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Amidst a plethora of apocalyptic reports predicting the end of 
everything we have become used to in the world of work - from  
the handshake greeting to a Pret a Manger on every city centre 
street - this paper presents a less sensational but perhaps still 
surprising analysis of the future of the workplace and the more 
widespread adoption of hybrid working. 

Based on survey evidence and interviews with consultants and 
professionals who have been guiding organisations through the  
turmoil of the Covid crisis, supplemented by secondary research  
and analysis, the report looks beyond the immediate aftermath of the 
recent pandemic. 

It finds a world of work that is not dissimilar to one we may have 
predicted in January 2019 – but the future has arrived earlier  
than anticipated. 

The pandemic has markedly accelerated the transition to hybrid 
working that was already in train, and the development of the hard and 
soft infrastructure that will support it.  

It will take more time for hybrid working to become part of day-to-day 
practice, and it is not suitable for or welcomed by all organisations, 
professions, or individuals. But for many, the genie of new ways of 
working is out of the bottle. 

In this report, we do not attempt to advocate the idea of hybrid working 

to those for whom it is not acceptable or practical. We are acutely 
aware that for many employees in care, retail, health, construction and 
more, working from home is not an option. We believe parts of this 
report may still be of relevance to organisations in these sectors and 
respectfully leave it to the reader to select those elements that are most 
applicable to them.  

The challenge for leaders right now is to prepare for the long-term future 
of work while coping with the immediate aftermath of Covid-19. The 
agile immediate reaction of organisations during the crisis is unlikely to 
provide a model for a sustained way of working that accommodates 
diverse business needs and personalities.  

Indeed, the shifting sands of opinion have been a notable element 
of this research. Firmly held views from just a few months ago have 
softened and flexed in response to experience and experiment. 

This report aims to provide a guide for making hybrid working 
work for those that choose to adopt it, once the dust has settled 
following the pandemic. 

Is hybrid working right for you? 
Organisations considering whether a role can be performed in the 
hybrid model are recommended to consult the Chartered Institute of 
Personnel and Development’s excellent assessment model reproduced 
by kind permission in the appendix of this report.  

Introduction
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Where

When
How

What is hybrid working? 
An online search for ‘hybrid working’ reveals that the term is 
broadly accepted to mean a blend of working in the office, from 
home, and in other locations such as cafes, shared workspaces 
and hubs. It has become synonymous with Working from Home 
(WFH) or Working from Anywhere (WFA).

Such a definition is a one-dimensional view of hybrid working that takes 
account only of where people work.

Professor Lynda Gratton, amongst others, makes the point that true 
hybrid working also allows greater flexibility around when people work.1  
Organisations that choose to realise one of the benefits of a hybrid 
model – the option for smaller organisations without multinational offices 
to employ people worldwide – may have individuals working in several 
different time zones. 

Even within the same country, a hybrid model that enables people to 
work at different times would make accommodating those with caring 
responsibilities or diverse circadian rhythms more possible. 

One might argue that hybrid working even allows greater flexibility 
around how people work, with a shift in focus from presenteeism or 
input effort to outcomes achieved.  

In this report, we adopt this broader view of hybrid working, which 
allows for maximum flexibility for organisations. 

Section 1: Introducing hybrid working

1.  https://www.london.edu/think/any-time-anywhere-what-does-hybrid-mean-for-your-business

The True Hybrid Working Model
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The hybrid model is not new, but it is 
evolving
Covid did not create the trend for hybrid working. This cultural shift 
was well underway from the moment reliable broadband became 
available in most homes, and free Wi-Fi was offered in every café. 
One report indicates nearly two-thirds (61%) of organisations had 
started the move to flexible working before the pandemic.2  

O2 famously and successfully trialled WFH for a month in 2012, when 
travel to and from its Slough offices was threatened with disruption by 
traffic for the Olympic rowing events nearby. Finding productivity soared 
during that period, the communications giant adopted longer-lasting  
WFH arrangements. 

M&S undertook extensive research as part of organisational restructuring 
and determined only 68% of desks and 32% of meeting rooms were 
used at the busiest point of the week, with lower occupancy at other 
times. The programme they implemented to address this allowed them to 
fully close one of their three central London offices without any reduction 
in headcount. Flexible working became more widely accepted and 
understood. The culture around productivity was shifted to output-focused 
metrics, leaving the keystroke counting and ‘9-5 clock in, clock out’ 
measurements behind.

In our survey of 554 office workers, nearly one-third (30%) worked either 
from home or at a combination of home and office before the pandemic. 
Companies as varied as OpenReach, Allergan, and Crowne Plaza told us 
in interviews that they had had hybrid working in place for years.  

The attractions of hybrid working to employers (lower property and 
maintenance costs, increased productivity – at least in the short 
term) and to staff (no commute, more flexible working hours, more 
straightforward to accommodate family responsibilities) are clear. 

Unsurprisingly, the world was already witnessing a shift to greater levels 
of WFH and WFA. 

Nevertheless, the evacuation of offices in March 2020 accelerated the 
trend overnight, causing disruption and finding many firms wanting. 
Nearly three-quarters (72%) of IT directors surveyed said they were not 
prepared for this abrupt transition.3  

Those that did it well soon reported productivity increases. Several 
made bold announcements about closing flagship offices and allowing 
office workers to work from anywhere. One of the most noteworthy 
examples was Nationwide, where Chief Executive Joe Garner was 
reported to have said that 13,000 staff could permanently work from 
home, allowing the company to close three leased offices in Swindon. 

The reality was more nuanced. Garner gave staff the option to work 
from anywhere, including High Street branch back offices, HQ offices 
or their own homes. And while 57% of their staff wanted to work from 
home, 36% preferred the idea of a blended model.4 

2 https://www.merchantsavvy.co.uk/remote-working-statistics
3 The Future of Work in a Pandemic Era (2020) Xerox.  A survey of 600 IT decision-makers globally. 

4  https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/mar/25/nationwide-office-staff-can-work-anywhere-in-uk-
when-lockdown-ends
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The lived experience of enforced working 
from home
After the initial novelty of working from home was long gone, 
some employees found themselves staring at a screen, working 
on documents, or attending Zoom meetings for ten or twelve 
hours a day. 

The time saved on commuting was spent not on learning new skills 
or getting fit but on doing more work, increasing stress levels and 
negatively affecting work-life balance. PwC’s Thinking Beyond report 
found that 61% of employees said they spent more time in meetings. 
33% said they felt less innovative when working from home, and 33% 
believed their career progression could be impacted negatively by 
remote working.5 Many employees lacked the space in their home, or 
sufficient isolation from other family members, to work effectively. 

Employers, their initial worries about employee productivity tempered by 
an increased trust in staff and evidence that productivity was increasing, 
turned their minds to other concerns. There were pragmatic worries, 
such as the poor security of domestic IT systems6 and possible lawsuits 
from employees expected to work at unsuitable home desk setups that 
had not been assessed. 

Both employers and employees7 recognised the loss of opportunities 
for informal interactions, corridor conversations, socialising and face-to-
face meetings that are often the catalyst for creativity and innovation.
 
 

After a short period, Andrew Monk, Chief Executive of VA Capital, 
noticed a drop in the initial productivity of those working from home. 
Interviewed by the BBC, he said “People working from home don’t 
realise it, but they’re gradually getting slower and slower whereas the 
people in the office aren’t… In the financial services industry, you need 
to discuss ideas and discuss what’s going on. People working from 
home miss out on an awful lot of the activity in the office because we 
don’t have time to tell them.”

