POLY - WORKING
the evolution of hybrid working

Introduction
As organisations and individuals make
the transition to a new world of work,
we must understand the true impact of
the pandemic and its influence on our
future ways of working.

So, we interviewed 150 leaders in human resources and
personnel development for a revealing insight into the
journeys their organisations and co-workers have had
to navigate since the global outbreak in early 2020.
The findings give a fresh perspective of the immense
challenges but also of new opportunities to do things
differently and better.
These managers and leaders, most of them working
in large companies, were central to their employers’
response to Covid-19, and while we found consensus
on a range of questions, we also uncovered a variety
of responses to issues central to how we move forward.

The findings give a
fresh perspective of the
immense challenges but also of
new opportunities to do things
differently and better.

Poly-working: the evolution of hybrid working

2

Executive summary
From the global crisis, a new world of work
is now taking shape. Each organisation is
drawing from its own experiences of the
pandemic to establish a sustainable way
forward. And as individuals, we too, now see
work differently.
This report, including findings of a survey commissioned
by The Culture Builders of People Leaders, reveals why
employers must now move beyond so-called ‘hybrid
working’ to an evolution that better addresses the
complexities of this emerging world.
This evolution of hybrid working incorporates the myriad
of approaches required to blend the needs, opportunities
and preferences at work of individuals, teams and
organisations. It considers leadership style, performance
management, employee engagement, organisational
purpose and worker wellbeing.

In essence, it is about enabling people to lead the lives
they want to lead while optimising their performance
and productivity in work. This is how we will now
recruit and retain talent. And we are giving this
evolution of hybrid working a more appropriate name:
poly-working.
Our survey of People Leaders, conducted in July and
August 2021, gives a fresh insight into the true impact
of the pandemic on organisations and workers and
its influence on future ways of working, including the
management of a more dispersed workforce.
Researchers interviewed 150 leaders in human
resources and personnel development about the
journeys their organisations had been on since the
global outbreak in early 2020.
The questions examined five interlinking areas of
focus that we recommend are critical for the recovery
and long-term sustainability of organisations, and the
adoption of a poly-working model.

In essence, it is about enabling
people to lead the lives they
want to lead while optimising their
performance and productivity
in work.
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these

FIVE
interlinking

areas are...
Engagement

Key findings within these
areas in the survey include:
• despite the perception of many that the pandemic
brought us all closer together, the pandemic actually
weakened company culture for a significant proportion,
particularly for companies with between 500 and
1,000 employees
• employee engagement, such as maintaining motivation
and developing talent, was singled out as the biggest
challenge for most organisations during the first phases
of the outbreak
• supporting the mental health and wellbeing of workers
was the most time-consuming for HR leads, but they
now have a better understanding of how to manage it
• by August 2021, a significant proportion of organisations
did not have a fully fledged plan for transition to new
ways of working post-lockdown

Wellbeing

Purpose

• greater autonomy and support is being implemented
over more stringent controls and surveillance
technology as a means for managing people and
performance
• trustworthiness is the one quality considered most
important by leaders as we make the transition to
the next phase of work
At time of publication of this report, in September 2021,
this survey is the most up-to-date investigation into
the way employers are now making the transition from
working within enforced Covid-19 restrictions to postlockdown operations.
It reveals how the more forward-thinking among them are
now responding to lessons learned during the pandemic,
and changes in the attitudes of their people, to adopt a
more sophisticated model; an evolution of hybrid working
more closely attuned to poly-working. It is a shift in ethos,
to a leadership and management style based on trust,
empathy, autonomy and flexibility.

Performance

Leadership

To illustrate this, our report features the example of
a senior employee at Pfizer, who says she and her
co-workers are benefiting from their employer’s flexibility
and trust.
We conclude with a framework to help you shape a
poly-working culture. Each organisation is different and
there is no one-size-fits-all roadmap. But we can help
you ask the right questions to ensure your organisation’s
employee engagement, wellbeing strategy, performance
management, leadership and purpose are designed for a
sustainable, thriving future.
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OUR SURVEY:
from crisis
to recovery

The following findings, taken
from interviews with HR leads
in organisations ranging in size
from 250+ to 1,000+, show
how organisations fared during
the pandemic across those
aforementioned five areas
of focus. We also asked the
executives about lessons learned
and what their current plans
were for the future.

The leadership team lived in one world,
the workforce another. The lack of
transparency and honesty and a disconnect
already present was growing wider.
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Engagement
First, our questions were on how the global pandemic had
affected employee engagement as a means to shaping and
preserving work culture. What we see from the responses is
that the biggest challenge for organisations was indeed to stay
connected with their workforce, and maintain their employees’
connectedness with each other.

