New approaches
to the workplace
By Linda Hughes
Fifteen years ago, the idea of having 100% remote workforce was almost laughable. But today
remote work is becoming more and more commonplace. Employers are beginning to adopt more
remote work and post-COVID it’s a real option.
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Introduction
Smart businesses are already
planning for their post pandemic
workplace. With more than 60%
are making plans for a very
different set of working
arrangements, recognising that
the office as a place where we go
to do our work is increasingly
outdated, and a more
sophisticated approach is
required as organisations enter
the next phase of recovery.
The return phase presents an
opportunity for companies to
rethink the employee experience in ways that respect individual differences—home lives, skills and
capabilities, mindsets, personal characteristics, and other factors—while also adapting to rapidly
changing circumstances.
Many leaders are indeed taking a long-term view and asking themselves “what’s next for remote
work” within their organisation. McKinsey et al research during COVID reveal that most
organisations believe their future workforce will be much more remote than ever before:
•
•

Overall, companies expect approximately 40% of employees to utilise a remote working
model in the future.
Thirty-seven percent of companies expect that more than 25% of employees will work in
hybrid models that combine remote and onsite work.

Benefits of working remotely
For individuals
•
•
•
•
•
•

The freedom to live anywhere in the world
Better work life balance
Flexible work locations
Dual-career opportunities
Contribute to my home and society
Reduced cost of living

For organisations
•
•
•
•

Increase employee engagement and productivity by +5%, reduced attrition
May reverse the brain drain that can plague emerging markets
Expand potential talent pool to include workers far from that of the company’s normal
catchment area
Reduction in office space
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However, it is important to realise that COVID-19 is unlikely to end suddenly despite the vaccine rollout. Many organisations are therefore planning for multiple scenarios and time horizons as they
shift from crisis response to recovery. Many are also planning for the possibility of multiple waves of
the pandemic and its continuing global – uneven -footprint.
Ultimately, it’s not simply a return to old ways of doing business. The pandemic has created an
imperative and an opportunity for organisations to reengage with the workforce and reinvent their
workplaces. While many employees may prefer working from home, others may be uncomfortable
and unproductive outside of traditional work settings.
With nine months of experience under their belts, more employers are seeing somewhat better
productivity from their remote workers. And discussions with chief executives have anecdotally
reported a mixed range of opinions about remote working. Some express that remote work can
continue, while others say they see few positives to remote work. Trust and culture appear to be the
blockers.
Before diving in with a series of new ideas consider a few of the following first:
•
•
•

reflect on what has worked, what you have learned, and what has been missed during the
pandemic – collect different perspectives from across the organisation
employee wellbeing changes workplace v home
technology setup, tools for virtual work, digital competence

Rethinking work also means rethinking the workforce – composition, and compensation and
performance management. Changing workforce composition creates the opportunity for wholesale
reinvention of the workplace.

Consider multiple versions of “remote”
Remote work doesn’t have to mean that all or most employees always work from home or other
location. Remote work can be structured so that employees split their time between home and the
workplace, on alternate weeks and on a rotating schedule. It can include designated times for
everyone to be physically present—for instance, there might be good reason for everyone to be on
site on, say, Wednesdays or throughout the first week of every month. Or a company could choose a
work-from-anywhere model in which employees can work remotely all the time but still be able to
visit any work location anytime if they wish to do so for the purpose of affiliation.
Of course, remote working may not be possible at this time for some organisations, such as
manufacturing companies—though that could change with advances in automation, and other
technologies. However, with the right strategy, organisational processes, technologies, and—most
important—leadership, many more companies, teams, and functions than one might have thought
could go all or mostly remote.
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Large and mature organisations, too, can successfully transition to a hybrid or a majority-remote
regime. The question is not whether work from anywhere is possible but what is needed to make it
possible. The short answer if leaders support synchronous and asynchronous communication,
brainstorming, and problem-solving; lead initiatives to codify knowledge online; encourage virtual
socialisation, team building, and mentoring; invest in and enforce data security; work with
government stakeholders to ensure regulatory compliance; and set an example by becoming remote
employees themselves, all-remote organisations may indeed emerge as the future of work.

Remote working models
Work from anywhere
A fully distributed team means that not one single
person in the team needs to work from a specific
location. Some may work in a coworking space if they
wish, but the requirement isn’t there. It’s one of the
most radical and exciting distributed setups to work in
and offers a large number of benefits to the employer
and employee.

Hybrid teams
A hybrid distributed team is like a distributed one but is much more open to having a different mix of
office and distributed workers. This allows for more flexibility and offers a greater opportunity for
implementing work from anywhere principles.