Far from introducing a hybrid model, in most cases Covid swapped 
people from largely office-based working to exclusively working from 
home. It was a ‘quick and dirty’ version of working from home into 
which people and organisations were rushed.8  

“Advertising and creative industries are something you learn 
from your colleagues, and you can only do that if you’re around 
them in an office.”
Mark Read,  

Chief Executive Officer, WPP

It is unlikely that the emergency model will form the long-term approach. 
Take time to create policies, processes, technology infrastructures and 
contracts. 

We anticipate a return to the office, at least in part, reverting to the 
longer-term trend in which time in the office for meetings and team 
project work blends with days working from home and in third spaces, 
such as cafes, drop-in shared workspaces, or in the field. 

5  Thinking beyond: How the pandemic is rewiring a new world of work; https://www.pwc.com.au/
importantproblems/future-of-work/thinking-beyond-report.pdf

6 The Future of Work in a Pandemic Era (2020) Xerox.

7 43% of respondents to a Nationwide survey said they needed face-to-face time to do their jobs effectively.
8 Conclusions from a joint CBI and LSE roundtable event,  September 2020.
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Nevertheless, there will be opportunities for savings on office space. 
Firms including Capita, Lloyds Bank, Deloitte, Reach, NatWest, and 
Welsh Water have all announced or accelerated permanent office 
closures during lockdown. Rathbones, Michael Page and others have 
given staff a choice to return to the office, subject to a far reduced office 
capacity. 

In May 2021, a BBC survey found that 43 of the top 50 biggest 
employers in the UK said they did not plan to ask employees to return 
to the office full time, with a further four saying they would keep the 
situation under review.9  

Increasingly, this will mean consulting with employees about their 
preferences. 

What employees want
Wolters Kluwer, in the US, conducted an all-employee survey asking 
how each person wanted to return to the office: one day a week, two 
days, etc. After receiving a range of responses, the company has 
embraced a fully flexible model, giving people the option to attend 
whenever they like. In Europe, the approach will be more complex, with 
the need to consult work councils, but it remains an aim when practical.

Adecco found that 75% of workers wanted to retain the flexibility they 
gained over the pandemic, leading them to conclude that, rather than 
imposing rules from the centre, they would allow individual business 
leaders to agree on arrangements with their teams. 

When the Change Associates survey respondents were asked for their 
preferred working model, opinion was evenly split. A third expressed 
a preference for the traditional office model,  a third wanted to work 
exclusively from home or work from home with occasional visits to the 
office, and a third preferred the idea of a blend. 

What would be your preferred working model post-Pandemic?

Full time working in the office

A blend of working from home and working from the office

Working from home with occasional visits to the office for meetings

Working from home

I’d like to work from home but it’s not a realistic option for me

9  No full-time return to the office for over a million (May 2021), BBC, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
business-56972207 
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Those aged 25 – 34 were most likely to want to adopt a hybrid model, and women were least likely to want to return to the office full time, but 
the difference between age groups and sexes was less than might have been anticipated. It seems the desire for balance and control transcends 
demographic differences. 

Full time working in the office

A blend of working from home and working 
from the office

Working from home with occasional visits to 
the office for meetings

Working from home

I’d like to work from home but it’s not a 
realistic option for me

Given free choice what would be your preferred working location? 
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On average, several sources indicate employees want to work three 
days a week in the office.10,11 But one size does not fit all, and we 
recommend consulting with your staff to understand their preferences. 

Giving employees greater choice over where they work will be part of 
a shift towards giving greater autonomy over their work. Gartner found 
that organisations that offer employees flexibility over when, where and 
how much they work see 55% of their workforce as high performers.12 
This flexibility of choice reflects the true hybrid model. 

However, our survey found that a minority of employers are offering this 
option. A third of employers in the sample expect a total return to the 
office, and a third will provide hybrid working on the employer’s terms. 
Less than a fifth (18%) offer a degree of choice to the employee, and of 
them, nearly half expect to have the final decision on working patterns. 

This is to be expected. The danger, which needs to be addressed before 
hybrid working is formalised, is that every employee who wants to work 
from home some of the time expects that to be on Mondays and Fridays.

The needs of employees for whom the office is a welcome retreat 
should not be overlooked. Issues such as inappropriate working space, 
noisy neighbours, or domestic abuse create environments where the 
workplace is a much more attractive option than working from home. 

The office is not dead 
The 2021 BBC report describes the case of Aviva, where 95% of its 
16,000 UK workers said they wanted to spend some time working 
remotely. Danny Harmer, Chief People Officer, explained “The company 
has to be mindful that many staff appreciate being in an office, such as 
those who live alone or do not have a suitable place to work.” 

But the office of the future will need to be a more compelling place  
to be, argues Linzi Cassels, part of the Economist’s Future of Work 
panel: “Organisations will have to offer more than just working from 
home to appeal to their employees and future talent. They need to  
offer a new workplace experience that includes more amenities.  
Space needs to be dynamic and more representative of the values  
and ethics of the company.” 

32%

32%

10%

8%

5%

3%
2%

1%

7%

We will all be returning to the office 

We will blend working from home 
with working in the office following 
a pattern established by our 
employers

We will be / have been asked 
about our preferred blend but 
our employer will make the final 
decision

We will blend working from home 
with working in the office following 
a pattern of our own choosing

We will all be working from home 
with occasional office visits for 
meetings

We will all be working from home 

Not relevant (not employed, self-
employed, no fixed workplace, retail 
worker etc)

Other 

Don’t know/the plans have not been 
announced

What long-term plans have your employers announced for returning to 
the office/workplace? 

10 Finding a New Balance, The Economist (2021). 
11 Most of our interviewees told us their staff preferred two to three days a week in the office. 
12 Gartner ReimagineHR Employee Survey (2020).
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Other likely outcomes from a hybrid model will include reducing 
organisations’ carbon footprint as commuting and global travel 
are curtailed, and the rise of smaller local offices, third spaces and 
collaborative workspaces shared with neighbours rather than colleagues.  

There will be room for some entirely remote working roles which will open 
up job opportunities to a global audience and greater use of remote 
freelancers – a model recently adopted by Philips in the form of a Talent 
Pool.13 Employees and freelancers face both the opportunity to work 
anywhere in the world and the threat of competition from a global pool of 
talent, many of whom will offer very competitive rates. Whether this will 
benefit employers or employees in the long term is a question that hangs 
in the balance.

Is the time right for hybrid working?
In compiling this report over several weeks, the authors have noted an 
ongoing shift in perceptions. Some who enjoyed WFH initially eventually 
tired of its limitations. Others, who felt it could never work, have softened 
their positions. And for many, the type of work they do, personal 
circumstances and living spaces mean working from home is not a 
realistic option. One SME Managing Director told us working from home 
during lockdown was too burdensome for his team: “We were dealing 
with hundreds of internal emails to resolve internal matters that would have 
been quickly resolved in a normal office environment.”

In our conversations with leaders, some interviewees told us it was too 
early to know whether hybrid working would be a long-term solution 
for them. Terri Baker at Swarco, made a compelling argument that the 
pandemic was a uniquely different case and not a robust trial for BAU 

hybrid working. She advised caution, making the point that hybrid working 
is difficult to undo once in place. Greg Newman of Deloitte agreed, saying 
“Employees are working from home and, for the most part, are loving 
it. I don’t see many levers that organisations could pull to convince their 
employees to return to the office; I don’t see any chance that they will 
force employees to return.”

The most commonly held position was that a return to ‘normal’ working is 
a good idea before making longer-term decisions. We believe the hybrid 
model will continue to be flexed, tested, and individualised over the next 
few years.

The recommendations on the following pages will help. 

