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Hybrid has changed how we think about the office

T

he pandemic has sparked a global shift in the
way work gets done. We are seeing a move away
from the traditional, time-synchronized, fixedplace, 9–5 work pattern – towards a hybrid way
of working. But how, when and where we work isn’t the
only thing that’s changing. So is our experience of work.
I reflect on my discussion with Fujitsu’s Global Head of HR, Hiroki
Hiramatsu. By May 2020, only 15% of Fujitsu’s employee base
considered the office to be the best place to work, with the majority
favoring a mix of the home and office – a hybrid model. “We are
not going back,” he told me this past September. “The two hours
many people spend commuting is wasted – we can use that time for
education, training, time, with our family.”
It is especially relevant now that hybrid working has created
additional opportunities for upskilling. As Hiramatsu notes, the
time that was previously used for commuting can now be used
for something else. With the increasing accessibility of training
opportunities through low-cost training and upskilling platforms such
as Coursera, the emergence and normalization of hybrid work has
created a prime opportunity for employees to develop their skillsets.

Hybrid working has freed up time for upskilling

Jeff Maggioncalda, CEO of the online education platform Coursera,
discusses how needs are changing as people become more familiar
with online learning delivery following the COVID-19 pandemic
– stating, “There has been an amazing amount of sharing and a
new spirit of accepting new things.” People around the world
are embracing digital and being more innovative, creative, and
collaborative. There is an opportunity now to leverage new learning
habits to really boost the skills agenda – opportunity that has, in part,
been created from the freeing-up of people’s time.
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Most adults are motivated to learn and develop skills to build
resilience against current challenges and guard against future shocks
– in empowering employees to make use of this free time, managers
can create a skill-rich, engaged workforce. Employees may even reskill in the hope of securing better, or higher-paying roles. Take IBM,
whose in-house chatbot, Myca (short for “my career advisor”) uses
real-time internal and external data to describe employees’ current
skill profiles, show them gateway job opportunities, and highlight
how skills gaps may be filled.
If organizations seize this opportunity, they create opportunities
for enhancing their workers’ career trajectories. AT&T, for example,
is investing over $200m annually to develop a suite of training
programs tailored for higher-value digital jobs, resulting in over 4,200
career pivots, and 70% of open roles being filled internally. In this
sense, leaders have a real opportunity to harness hybrid working as an
enabler to upskilling their people; time may now be repurposed and
invested in formal training, micro-learning, mentoring, or networking.
Of course, different employees will have different preferences as to
how often they should work from home.

Different preferences to home working have emerged

The pandemic caused a mass shift to hybrid and remote working
around the world, giving rise to conversations about work-life
balance, well-being, inclusion, and individual preferences. The office
is not the single best option for work, but we have also gained an
understanding of the types of work best suited for different working
arrangements. As one of our clients put forward, “we have the
opportunity now to redefine the purpose of the office.”
Our capacity to operate at peak productivity and performance varies
dramatically according to our personal preferences. In designing
hybrid work, consider the preferences of your employees – and
enable others to understand and accommodate these to maintain
engagement and productivity.
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For British telecom company BT, COVID-19 has created an
opportunity to hone and accelerate its long-established home
working principles. Principal Innovation Partner, Nicola J Millard,
discusses BT as an early adopter of large-scale, experimental workfrom-home trials in 1992, where call center operators experienced
a positive impact on their engagement, reporting higher energy,
well-being, and productivity. The key enablers to this successful workfrom-home environment were having a dedicated office “space”; a
separate room, large computer screen, and a good chair; “rituals” –
such as having a “getting ready” routine – to prepare employees for
the workday and create mental barriers between work and home for
lack of physical ones; and technology, used to maintain boundaries
between collaborative “on” time, and energy-boosting “off” time.
Where some of these enablers simply do not exist, engaging and
motivating remote employees may present some challenges, which
leaders must be empathetic to.