Fully collocated
A collocated team works mainly from an office location, but this location may differ for each team
member. Some members of the team could also be completely distributed.
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Which jobs could be done remotely?
Because jobs differ, the need for collocation differs too. Consider the nature of the work (some jobs
or functions require in-office equipment), the need for interaction (for live supervision or
brainstorming, for instance), and so on.
Mapping jobs and functions to various models of remote work will help to crystallise the opportunity
for each group and geographic area and to determine which work and workers can be remote for
the foreseeable future and which should be collocated. To do this, organisations should consider five
key characteristics of work.
Onsite Client Interaction - consider the degree to which each individual job requires an employee to
interact live with customers. Consider customer migration during the pandemic and whether
customers will stay virtual.
Specialised Equipment and Facilities - to
what degree does a particular job require
the use of certain onsite equipment or
facilities? This is a particular consideration
for manufacturing and worksite
management roles, among others.
Supervision and Regulatory Oversight some jobs require close supervision from a
superior, given the importance of accuracy
in the work performed or because
regulatory requirements make this the best
practice. Auditor and data specialist roles
are among the jobs that could fall into this
category.
Collaboration and Interaction - think about how much collaboration or interaction with other
employees is required, whether in the same job function or across functions. Project managers and
operations leads are examples of jobs likely to emphasize collaboration and interaction.
Innovation - how important is innovation in a particular role? Does it tend to result in better
outcomes? Given jobs where this might be a consideration include engineering roles and marketing
specialists.
With a role-by-role consideration of multiple versions of hybrid work, organisations can be ambitious
about their future remote work models, by taking an agile approach, ultimately enabling them to fix
the right model(s).

Routines, Tools, and Capability Building
At the brink of the pandemic, organisations rushed to provide new collaboration tools and working
routines that would enable their employees to rapidly adapt to working from home. But did these
tools and routines succeed?
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It is time to assess what worked and what didn’t. Were Zoom breakout rooms better than
collaboration tools like Trello, for instance? Identifying and understanding how and why certain tools
are being used (or are not being used) will allow teams to address issues.
Studying highly effective teams and their behaviours, routines, and use of tools can help managers
across the organisation scale best practices across teams.
What capabilities—specific knowledge, skills, and attitudes—do these employees and leaders have?
How can the organization enable them to teach others? Rarely do tools alone suffice. People need to
undertake deliberate practice to build new habits and muscles to get the full value of any change.

Remote Working Principles
With a truly distributed workforce there are a few challenges that organisations will have to
overcome. Here are a few of the key points to consider, and some examples and pointers of how
others are doing it.
•
•
•

•
•
•

Our starting point is that every job can be done flexibly.
We focus on great outcomes. We won’t measure the time you spend in the office or the
hours you work. We trust you to achieve the results we agree upon.
We want you to ‘own the way you work’ and you’ll have your own preferences about how
you can be most productive. That means all our offices are open to you, but it’s also cool if
you like to work remotely.
We make knowledge sharing a key priority so you can pick up a piece of work anytime of
the day and know how to do it.
We invest heavily in our onboarding process and provide you a buddy who you work with to
get to know the ins and outs of how we do things.
Technology supports how we work. We encourage the forming of digital channels for
people to engage with each other directly rather than running everything through a central
hub.
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•

•

•
•

•
•
•

We give employees airtime through town halls, pulse surveys, listening tours and story
sharing; we use data to analyse related information and communicate findings to
employees regularly.
Every team member is encouraged to ask their manager for a regular check-in as an
opportunity to talk through how you are doing, recognise what you’ve achieved, and talk
through what you’re working on next.
We know the value of getting together and maintaining team ethos, so we will still have lots
of opportunities to meet up.
Two-way communication is key. Let your team know when you’re working and what you’re
working on and set expectations on email response times and availability via messaging
platforms.
Speak to your manager if you feel your work schedule is interfering with your life or your
health and if you need any equipment to make your job easier.
You will not be overlooked for promotion opportunities because you work flexibly. Flexible
working does not make you less deserving.
We believe in leading by example – so all our leaders will work flexibly too, and they will
actively support you to own the way you work.

Below are a few detailed explanations of the principles:

Pay Based on Job Role, Not Location
While the knee jerk reaction to an employee moving to work in a cheaper city is to reduce their pay,
stop for a moment and think if this really is the best alternative. Instead, consider and restate what
your reward systems are based on – location or job itself.