13  LSE https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/businessreview/2020/09/24/freelancing-platforms-want-to-become-agile-channels-
to-attract-large-corporations/
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Treat the introduction of hybrid working as a change 
programme

Plan and structure your approach, and don’t rush it. Take a holistic 
approach, ensuring you design and implement changes to technology, 
office space, people policies and behaviours. 

Bring experts in systems, space, people, and change on to the team. 
Develop an overarching change strategy, including building the case for 
change, creating a positive vision for the future, understanding change 
impact and readiness, and delivering effective communications. 

Understand the stories behind your data

Collect data on how people work, what activities they spend time 
on, and how much time they spend on different tasks and locations. 
How much time is spent in meetings? How many people are typically 
in meetings? Understand employees’ preferences. Do they like 
quiet, library-type space? A coffee shop environment with ambient 
noise? Or more physical space to collaborate or work with tangible 
products, technologies, or artefacts? 

Listen. Engage and empower your people

Talk to your people to understand what they want and fear. Use focus 
groups to gather the stories and feelings behind the quantitative data 
and identify any barriers to hybrid working. 

Ensure a two-way dialogue throughout the process. Senior managers 
often worry that homeworking will lead to reduced output or 
‘bunking off’. We have seen many reports of increased productivity 
and employees spending more time, not less, at work. Listening to 
employees helps managers understand that the majority are focused 
on doing their job to the best of their ability.

Recognise one size does not fit all

Some organisations jump to a rigid formula, such as three days in 
the office, two at home, as this is easy to implement and less open 
to challenge. But attitudes to where and how people work best vary, 
even across identical job roles, driven by factors such as age, career 
stage, home environment/location, caring responsibilities, and level of 
introversion/extraversion. 

Hybrid working:  
10 tips for success

1 3

4
2
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A survey of 30,000 Americans revealed a stark dichotomy: 32% 
wanted to work from home full time, while 21% never wanted to work 
from home again. 

Successful changes recognise the needs of different groups or 
personas, cater for these differences, and accept that circumstances 
and preferences will change over time. 

Focus on productivity 

Focusing on productivity helps shift the conversation from “I want 
to work from home” to “Where can I be most productive for our 
business/customers today?” 

Use a recognised tool such as the Leesman® index, which 
benchmarks workplace effectiveness against a global database by 
understanding work activities, workplace design, and how people feel 
about their work. Measure at the start of the change programme and 
test again to track progress and ensure continuous improvement.

Remodel your space

Your space data should tell you how much time your people spend 
in small meetings, large meetings, solo working, or collaborating 
when in the office. It will give you an Agility Index for each team - the 
proportion of time spent at a desk - which is likely to vary greatly 
across different functional areas. Use this data to remodel your layout 
and better match space to the requirements of each type of work. 

The solution should take account of day-to-day communications in 
a mixed location model. In the pre-Covid world, we were used to 

a majority working in the office; during the pandemic, this flipped 
to everyone working remotely. In a blended approach, the need for 
dedicated enclosed spaces for Zoom or Teams meetings becomes 
apparent.

Invest in the space and facilities. Introducing more inspiring design, 
adding colour, plants, or buying better coffee machines, can 
significantly improve the way people feel about their environment. 

Pay for your change programme and space improvements by 
reducing or subletting office space. If you implement hybrid working 
well, you will not need as much. 

Introduce outcome-focused performance management

This is a policy and cultural change that is important for successful 
hybrid working. 

Managers need to move from measuring inputs (hours worked or 
time visible in the office) to outcomes (tangible impacts on business 
performance, such as increased sales or customer satisfaction). This 
is hard and requires a rethink of your goal-setting and performance 
management processes, as well as behavioural change and a new 
way of thinking for many managers. 

Empower and train line managers 

Managers will implement your hybrid working policy at the front line. 
They need to be confident in their conversations with team members 
to make the necessary judgements to balance individual, team and 
company needs and agree on appropriate working patterns. 

5

7

8

6
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Deciding approaches to simple things such as team meetings, when 
people have very different preferences for remote or face-to-face 
working, can be challenging. Those preferring home working may 
find themselves alienated if they rarely visit the office. Others may 
find it frustrating to commute to the office and find none of their key 
colleagues there. 

Give managers guidelines and support to help them agree on 
hybrid working approaches, set goals differently and change their 
conversations around performance.

Understand that leadership behaviour will often be the 
hardest to change

Appoint a sponsor for the change who will ‘walk the talk’. Senior 
people have spent many years learning how to succeed in a culture 
where office working is the norm. Help leaders understand and shift 
this behaviour, allowing them to express concerns and personal 
vulnerabilities in a safe way. 

Emphasise the importance of role modelling the change needed. Give 
leaders practical tips and tools, such as using digital collaboration 
platforms and ensuring all meetings take place online even when 
some of the team are in the office together. Ensure leaders are 
prepared to judge performance based on outputs and outcomes 
rather than presenteeism. 

Recognise and celebrate success

Implementing a successful hybrid working approach that works for 
the business, customers, and employees is not easy, and success in 
this area is worth celebrating. 

Organisations that do it well can expect improved productivity, 
reduced costs and increased employee engagement. 

Measuring and celebrating these achievements will help everyone 
appreciate their contribution and fully embed the new ways of 
working.

In section two of this report we consider some of the greatest 
challenges facing organisations introducing hybrid working and make 
recommendations for addressing them.

9

10
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We champion the adoption of hybrid working for organisations 
for which it is practical as a way to improve productivity, staff 
motivation and retention, reduce office space and costs, and  
tap into a global talent pool. 

But the hybrid model undoubtedly comes with significant  
challenges, including: 

1   Fairness

2   Trust

3   Wellbeing

4   Connection

5   Technology

6   Customers

Section 2: Six challenges of 
introducing hybrid working

6 Challenges of Introducing Hybrid Working



14

How to make hybrid working work

Challenge 1: Fairness
The potential for unfairness – real and perceived - in the introduction of 
hybrid working cannot be overemphasised. And fairness matters. Any 
hybrid pattern that generates feelings of inequality or unfairness is likely to 
reduce productivity, collaboration and retention and increase burnout.14 
Some roles lend themselves far more easily to a hybrid way of working 
than others, even within the same organisation. In the BBC, for 
instance, one-third of staff are likely to be office or studio-based, and 
two-thirds will be ‘agile workers’ spending two to three days a week 
working from home. 

Any organisation considering the hybrid model will need to recognise 
this inherent inconsistency and manage their arrangements and 
communications accordingly. 

We described in Section 1 the multiple benefits of allowing employees 
to have a sense of agency about when, where, and how they work.  
But this too has inherent dangers of unfairness, with the loudest voices 
and largest groups gaining unfair influence. Equally, hybrid working 
needs to meet the needs of the business, which is unlikely to be 
achieved by allowing every employee to choose to work from home 
around the weekend.

There need to be clear parameters in place. As one interviewee told 
us, “We need to make sure we define the new rules before staff take it 
upon themselves to define what the new world looks like.”15

Our interviews with leaders indicate that, while organisations are 
providing guidance for hybrid working, they often tend to be loose,  
with decision-making and execution delegated to managers. 

Introduce this human factor of individual leaders interpreting the 
guidelines, and inconsistency and unfairness can quickly follow, causing 
friction between teams. There needs to be coordination and agreement 
between managers in the interpretation of the rules. 
The BBC, for instance, has introduced leadership workshops to 
address this very issue. Catherine Johnson, Programme Director at 
Investec Wealth & Investment, told us “Some teams are reticent to 
decide themselves, and many would prefer to be told. But legislating 
is tricky when it’s not one size fits all. There are many variables, and 
some are specific to particular teams.” And Emma Higgins, CHRO of 
QBE Insurance, explained the challenge of fairly addressing the needs 
of those who want to meet infrequently to those who wish for a full-time 
return to the office – while still protecting the needs of the business.

