 

expletive on a conference call. He was exclaiming over his dog, who had escaped the house, but 

they thought he was responding to their updates on a project. 

Years ago, he logged on to a 4 a.m. conference call from bed, wearing only “tighty whities.” On 

his laptop screen beamed the live image of 15 British banking executives, gathered in a 

conference room in London, wearing suits and ties. They were too polite to point out his near 

nakedness, and it took several minutes before he finally read another colleague’s desperate texts 

to his cellphone, alerting him that the video function was enabled. 



“I tried to say, ‘Oh well, this is how we work in California,’ ” Mr. Iyer says. Since then, he says 

he tries to be extra careful when working from home. 

After the call with his shirtless counterpart, Mr. Trahan, head of business development at 

software company CircleCI, worked to avoid a similar fate. He became religious about checking 

that his chat wasn’t defaulting to video and installed a plastic camera blocker on his laptop as a 

second layer of defense. 

“You have a near massively embarrassing experience, you want to make sure this never happens 

to you,” he said. Neither of them has ever mentioned the phone call faux pas to each other, he 

said, and when they interact now, they pretend it didn’t happen.  
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