Adapt your meeting practices
While meetings are a great way to get a
bunch of people together to work
together, they also put unnecessary
stress on employees working from home
who might be introverted, on different
time zones, or just meeting-averse.
If some members of a team are working
remotely, team meetings should be
conducted as if everyone was working
remotely including colleagues in the
office who connect from their desks.
That way, members working from home
would not miss out on side conversations
and the dynamics of the meeting in the
conference room. And everyone can be
visible at full size on the screen, instead
of being thumbnail-size figures in a
cavernous conference room.
In recent decades meetings have generally got longer, and research shows it has had a negative
effect on employee productivity and happiness. Their flip to shorter meetings had come about

New approaches to the workplace

organically, not from any management mandate. And according to their sentiment survey, the
change was appreciated.
What can you do? Here are a few ways in which you can adapt your meeting practices:
•
•
•
•

Discourage use of meeting rooms by in-office employees; instead, encourage each employee
to take meetings from their personal computers, so no employee feels left out.
Keep meetings short and focused by encouraging agenda-setting beforehand.
Consider holding meetings only for project kick-offs, with other check-ins and progress
reports happening virtually and asynchronously.
Document meetings meticulously so employees who were unable to participate will be in
the loop.

Review your benefit packages
There are benefits like catered lunches and happy hours that, while wonderful for your in-office
employees, may make your WFA counterparts feel left out. To include everyone in your culture,
adapt your extras to include everyone. Here’s what you can do:
•
•
•

Give employees a monthly lunch budget.
Send employees monthly gift baskets and have a virtual get-together.
Encourage teams to get together on their own.

Give allowances so everyone can create a workspace that
works best for them
Fulfilling the most basic need for the right technology and equipment to help your people be
efficient at work is one of the pre-requisites for keeping people engaged and motivated.
Also reimbursing for coworking membership and coffee shop working purchases, for added
flexibility.
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How to get started
The list of activities provides a broad outline of how-to setup a WFA arrangement.

Project Team
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Assemble a team to design an agile approach to remote working.
Review feedback on what has worked well, not so well and what employees have missed out
on to help you maintain a perspective for the future.
Create your remote working principles.
Review and reimagine your most important work processes.
Reimagine your operating model and workspaces to support the kinds of interactions that
cannot happen remotely.
Concentrate on leadership to enhance communication, focus on wellbeing, trust, and
flexibility.
Invest in the development of employee-to-employee relationships, through cultivating
inclusion and a psychologically saft team environment.
Review your remuneration and benefits packages.
Test your principles for tax, legislative changes etc.
Assess data privacy risks as well as the generation and transmission of data.
Consider IT, communication, and collaboration solutions.
Setup learning and mentor programmes.
Communicate remote working to your organisation.

HR’s role in enabling remote working
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Be part of the WFA design.
Consider the immediate priorities of the business in the context of future business needs.
Promote working from anywhere as the norm, not a perk or governed by an agreement.
Promote inclusive practices.
Encourage employees to “own” how they work best.
Support line managers to lead through “outputs” not “hours worked”
Redesign the employee experience with employees that is WFA centric
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•
•
•
•
•
•

Set-up mentor and learning programmes – managing and working from anywhere.
Recognise that an engaging workplace provides choice to work in ways that suit individuals.
Create conditions where human connections can thrive, even remotely.
Create a ‘level playing field’ for workers, wherever they are.
Understand the employment complexities and offers solutions to reduce resistance.
Seek specialist to advise on legal and tax matters.

A Leader’s role in remote working
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Do I work from anywhere – or am I always in the office?
Do my team members have what they need to be able to work effectively from anywhere?
Are my meetings always about ‘tasks’ or do I create opportunities for social interaction?
Do we need to re-think frequency and length of our regular meetings?
Are we reviewing our objectives as a team often enough?
Am I catering to the communication needs of different personalities on our team?
Does the team know that what they do matters- how it links to our purpose?
Am I having enough quick check-ins and chats about career development?
Are we celebrating enough as a team? How am I recognising individual team members?
Am I using a range of tools such as WhatsApp or Slack to keep conversations going outside of
meetings?
Do I let my team know that I want them to manage their own well-being – but that I am here
if they need support?
Am I unconsciously promoting an always-on culture?
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To sum up
The abrupt and forced transition to remote work was, by all accounts, a big success. Why stop
there? Even though restrictions are lifting, organisations do not need to return to all their old ways
of working.
Rather than taking a “yesterday, forward” approach that resets the clock to pre-COVID-19 days and
reseats all employees at their onsite workstations, organisations can choose a “tomorrow,
backward” philosophy that embraces a future built on the lessons of these last few months of
remote working. From that foundation, organisations can establish a deliberate future for remote,
onsite, and hybrid working models in ways that deliver the greatest value.
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