We recommend that employees’ views be considered, and managers 
should be trusted to apply any rules as appropriate to their team. 
However, there must be clear and consistent parameters that will 
withstand challenges on the grounds of unfairness. 

The larger the company, the more stringent these guidelines and their 
implementation need to be - and the more difficult it becomes to ensure 
coordination.

Hybrid working cannot be a free-for-all. It’s a nettle that must be 
grasped. 

14  https://www.london.edu/think/any-time-anywhere-what-does-hybrid-mean-for-your-
business?platform=hootsuite&utm_campaign=HSCampaign

15 Ross Wilson, Wilson Partners, Interview with the authors.
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Recommendations
 u  Unfairness impacts performance, collaboration and more, and 

as much as practicable needs to be programmed out of hybrid 
working mechanisms.

 u  Consult with staff about their preferred hybrid working model.

 u  Create clear parameters that recognise that one size does not fit 
all but will withstand challenge.

 u  Give leaders and managers latitude within these parameters to 
make decisions about hybrid working. 

 u  Monitor the fairness of adoption and be prepared to adapt the 
parameters as necessary. It will be rare for companies to get this 
right the first time. 

Challenge 2: Trust
How much do you trust your staff? How much do your managers trust 
your staff? 

Allowing individuals to work from home all or some of the time requires a 
great degree of trust. Most employers had little option but to assume the 
best during lockdowns, but will that trust continue as allowing employees 
to work from home becomes a choice rather than a necessity?  

Some employers introduced employee tracking systems, from clock-in 
and clock-outs to keystroke logging, random screengrabs, and activity 
monitoring. The introduction of such systems, particularly if done 
surreptitiously, will do little to enhance trust.   

Most of our leadership interviewees reported that employees rose to 
the challenge during lockdowns and repaid the trust placed in them 
with measurably increased productivity. Some told us they had been 
convinced that a degree of hybrid working was viable or even desirable 
because of their experience.

Greg Newman of Deloitte Consulting in Melbourne points out that 
the enforced pilot of WFH during the lockdown generally involved 
employees that managers already knew and trusted, using well-
established communication patterns. Can this trust be established 
quickly and reliably between managers and new recruits whom they 
may rarely, if ever, meet? 

Presenteeism (a common concern amongst our interviewees) 
tends to occur where there are trust issues. Employees, desperate 
to demonstrate their value, pursue a strategy of being seen in the 
workplace. A hybrid working environment, where the division between 
work and home is eroded, can take this to extremes. It may result in an 
‘always on’ mentality that leads to burnout.   

Then there are the few, usually a small minority, who cannot be trusted. 
Those who coast in the workplace may be positively supine when 
working elsewhere.



16

How to make hybrid working work

One option, which embraces the philosophy of true hybrid working, is 
to change the way performance is measured. This means shifting to a 
model that looks at achieving objectives and completing tasks rather 
than the arbitrary metric of hours spent in the workplace. 

As Tony Debiase, Group Chief Financial Officer of the Davies Group, 
told us, “Hybrid will be a challenge for some of our managers as it 
means managing staff based on outcomes and outputs; trusting them 
to do their job.”  

We believe hybrid working will result in customised working 
relationships in which an employee’s contribution is measured not 
by their presence but by their output. If this means the scourge of 
presenteeism is overcome, it will be an important incidental benefit of 
the hybrid model. 

Recommendations
 u  Avoid any temptation to install employee monitoring software 

surreptitiously. 

 u  Self-completed timesheet systems or work planning systems 
such as Monday may provide an acceptable alternative in some 
professions.

 u  Focus on outputs over inputs. Agree on what needs to be 
achieved and by when. Then give employees greater freedom 
over when, where and how they complete the task. 

 u  Take the opportunity to address the issue of presenteeism. 
 

 u  From the C-suite to line managers, leaders should role-model 
adoption of the hybrid model to demonstrate it is acceptable  
and productive.

 u  Stop the micromanagement styles that are synonymous with 
input-focused working.  
 

 
 
Challenge 3: Wellbeing
The last two decades have seen far greater openness about mental 
health issues, thankfully reducing the stigma previously associated with 
such illness. Even before the pandemic, the World Economic Forum 
calculated that depression and anxiety were draining US$1bn from the 
global economy.16 Companies now take a much greater interest in the 
mental health of their employees. Gartner reports that 45% of wellbeing 
budgets are now spent on mental health initiatives.17 

For some, lockdown removed some causes of anxiety. Those who 
felt bullied or isolated in the workplace no doubt saw lockdown as a 
blessed relief, as might those who traditionally faced difficulties fulfilling 
family care commitments or very long commutes.18  

16 https://www.weforum.org/focus/mental-health-at-work
17  https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeannemeister/2021/08/04/the-future-of-work-is-worker-well-

being/?sh=4c38ddbb4aed

18 For some, however, commuting time became additional work time, increasing stress and burnout. 
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I’ve never experienced any mental health 
issues

I’ve coped well and quite enjoyed working  
in this new way

I’ve done okay but had ups and downs

The lockdown really got me down 
I struggled to cope

I had some mental health issues unrelated 
to Covid or the lockdown

Which of the following best describes your personal mental health during the last 12 months?

0

10

20

30

40

50

16-24Full group 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Male Female

25
% 27

%

32
%

11
%

5%

9%

29
%

36
%

15
%

11
%

19
%

35
%

26
%

17
%

3%

19
%

30
%

42
%

6%

3%

36
%

18
%

32
%

10
%

4%

41
%

25
%

25
%

4% 5%

32
%

27
% 28

%

10
%

3%

19
%

26
%

36
%

11
%

8%

However, for others, lockdown created or exacerbated mental health 
issues, depriving them of the three core tenets of a psychologically safe 
working environment: Trust, Social Cohesion, and Information Sharing.19 

 

In our survey sample, just under half the respondents experienced 
mental health issues over the previous year.

19 Advanced Workplace Institute and the Amsterdam Centre for Evidence-Based Management.
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Those aged 16 to 34 were most likely to say they had struggled, 
while those aged 45 or more were most likely to tell us they had never 
experienced mental health issues. Men were nearly twice as likely 
as women to say they had never experienced mental health issues. 
We leave it to the reader to decide if these results reflect the differing 
attitudes toward mental health issues rather than the reality.  

In another survey, HR leaders described 2020 as the most stressful year 
of their careers,20 while Accenture reported that between 40% and 60% 
of the UK workforce experienced a decline in mental health between 
March 2020 and the end of the year. Two-fifths (41%) of government 
workers reported feeling more anxious and isolated working from 
home.21  

Although 96% of companies have made changes to HR policies and 
increased employee resources around mental health, only one in six 
employees say they feel supported in this area. Two-thirds said their 
mental health was their most significant Covid-related concern.22 

Our survey of 554 office workers found a mixed picture of mental 
health provision. More than half (55%) of the respondents said their 
employers had not discussed mental health or had addressed the issue 
inadequately during lockdown. 
 
The pandemic brought with it very particular wellbeing challenges 
that working from home through choice may yet perpetuate. Our 
interviewees revealed a common concern that some mental health 
issues may have been hidden during lockdown and may continue to be 
less evident in a hybrid model.

“It’s hard to see if a colleague is struggling if you work alongside 
them infrequently.”

Maryjo Charbonnier (former CHRO at Wolters Kluwer) said the business 
planned to monitor working intensity in the move to hybrid working to 
ensure staff do not burn out and to strike an appropriate level of work/
life balance. 

Evidence suggests that a gradual return to the workplace combined 
with a greater degree of autonomy will provide the feelings of 
connection and opportunities for growth that many people missed 
during lockdown. 

