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HYBRID WORKING

Once in a generation, we have the opportunity to reimagine how we work. Thanks to the 
development and extensive roll-out and take-up of COVID-19 vaccines, the coming year 
presents such an opportunity. 

The return of employees to the workplace is a chance to create a new, more effective operating 
model that works for both companies and individuals navigating an uncertain world. 

There is, however, one big catch: employers must confront the broadening disconnect 
between how they and their employees see the future. 

We’ve learned many things during the past 18 months, not least how to be more productive in 
operating models that were created in haste and out of necessity to meet the challenges and 
uncertainties of the global COVID-19 pandemic. Let’s not forget how many organisations - 
although being physically remote - worked closer with their employees to figure out ingenious 
ways to keep their companies productive, whilst still upholding their duty of care for their people.

But the lessons learned during the pandemic only go so far in helping leaders address the next 
great ‘experiment’ that is presenting itself: hybrid working. 

A hybrid model is more complicated than is a fully remote one. At scale, using it will be an 
unprecedented event in which all kinds of norms that have been accepted practice for decades, 
along with the culture and work/life balance of a remote workforce which has become 
commonplace for many of us, will be put to the test. 

No matter what they might say or even believe themselves, leaders are a long way from 
knowing how it will work in practise. 

Acorn have been reviewing current research and findings on hybrid working and, over the 
next few months, we will offer a summary of our findings in a series of papers which will  
cover the following:

• The Functional/Practical Aspect of Hybrid Working
The implications of the shift from place-constrained and time-constrained working to 
anywhere and anytime.

• The Effects on Mental Health and Wellbeing
Feelings of loneliness and isolation, increased job demands and growing disengagement 
with individuals work and teams, balanced with the fact that employees can take time out 
during the day to exercise, perhaps eat more healthily, and spend more time with their 
families.

• The Effects on Organisational Culture
Business leaders are starting to realise that though the working from home experiment 
was a success, it also hurt organisational culture and belonging, and reduced trust in 
organisations and individuals, and their relationships.

• Building Trusting Relationships
It’s critical that company leaders work to rebuild and maintain trusting relationships
- both with and among their employees.
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Areas for consideration to getting hybrid working right

The functional/practical aspect  
For as long as most of us can remember, the vast majority of employees have been place-
constrained (working in the office) and time-constrained (working 9-5). Now there is a shift  
where people can work, to a degree, anywhere at any time to suit them.

It is suggested that we consider this from four different perspectives:

1. Jobs and tasks; 

2. Employee preferences;

3. Projects and workflows;

4. and Inclusion and fairness.

1. Jobs and tasks

Different jobs have different ‘drivers of productivity’ such as energy, focus, co-ordination and 
co-operation. Each of these is affected by the factors of time and place. 

For example, a strategic planner’s role involves focus; planners often need to work undisturbed for 
stretches of at least three hours in order to gather market information and develop business plans.  
They can perform the work anywhere if freed from the scheduled demands of others. 

For a team manager, the critical driver of productivity is coordination. Managers need to regularly 
communicate in-the-moment feedback with team members. They need to engage in conversation 
and debate, share best practices, and mentor and coach those on their team. With Zoom and MS 
Teams, the ‘place’ is less critical but the timing needs to be synchronised - they all need to 
working at the same time. 

For product innovators, the critical driver is cooperation, but now the important factor is place. 
Innovation is stimulated by face-to-face contact with colleagues, associates, and clients, who 
generate ideas in all sorts of ways: by brainstorming in small groups, bumping into one another  
in the hallways, striking up conversations between meetings, attending group sessions. 

This kind of cooperation is fostered most effectively in a shared location - an office or a creative 
hub where employees have the chance to get to know one another and socialise. To that end, 
cooperative tasks must be synchronous and conducted in a shared space.

2. Employee preferences

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 those preferences. If someone has children 
at school all day and has a well-equipped home office, it may make sense for them to work  
from home more often. If someone is in shared accommodation with little access to equipment 
and privacy, they may work better from an office or hub.
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3. Projects and workflows

To make hybrid a success, you must consider how work gets done. An executive who manages 
people must not only consider their needs and preferences but also coordinate the work they  
do with that of the others on their team, and with other functions and consumers of their work. 