“The home office” is not a universal experience

With whole families quarantined, the boundaries for workers are
dissolving. In place of two transitions (home to work, work to home),
there are now multiple transitions (work, look after a child, work,
prepare lunch, work, play with infant, etc.). Each transition adversely
affects concentration and productivity and, ultimately, creativity.
Executives are becoming more empathetic to these challenges,
however. In the past, there has been a veil of ignorance about the
challenges, in the sense that the executive could well have had a
team of support people (e.g., a nanny, a housekeeper, a cleaner, a
gardener).
Now shorn of this team, thanks to varieties of quarantines,
lockdowns, and work-from-home orders, executives are experiencing
more viscerally the stresses and strains of the work-home challenge.
That creates a sense of understanding and empathy that many
executives had previously lacked.
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It is perhaps this emergent empathy that is proving particularly
engaging for employees and levelling the playing field for working
parents. Hybrid working allows for greater inclusivity towards
employees who may have home and caring responsibilities. The
pandemic has caused significant disruption to people’s lives, bringing
about a greater desire for empathetic leadership, trust, and fairness.
In conversations with our clients all over the world, we are finding
that an appreciation for empathetic, fair leadership really resonates
– people are seeing a different side to their colleagues. Employees
feel more at ease to discuss caring responsibilities and non-work
commitments – and balance them with the needs of the whole team
in relation to the tasks at hand. Brit Insurance has done admirable
work on inclusion and fairness.
CEO, Matthew Wilson, and its chief engagement officer, Lorraine
Denny, began the design and implementation of new ways of
working. Identifying a random selection of 10% of their employee
population, who worked together over six months to co-create what
became known as the “Brit Playbook” – groups pitched a set of ideas
and ways of working in the new hybrid reality.

‘‘Hybrid working allows for greater inclusivity towards
employees who may have home and caring responsibilities.
The pandemic has caused significant disruption to people’s
lives, bringing about a greater desire for empathetic
leadership, trust, and fairness.’’
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“The home office” is not a universal experience

This balancing act between the individual and the team is key in
maintaining and building engagement in hybrid workplaces.

Constrained ----Place----Unconstrained

Work arrangements in time and place

Anywhere
9-5

Anywhere
Any time

Office
9-5

Office
Any time

Constrained ----Time----Unconstrained
When thinking about jobs and tasks, start by understanding the
critical drivers of productivity: energy, focus, coordination, and
cooperation required for each. There are some jobs for which
focus is a primary productivity driver – where working from home
allows employees to focus entirely on the task at hand with minimal

When thinking about jobs and tasks,
start by understanding the critical
drivers of productivity: energy,
focus, coordination, and cooperation
required for each."
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disruptions. Others are more collaboration-driven, where visits to the
office provide opportunity for idea sharing and teamwork. Creating a
schedule that allows employees to disconnect for extended periods,
in sync with their natural energy rhythms, can be hugely beneficial,
regardless of where they carry out their work.
To ensure that a hybrid work arrangement works, leaders have
to build a context of place and time that accentuates rather than
depletes productivity. Working in an office aids cooperation and
the cultivation of trusting relationships; but can deplete energy if it
involves a long commute and hours sitting at a desk.
So how can managers ensure that they
harness this changing experience of work?
•
Be open to experimentation: Individual
preferences will take time to become
clear; in the early stages of the BT
experiments, the productivity of home
workers fell sharply before rising.
•
Discuss preferences and role-based
performance drivers with employees
and review these over time: Hybrid work
is not the only thing evolving, so will
employees’ own individual circumstances.
•
Keep the trade-offs in mind: Working
from home will boost energy and
focus but hinder colleagues’ ability to
collaborate, and employees will have
different preferences.
•
Remain open and empathetic
to individual work-from-home
requirements: Not everyone has access
to an ideal work environment. While
some employees will be glad to boost
their focus with working from home arrangements, others’ focus
may be inhibited for lack of an appropriate home office setup, for
example.
Finally, really make use of the free time made available through
hybrid working. Allow employees to leverage new learning
opportunities, making significant investments in providing
resources that support those who are motivated to learn.

The key message
here is to start by
identifying key
jobs and tasks,
determine what
the drivers of
productivity and
performance are
for each, and
think about the
arrangements that
would serve them
best."
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