We recommend a gradual return to the workplace, whatever hybrid 
model organisations choose to adopt, to give employees a chance to 
adapt mentally and logistically to the new ways of working. 

20  https://www.hcamag.com/nz/specialisation/employee-engagement/hr-leaders-2020-most-stressful-year-of-our-
careers/237796

21 Inside Government survey (2020)

22  https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/diverse-employees-are-struggling-the-
most-during-covid-19-heres-how-companies-can-respond

It’s never been discussed

They’ve addressed it during the 
lockdown - but not well

They’ve addressed it during the 
lockdown - and done a good job

We’ve had mental health wellbeing 
initiatives since before Covid 19

Mental health has been a priority 
issue for some time

Which of the following best describes your employer’s initiatives for 
protecting the mental health of employees?
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Allowing people to have a say on how this works within the needs of the 
business provides a degree of agency that can alleviate their concerns. 

This will only be truly effective if obvious triggers (bullying, poor 
management, stress) are addressed, and a spirit of openness about 
mental health issues is encouraged. Research shows that open work 
environments result in a 40% reduction in mental health conditions.23   

Positive mental health initiatives are to be encouraged. Respondents 
to our survey mentioned cognitive health newsletters, discounts 
on wellness apps, an increased focus on employee assistance 
programmes, wellness champions and flexible approaches to working 
hours and childcare as successful mental health initiatives. 

The benefits for companies that get this right are tangible. Gartner 
research showed that organisations that invest in mental health 
programmes see a 21% increase in high performers compared to 
organisations that don’t provide the same degree of support.24  

Organisations have done well to recognise the importance of 
mental health in the workplace and, in some cases, to destigmatise 
discussion of it. Claire Chapoulet, Head of Global Crowne Plaza and 
EMEAA Upscale Brands, told us the mental and physical wellbeing of 
colleagues would underpin any decisions about hybrid working. Others, 
however, still have a long way to go. 

Physical wellbeing is also essential. Understanding the needs of staff 
and the rules and regulations relating to health and safety is critical for 
implementing the hybrid model. In the short term, some organisations 

may continue to expect mask-wearing, social distancing and even 
vaccine certification from those wishing to work in an office. In the 
longer term, employers will need to consider how they assess the 
workspaces of people working from home or elsewhere. 

This is not simply about having a duty of care; the legitimacy of legal 
claims against employers from individuals working at inappropriate  
and unassessed home desk spaces has yet to be tested in court. 

Recommendations
 u  Keep mental health on the agenda and use internal forums 

and channels to stimulate a culture of open, non-judgmental 
conversations. 

 u  Provide training to managers and staff to recognise the signs of 
mental health issues. Use appropriately skilled experts to address 
them, introducing measures such as Employee Assistance 
Programmes. 

 u  Review policies, procedures, and practices to ensure they 
reinforce a positive attitude to mental wellbeing.  

 u  Provide quiet spaces in offices and quiet periods in calendars to 
allow individuals a chance to decompress wherever they work. 

 u  Recognise that working from home may expose some people to 
pressure and threats from which work has previously provided a 
source of respite.

23  https://www.inclusiveeconomypartnership.gov.uk/latest/impact20-national-conversation-report-interview-
barbara-harvey

24  Gartner’s 2020 Reimagine HR Employee Survey; https://www.gartner.com/en/articles/9-work-trends-that-hr-
leaders-cant-ignore-in-2021
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Challenge 4: Connection
In 2017, MIT reported that the top quartile performers in employee 
experience had double the customer satisfaction and innovation levels 
and 25% greater profitability than other organisations.25

The accelerated change triggered by the pandemic challenged 
organisations to react quickly rather than formulate a long-term plan. 
Perhaps naturally, the focus shifted almost exclusively to one element of 
the employee experience: how organisations communicated with staff. 

According to our survey, at least a third managed to respond well to  
this challenge.

Only 6% became significantly worse at informing or consulting 
employees. The remainder maintained their standards – whether good, 
bad, or average. 

The communications challenge is easier to address once an 
organisation understands what its employees expect. But that’s not 
always predictable. Our survey of 554 office workers yielded some 
surprising results, with more than four-fifths (83%) expressing a passive 
attitude to communications, preferring to await updates from their 
employer.

Has the organisation got better 
or worse at keeping employees 
informed during the lockdown?

Has the organisation got better 
or worse at consulting employees 
during the lockdown?

Significantly betterSameSignificantly worse

25  “Building business value with employee experience” Kristine Dery and Ina M. Sebastian, MIT Sloan Center of 
Information Systems Research (CISR), Research Briefing, Volume XVII, Number 6, June 2017.
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15%
2% If I need to know anything important my 

line manager will tell me

I just want to be kept informed when 
something significant happens

I want frequent and regular updates from 
my employer

I want a two-way process where I’m kept 
up to date, consulted and my views can 
be heard

I just want a way of expressing my views

83%

Which of the following best describes your attitude to employee 
communications?

In recent years, much has been said about the workplace expectations 
of Millennials and Gen Z. We are told they expect their voices to be 
heard, some influence over their workplace, and a meeting of equals 
with their managers. 
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Our survey indicates that those aged between 16 and 34 are the 
least likely to expect a two-way process, preferring, like their older 

colleagues, to be kept informed when something significant happens.  
It is those aged 45 and older who are most likely to expect a dialogue. 

Which of the following best describes your attitude to employee communications?
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If I need to know anything important, 
my line manager will tell me.

I just want to be kept informed when 
something significant happens.

I want frequent and regular updates 
from my employer.

I want a two-way process where I’m kept 
up to date, consulted, and my views can 
be heard.

I just want a way of expressing my views.
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Our survey findings are reinforced by independent research. The 
2020 Edelman Trust Barometer Special Report on Covid26 found that 
employees saw employer communications as the most credible source 
of information during the pandemic; more than the government, media, 
or business in general. Qualtrics Remote Work Pulse reported that 
80% of newly remote workers said communication from their company 
helped them feel more confident during the crisis.27 

During any crisis, communications tend towards broadcast, and there is 
evidence that this is what people want – clarity and direction. The same 
Edelman research found that four-fifths (83%) wanted updates from 
their employers at least once a day during the pandemic.   

Covid placed immense pressure on staff communications as 
organisations across the globe had to introduce new working practices 
urgently, furlough employees, and highlight new policies. In times of 
crisis, face-to-face communication is king, but this option was all but 
removed overnight. 

As a result, organisations used new technologies with even greater 
enthusiasm; witness the rise of Zoom and Teams as the channels of 
choice for briefings. 

From employee communications to the employee experience
Emerging from the shadow of Covid and beginning the journey to 
hybrid working provides an ideal opportunity to rethink communications 
and the broader context of the employee experience. 

AWI, reported in The Economist, said “The move to virtual working 
has the power to shift companies’ entire approach to an employee’s 

experience, from how they think about hiring, learning, development, 
culture, collaboration and communications with staff.”28

Communications
Despite the apparent lack of enthusiasm for a two-way dialogue 
during a crisis in our survey group, we anticipate a need to give 
individual employees a louder voice in the new hybrid model through 
conversations, feedback sessions and surveys, and greater autonomy. 

Often missed in the noise is that communication is a two-way process - 
the employee’s voice must be heard. We believe there will be a return to 
the natural trend of dialogue as part of a natural rhythm.

Businesses that enthusiastically listened to the voice of the customer 
in the twentieth century now need to hear the voice of their employees. 
They are a force for change, a barometer of the organisation’s wellness, 
and a proxy voice of the customer. As Professor Mark Ritson put it, 
“CEOs have no customer interaction but all the power. Staff have all the 
knowledge but no power. How do we bring them together?” 