That kind of coordination was relatively straightforward when team members all worked in the 
same place at the same time, but in the era of hybrid work it has grown significantly more 
complex and many companies are using this moment to reimagine workflows. It is important  
to get this right first time in order to potentially avoid years of reengineering.

The following three questions may assist:

1. Are any team tasks redundant? i.e., meetings that are no longer beneficial?

2. Can any tasks be automated or reassigned to people outside the team? Can tasks be  
carried out by remote means – i.e., instead of face-to-face meetings, can these be carried  
out via Zoom, saving everyone the travel time and cost?

3. Can we imagine a new purpose for out place of work? To make the hybrid model work 
successfully, existing office space may need to be reconfigured in ways that encourages 
cooperation and creativity, and investment may be needed in more tools to enable people  
to work effectively and collaboratively at home.

4. Inclusion and fairness

This is vitally important. Research suggests that feelings of unfairness in the workplace can  
hurt productivity, increase burnout, reduce collaboration, and decrease retention. Humans have  
a deep-rooted dislike of unfair treatment and the shift to hybrid working is a potential hotbed of 
perceived injustice. People will want transparency and fairness in how decisions are being made, 
and managers will need to treat people equitably.

One of the biggest risks in a hybrid working model is that an ‘us-and-them’ dynamic begins to 
emerge between those who attend the office regularly and those who base themselves more from 
home. To keep people unified, biases will need to be kept in check and new norms established.

It is important to include your employees in the design of the hybrid arrangements, and to 
consider each role on a case-by-case basis. What works for one person, may make another  
work below their optimal. 

Other variations include the fact that many employees have time and place dependent 
jobs that make hybrid arrangements either impossible or far from optimal and they often  
feel treated unfairly. 

How do you compensate these employees when others are able to work from home, without the 
implications of the cost and time of commuting and having the ability to work when they want?
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Summary

So how can you propel your organisation toward an effective hybrid model, one which is  
right both for the business and all of its people? 

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. 

Engage employees in the process, using a combination of discussions, interviews and surveys  
or any other suitable channel that they are comfortable with to understand what they really  
want and need. This will differ significantly from company to company, so don’t take shortcuts. 

Remember also to provide appropriate feedback from these engagements as this will 
demonstrate you have listened to your employees and taken on-board their comments.

Think expansively and creatively, with an eye toward eliminating duplication and unproductive 
elements in your current work arrangements. 

Communicate broadly so that at every stage of your journey everybody understands how hybrid 
arrangements will enhance rather than deplete their productivity.

Train leaders in the management of hybrid teams and invest in the tools of coordination that will 
help your teams align their schedules.

Keep reviewing the situation: have you created the foundation for the future that everyone finds 
engaging, fair, inspiring, and meaningful? As recent history has demonstrated, being agile and 
able to adapt to a changing world is crucial but having an established and adopted foundation  
for hybrid working will prove essential for both businesses and individuals alike.

Article sources: 

• “How to do Hybrid Right” Harvard Business Review  
https://hbr.org/2021/05/how-to-do-hybrid-right

• “WFH Is Corroding Our Trust in Each Other” Harvard Business Review 
https://hbr.org/2021/02/wfh-is-corroding-our-trust-in-each-other

• “It’s time for leaders to get real about hybrid” McKinsey & Company 
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/its-time-for-leaders-
to-get-real-about-hybrid

• “What Covid-19 Has Done to Our Well-Being, in 12 Charts” Harvard Business Review 
https://hbr.org/2021/02/what-covid-19-has-done-to-our-well-being-in-12-
charts?ab=seriesnav-bigidea

• “Planning for Hybrid Working” CIPD.co.uk  
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/relations/flexible-working/planning-hybrid-
working#gref

• “How to make a success of Hybrid working” Timewise.co.uk 
https://timewise.co.uk/article/make-a-success-of-hybrid-working/
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