The answer is a well-designed and managed two-way internal 
communications process.

Collaboration
The positive energy engendered by working together can easily be lost 
in hybrid models. The owner of a regional business told us “Whilst on 
paper there is no reason why our team cannot work from home, it’s the 
interaction with both clients and colleagues that energises everyone and 
makes for a happy day.” Maryjo Charbonnier, Wolters Kluwer’s CHRO 
during lockdown, expressed concern about keeping the more creative 

26  https://www.edelman.com/research/edelman-trust-barometer-special-report-covid-19-demonstrates-essential-
role-private-sector

27 https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/ready-to-work-from-home/

28 https://issuu.com/lyonsdown/docs/br_economist
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sides of the business working well, a risk mitigated by the objective of 
all teams having at least one day a week in the office together. 

One way of enhancing collaboration is through effective meetings. 
Some organisations reported increased levels of engagement during 
lockdown, the result of employers simply trying harder, and the novel 
use of cloud-based tools, such as Teams and Zoom. 

A blessing and a curse, these tools, their adoption rapidly accelerated 
by circumstance, both democratised meetings and introduced the 
tyranny of wall-to-wall meetings, resulting in fatigue and little time to 
implement decisions. Nevertheless, virtual meetings are here to stay29  
and are likely to accelerate the transition to hybrid working. 

“Team meetings are difficult when half the team are not  
in the office.” 
Paul Redmond,  

GAMA Healthcare

It is unlikely that virtual meetings will entirely replace face-to-face 
meetings. Organisations will need to choose whether to introduce 
blended meetings in which individuals in the office are joined by 
colleagues dialling in. 

Remember, many people like to work in the office, prefer to meet face-
to-face, and fear missing out when they work from home. It’s easy for 
people dialling into meetings to feel excluded by those who attend 
in person. The BBC talked about the dangers of ‘present privilege’, 
in which office-based staff get early or exclusive access to news, 
opportunities and benefits. 

The BBC runs workshops to guide managers on running blended 
meetings to address such issues. Amey is exploring ways to ensure 
creativity is maintained and ‘the quietest voice in the room’ is still heard. 
Cardiff Pinnacle is synchronising arrangements to ensure key individuals 
from different teams can meet face-to-face regularly. Others, including 
Weetabix, told us they would be adopting an ‘all in’ or ‘all dialling in’ 
approach to meetings. 

The approach to meetings in a hybrid model has implications for office 
space and technology. Even SMEs like Change Associates have found 
themselves investing in ‘Zoom Rooms’ with cameras, screens and 
connections to ensure seamless connectivity during meetings.  

For larger organisations seeking cost savings on office space, 
companywide coordination and room booking systems are needed so 
that demand for space is levelled out throughout the week. 

Hiring
Adopting a hybrid model, or a model that enables exclusively remote 
working, offers the benefit of tapping into a global supply of talent. 
Uninhibited by geographical distance, employers can choose to recruit 
staff and freelancers from all over the world. 

This may mean making hiring decisions without ever having met 
candidates face-to-face - a risky business. Video interviews and 
software platforms have made this process more analogous to 
traditional recruitment and, as a result, more reliable. For instance, Geoff 
Lloyd, CHRO at Meggit, told us the aerospace supplier had made some 
of its best hires during lockdown, with little or no face-to-face contact. 

29  Workday’s announcement of its plans to acquire Peakon, an enterprise-grade employee survey and feedback 
company, at a price tag of US$700m, offers one an indicator of the size and heightened importance of this area.
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The opportunities to increase the diversity of race, nationality, 
background, personality, and workforce location are immense. Sophie 
Taylor, Communications and Campaigns Manager at Speakers for 
Schools, said “We have mothers able to return to work, Scottish, Welsh 
and Northern Irish colleagues who are now able to apply for roles that 
were previously open only to people in London.”

Onboarding, induction, and orientation will need rethinking if 
geographically remote staff are to buy into the culture and values 
of their employer and have a positive employee experience. When 
organisations worldwide can compete for staff on our doorsteps, there 
is a real danger of such staff being poached with a marginally better 
offer and a substantially more positive experience.   

Learning
Face-to-face training and coaching for staff old and new could be 
compromised in a hybrid model.  Beyond the logistical challenge of 
getting all the right people in the right place at the right time, day-to-day 
learning opportunities may be missed. 

A millennial IT worker interviewed for this paper told us “The younger 
members of the team want to get together in the office for the social life 
and to bounce around ideas. I understand if you’ve been commuting for 
twenty or thirty years, you’ll be glad to see the back of it. But if they’re 
not around to mentor us, how do we get to learn?”

Much formal training can now be delivered very effectively online. But 
a hybrid model should allow for elements of face-to-face learning 
wherever practical. More informal, serendipitous learning opportunities 
can best be recreated through agreed working patterns that ensure 

inexperienced staff regularly share working space with more seasoned 
mentors. 

“In my previous role.. the average employee had 120 working 
relationships in a year. I suggest that when we start hiring 
employees who are entirely or majority remote, they will struggle 
to build useful networks of trust and to establish healthy ways 
of working with colleagues without spending time with them 
physically.”  
Greg Newman

People Analytics - Human Capital, Deloitte Consulting Pty Ltd

Culture 
We resisted including culture in this report. It seemed too obvious to 
say that a strong culture, like strong leadership, is a prerequisite for 
successful hybrid working. 

However, this theme emerged so many times during our interviews, 
and with such force, it would be an oversight to exclude it. 
Interviewees representing sectors as diverse as healthcare, plastics, 
pharmaceuticals, home furnishings, broadcasting, finance, and food 
manufacturing placed the potential erosion of company culture near the 
top of their concerns around introducing hybrid working. 

Stuart Branch, Chief People and Digital Officer at Weetabix, spoke for 
many when he said “Protecting the company culture [is a key priority]. 
The last 15 months have been successful, but they were built on the 
foundations and context of close, intimate relationships; how does that 
culture erode over time?”
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Others spoke about ‘team spirit’, ‘a sense of entity’ and ‘employer 
affinity’, all pointing to the need to find ways to ensure a collective 
understanding of ‘the way we do things around here’ prevails. 

Culture plays a critical role in the employee experience and beyond, and 
needs to be protected and refined in a hybrid world. 

Recommendations
 u  Take a step back from your short-term response to Covid to 

consider the long-term solution to employee engagement in the 
hybrid model. A different approach is possible and probably needed. 

 u  Recognise that communication is a two-way process that requires 
listening skills and humility. Give all employees an equal voice 
through as many channels as possible. 

 u  Build infrastructures and systems that enable and encourage 
collaboration where necessary through blended meetings. 

 u  Coordinate to enable face-to-face meetings, coaching and learning 
whenever practical. 

 u  Train managers in the skills and tools they need to manage, engage, 
and inspire teams adopting flexible ways of working.  

 u  Don’t lose sight of culture. Create online and face-to-face 
experiences and leadership behaviours that relentlessly reinforce the 
company culture, while recognising that new ways of working and 
an increasingly diverse workforce may necessitate a subtle shift from 
the established ‘way we do things around here’. 

 u  Make the employee experience as much of a focus for investment 
as the customer experience. The two are inseparable. 

Challenge 5: Technology
Digital transformation, from e-commerce, social media and the Cloud 
to AI, robotics and the automation of back-office and customer-facing 
processes, has to have been the most irresistible trend of recent history. 

The pandemic accelerated a trend that was already travelling at a 
breathtaking speed. 

In a 2020 survey, for example, 40% of IT Directors report that they have 
received budget increases to focus on establishing the hybrid working 
model.30 An LSE survey found that 60% of respondents adopted new 
digital technologies during the first lockdown. Of the remainder, a third 
(33%) planned to adopt new technologies in the future. One report 
claimed that seven years’ worth of growth in digital products and 
services was achieved in as many months.31 

Change Associates’ survey found that nearly half (45%) of companies 
could be described as already digital, and a further 29% were nimble 
enough to respond quickly and well. This leaves up to a quarter (26%) 
of organisations facing a decline in business because of their inability to 
harness technology as a response. 

30 The Future of Work in a Pandemic Era (2020) Xerox.  A survey of 600 IT decision-makers globally.
31  The business response to Covid-19: The CEP-CBI survey on technology adoption: https://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/

download/cepcovid-19-009.pdf
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The organisation has always been 
at the forefront of working digitally

The organisation was making great 
strides towards working digitally 
before Covid

Covid has forced the organisation 
to adopt more digital working, but 
they’ve done it well

Covid has forced the organisation 
to adopt more digital working, but 
they’ve done it poorly

There has been no significant move 
to digital working before or during 
lockdown

It’s not practical for our organisation 
to work more digitally

Which of the following best describes your employer’s approach to 
working digitally?

It is disappointing to find so many organisations ill-prepared for the 
consequences. In a 2019 survey by Deloitte, 87% of respondents said 
they knew digital technologies would disrupt their industry, yet only 44% 
felt their company was doing enough to respond (ref book Technology 
Fallacy, Deloitte). 

Research by McKinsey & Co32 indicated the reasons for this ‘knowing-
doing gap’ included a failure to prioritise, fear of customer resistance, 
the shock to working methods, and lack of infrastructure and 
organisational silos as barriers to implementation. Complacency does 
not appear to have been included as an option.

According to the same research, executives in companies that invested 
in digitalisation before or during the pandemic are twice as likely to 
report outsize revenue growth as others. 

In a survey of consultants, 46% of respondents felt that organisations 
that had resisted digital transformation to date had already missed 
the chance to catch up.33 Shopping centres, for instance, are littered 
with the empty shells of retailers who failed to plan for an omnichannel 
future.  

However, the survivors and the thrivers need to find a way to capitalise 
on this newly discovered adaptability. We have spoken to leaders who 
were surprised by the teams’ agility and the breakdown of silos during 
the crisis. They are now looking for ways to tap into it. 

The key is to keep the momentum going sustainably, encouraging the 
acceptance of digitalisation and automation. McKinsey Global Institute 
has estimated that applying these technologies could add $13 trillion to 
global GDP by 2030.34

32  How COVID-19 has pushed companies over the technology tipping point—and transformed business forever 
McKinsey & CO (October 2020): https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/
our-insights/how-covid-19-has-pushed-companies-over-the-technology-tipping-point-and-transformed-
business-forever#

33  Change Associates unpublished survey of consultants, 2020. 
34  Modelling the impact of AI on the world economy – McKinsey: https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/

innovation-and-growth/navigating-a-world-of-disruption
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A report from the London School of Economics encourages 
organisations to “anticipate that innovations introduced during the 
pandemic will outlive the crisis and raise workers’ productivity or allow a 
reallocation of tasks, rather than substitute workers.”35

Workers may understandably feel threatened. There will be victims and 
beneficiaries of the move to AI and Robotic Process Automation. Some 
traditional roles may disappear. 

Employers should provide retraining and redeployment wherever 
possible. Analytics is a value-adding area where managers and 
employees could focus their attention and develop skills to help shape 
the organisation’s strategic direction and its products and services. The 
caring professions promise to be the last bastion of human dominance 
over technology. However, the relatively low pay of this sector makes it 
an unappealing option for all but the most dedicated. 

However, the most fundamental change we are likely to see over the 
next few years – and one we are surprised has not happened already - 
is the absorption of ‘digital’ into business as usual. 

We argue that it is nonsensical to continue to discuss digital marketing, 
digital HR, and digital transformation as separate disciplines. Business 
processes like training, continuous improvement, and change 
management all need to be seen through a digital lens, but with the 
realisation that technology is merely an enabler to be harnessed rather 
than an objective in itself. 

 
Recommendations

 u  Avoid being seduced by the novelty of digitalisation by prioritising 
the technologies that are most likely to transform or enhance core 
operations. 

 u  Anticipate which technological innovations from the pandemic will 
continue to meet the organisation’s needs and which ones need 
reconsideration. 

 u  Ignore naysayers and Luddites hoping for a return to pre-Covid 
normality.

 u  Communicate and reassure employees about new technology. It’s 
not only the employees directly impacted who will be worried. 

 u  Look for opportunities to reskill or redeploy staff to more human 
interactions or enhanced services to capitalise on the time 
automation can liberate.  

35  LSE survey of 375 UK businesses conducted in July 2020 in partnership with the Confederation of British 
Industry, https://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cepcovid-19-009.pdf
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Challenge 6: Customers
Since 1908, when Harry Gordon Selfridge opened his first department 
store on Oxford Street and declared “the customer is always right”, a 
focus on the customer experience has always been a strategic option. 

Some organisations choose to compete through highly competitive 
pricing that makes the niceties of a positive experience impossible. 
Most customers approach these transactions with the expectation of a 
no-frills service. 

Many more, however, claim to strive for service excellence and customer-
centricity. When they fail, we all have tools to tell the world about service 
failures. An individual with a righteous cause, time on their hands, and a 
Twitter account can start a damaging movement against a brand. 

At the same time, expectations have risen significantly as the likes of 
Amazon fulfil orders with astonishing efficiency and speed. Films, music, 
and software can be streamed cheaply and immediately. Consumers 
lose patience with suppliers, goods and services that cannot meet 
these same service levels. And we make a noise about it.

As Covid-19 forced both consumers and providers into isolation, so 
the models of service delivery began to shift more rapidly. McKinsey 
research found that nearly half of consumers have started or increased 
online streaming since the onset of the pandemic. In 2019, in the UK, 
less than one per cent of initial medical consultations happened online. 
During the 2020/21 lockdowns, this rose to 100%. Online banking 
interactions rose from ten to ninety per cent, with no drop-off in quality 
and an increase in compliance.36 

Organisations had to rethink how they best served their customers 
remotely while meeting their needs for empathy, care and concern for 
safety. Carefully crafted omnichannel strategies had to be reviewed as 
customer behaviours changed instantaneously. 

The pandemic appears to have shifted many organisations to greater 
customer-centricity. The Change Associates survey found that more 
than a third (36%) of employers were perceived to have become more 
customer-centric during the pandemic. This is in addition to the 44% 
considered to have been customer-centric already. 

36  https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/leadership/from-thinking-about-the-next-normal-to-making-it-
work-what-to-stop-start-and-accelerate

The organisation has always put 
the customer at the heart of our 
business

The organisation has become more 
customer-centric during lockdown

The organisation has become less 
customer-centric during lockdown

We’ve never been a customer- 
centric organisation

Which of the following best describes your employer’s attitude to 
customers?
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But some companies struggled to cope. An author of this report found 
himself on hold on a customer helpline that promised an agent should 
be ready in eight hours. Even First Direct’s famously efficient telephone 
banking service was compromised as operators moved to working from 
home. In the spring of 2021, the bank wrote to customers apologising 
for its poor responsiveness in recent months. Tellingly, the poor service 
was attributed to First Direct assuming a trend for customers moving 
from telephone banking to online self-service would continue. In fact, it 
reversed during lockdown. 

Organisations moving to a hybrid model should recognise that the 
customer service they provide must be at least as good as that 
provided under a more traditional model. Short-term teething problems 
are to be expected but won’t be tolerated for long. 

The tide of offshoring showed signs of reversing pre-pandemic, with 
organisations like BT positioning UK-based customer service lines 
as part of a premium service. We believe the transition to automated 
or self-service for customers is likely to see a similar correction in the 
long term. This will provide opportunities for companies able to provide 
quality customer interactions that leave automation, chatbots and 
community forums in the slow lane. Those that get customer service 
right will differentiate themselves from those that choose the road to 
digitalisation and automation purely to achieve cost savings.  

Human beings remain social animals, and organisations that provide 
human-to-human interaction will become distinctive and highly valued in 
an economy that will become increasingly focused on experiences over 
possessions.

 
Recommendations

 u  Make customer-centricity part of your leadership ethos, 
linking senior management compensation to customer service 
performance.  

 u  Use technology, data analysis, and automation to support 
customer service by freeing staff to deal with complex issues, not 
to replace them. 

 u  Build the customer journey and related pain points into how you 
structure the organisation and organise for hybrid working. 

 u  Make employees integral to your success. Without buy-in from 
employees, any aspiration towards customer-centricity will be 
fruitless. 

 u  Exercise caution when considering outsourcing customer-facing 
functions such as call centres. 

 u  Consider letting go of the systems, processes and people that 
brought your organisation to where it is now unless you are 
convinced they deliver what you need to take the customer 
experience forward. 

 u  Create a community of customers, employees, leaders and 
stakeholders with shared interests and values. 

 
For more detail on these recommendations, read Change Associates’ 
previous report, Optimising the customer experience - the changing role 
of customers, employees, and leaders.
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True hybrid working that entails flexibility in when, where, and  
how people work was always going to happen. Covid has 
accelerated its adoption. 

Not all organisations, professions or individuals are yet ready for hybrid 
working and some may never be. But for those that do choose to 
embrace this new way of working, there are already excellent examples 
of good practice, and some challenges that still need to be resolved. 

The working model is evolving, and we are all still learning. But as a 
general approach we make 10 broad recommendations: 

Treat the introduction of hybrid working as a  
change programme

Understand the stories behind your data

Listen. Engage and empower your people

Recognise one size does not fit all

Focus on productivity 

Remodel your space

Introduce outcome-focused performance management

Empower and train line managers  

Understand that leadership behaviour will often be  
the hardest to change

Recognise and celebrate success

The introduction of hybrid working will be complex, 
controversial, and challenging. We anticipate six areas in which 
those challenges are likely to be most testing: 

Fairness

Inconsistencies in the application of hybrid working will lead to 
perceived unfairness impacting performance and collaboration. Allowing 
leaders and managers latitude within parameters and asking staff what 
they want will address some of the issues, but anticipate an iterative 
process with bumps along the way. 

Conclusions
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Trust

Hybrid working will test levels of trust between leaders and staff, 
particularly as new, unknown team members join the organisation. 
A focus on outputs and use of self-reporting planning systems are 
preferable to micromanagement and monitoring software. 

Wellbeing

Ensuring physical and mental health wellbeing from a distance is hard 
but the employer’s duty of care is greater than ever. Assume nothing. 
The option to work from home will be a blessing for some and a curse 
for others. 

Connection

Humans thrive with connection and community. For years much of this 
has come from the workplace. In new ways of working, building a sense 
of culture and engagement can become more difficult. Communication, 
collaboration, and the sharing of knowledge also become a challenge. 
Here, perhaps more than in any other area, it is necessary to step away 
from the short-term solutions introduced during lockdown and develop a 
sustainable way to enhance the employee experience. 

Technology

Digitalisation enforced and accelerated by lockdown is unlikely to 
be reversed. The irresistible rise of digitalisation and automation is 
another trend accelerated by the pandemic and necessitated by 
remote working. All employees, not just those directly affected, will 
need reassurance and support. Look for redeployment opportunities 
wherever possible.  

Customers

The shift to almost exclusively online or remote customer service 
tested several organisations’ responsiveness and customer-centricity 
to breaking point. The lessons hard learned during lockdown will be 
invaluable in any shift to sustained hybrid working. Understand the 
customer journey and pain points to anticipate how your organisation 
can enhance customer engagement in a hybrid model. 

There are undoubted benefits to the hybrid working model for those 
that can overcome the obstacles. To discuss your organisation’s move 
to new ways of working, please get in touch. 

3

2

4

5

6



32

YES

YES

YES

work location (or the amount is not clear):
• 
• What is the balance of activity within the role (see grey note box, right)
• How much of the work must be undertaken face to face with other people?
• Which work location best supports productivity and why?
• What are the employee’s personal preferences about how they work? 
• What percentage of the work is ‘time flexible’ – e.g. how much of it can be 

undertaken at any time and how much of it is ‘location flexible’ – it can be 
undertaken anywhere?

• 
way to support remote working?

• How much supervision or support does the role require?

Q: Are you intending to make 
hybrid working a change to terms 
and conditions of employment?

Note 

Jobs can be time flexible, location flexible, or a mix of both.  
Most jobs typically comprise several types of activity which  
influence the type of flexibility that can be undertaken. The  
balance of these activities can help you to consider whether 
a role can be hybrid and how much remote work can be 
undertaken: 

• Activities that are undertaken with other people, at the same 
time and at the same place. Such roles may not permit hybrid 
working, or only a minority of time spent working remotely.

• Activities that are undertaken with other people at the same 
time, but this can be in person or remote. Such roles may be 
able to undertake some hybrid or remote working. 

• Activities that are largely independent and can be undertaken 
anywhere or at any time. These roles may permit a significant 
amount of remote working. 

Proceed to implementation of hybrid working arrangements and: 
• Advise employees about their arrangements 
• Ensure employees are provided with any relevant policies or 

procedures that they should comply with whilst undertaking working 
from home. 

• Signpost relevant training to people managers on managing hybrid 
teams and employees. More information is available in the guide for 
line managers on supporting hybrid working.

Consider the nature of the work undertaken by the employee

Role not suitable for hybrid 
working.
Consider whether other 
forms of flexible working 
may be suitable. More 
information is available on 
the flexible working page 
of the CIPD website.

Q: Do any other stakeholders 
need to be consulted?

Consult and decide whether 
hybrid working can be agreed.

Review whether the organisation is able 
to provide appropriate technology or 
support

Q: Does anything need to be put 
in place to ensure that a hybrid 

Issue confirmation of 
change of terms and 
conditions of employment.

Confirm informal/
trial arrangements to 
employee.

Questions to consider when ‘unsure’ if a role can be done 

clear):
• 
• What is the balance of activity within the role (see grey 

note box below)?
• How much of the work must be undertaken face to face 

with other people?
• Which work location best supports productivity and why?
• What are the employee’s personal preferences about how 

they work? 
• What percentage of the work is ‘time flexible’ – e.g. how 

much of it can be undertaken at any time and how much 
of it is ‘location flexible’ – it can be undertaken anywhere?

• How is the work currently structured, and can it be 

• How much supervision or support does the role require?

                                                                                             Assessing a role for hybrid working

NO YES

Undertake a role review exercise. Consider how much time the employee 
spends in activities that can only be undertaken at a particular location 
or at a particular time, how much work the employee undertakes 
independently that does not require collaboration, and how much work 
has to be undertaken in collaboration with others (and whether this has to 
be done in person or can be done online).

UNSURE

NO

NO

NO

NO

Q: What percentage of the role can be 

location?

The majority of their work can be done 

Some or up to half of their work can be 

The minority of their work can be done 

Percentage is unclear post pandemic.

The amount of work that can be done away 

YES

YES

YES

YES

NO

NO

NO

Last updated  
4 May 2021

Q: Can any part of the employee’s role be undertaken away from the o�ce/work location?

(c) CIPD, 2021 - Reproduced by kind permission

Appendix
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