Maintaining the
company culture
Maintaining and cultivating
a company culture was one
of the biggest HR challenges
since the outbreak for nearly
two out of every five HR leads
questioned. (39.7 percent).
And when asked which had
been the most negative
impact on their company
resulting from remote or
hybrid working over the
last 18 months, they scored
these highest from a
multiple choice.

FEWER OPPORTUNITIES
TO GROW AND
DEVELOP TALENT

29.1%

WEAKER EMPLOYEE
CONNECTION
AND ENGAGEMENT

24.5%

WEAKER COMPANY
CULTURE

19

.2%

For companies with 501-1,000
employees, weaker company
culture (30 percent) was the
most selected negative outcome.

Negative impact
on motivation
and engagement
OVERALL...

60.3%

either completely/strongly/slightly
agree that pandemic has had a
negative impact on employees’
motivation and engagement with
their company’s culture and vision.

THIS INCREASES TO...

65.8%

for companies with

250 - 500 EMPLOYEES
and up to

70%

for companies with

501 - 1,000 EMPLOYEES.
This decreases for companies with

Our response has been
mostly positive as we
have the technology to work
from home, however there
needs to be a focus of keeping
employees engaged and
I feel that was lacking.

1,001+ EMPLOYEES to
.2%

54

To underscore the statistics, in
comments on the impact of the
pandemic on their company culture,
our participants spoke about a
‘negative impact on team dynamics’
and a divide emerging between
employees who could ‘hybrid work’
and those who couldn’t.
There was a ‘growing disconnect
between the leadership team
and wider employees’.
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MANAGING HYBRID
AND REMOTE
WORKING

Managing hybrid and remote working
was the biggest challenge for
companies between
501 - 1,000 EMPLOYEES AT 63.3%.

Many companies admitted to having
mixed success with the challenges of
remote and hybrid working, and it appears
larger companies fared better, with

FOR COMPANIES WITH
1,001+ EMPLOYEES IT WAS THE
SECOND BIGGEST CHALLENGE
AT 57.8% BEHIND STAFF ABSENCE,
SICKNESS AND ISOLATING.

47.4% OF COMPANIES WITH
250 - 500 EMPLOYEES ADMITTING
TO MIXED SUCCESS WITH ONLY 32.5%
of businesses with more than 1,000
employees answering yes to that question.

The largest human capital challenge
from remote or hybrid working was

This collection of figures underline
the difficulties faced by HR teams in
minimising the impact of dispersal of their
organisation’s workforce on its culture.

EMPLOYEE CONNECTION
AND ENGAGEMENT AT 51.7%.
And of all the employee or
human capital challenges to
be most time-consuming for
HR LEADS, EMPLOYEE CONNECTION
AND ENGAGEMENT SCORED
HIGHEST AT 39.7%.

It is clear, from our survey,
that the dispersal of
workforces caused by
lockdown restrictions
related to Covid-19
affected employee
engagement and
company culture.
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How challenges were addressed
So, what strategies and initiatives did these
companies implement during the pandemic
to encourage an inclusive work culture, where
employees felt connected to their team and
wider company?
Overall, the top three strategies implemented
to encourage an inclusive work culture were:

1 - 1 WEEKLY OR REGULAR
‘CHECK - IN’ MEETINGS
BETWEEN MANAGERS
AND TEAM MEMBERS

61

.6 %

EMPLOYEE WELLBEING
SURVEYS

53

%

VIRTUAL COFFEE
MEETINGS, LUNCH
AND LEARN SESSIONS
WITH TEAMS

50

.3 %

With the use of video conferencing platforms such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams, weekly or regular
1-1 ‘check in’ meetings between managers and team members was the most important
strategy or initiative across all company sizes.

Prioritising culture
and engagement
The data we collated on the crisis response
tells a story of companies trying to maintain
direction with more dispersed workforces.
This explains why the biggest priority for HR
leads during the next 12 months is employee
connection and engagement at 35.8%. And
a key objective to help build culture is the
retention of talent.

For companies with 501-1,000 employees, among
the top priorities for the transition to the next phase
of work are: retention of employees at 33.3% and
maintaining employee collaboration at 33.3%.
For companies with 1,001+ employees the top priority
for the transition to the next phase of work
is employee connection and engagement at 42.2%.
The HR leads we interviewed anticipated that the
biggest employee or human capital challenges for
their company resulting from the transition to the ‘next
phase of work’ were retention of employees at 35.1%
and employee and connection and engagement at
32.5% for companies with 1,000+ employees.
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Wellbeing
Culture, employee engagement and mental health and wellbeing
are inextricably linked, so it is no surprise to see our interviewees
emphasising the issues with worker wellbeing during lock-down.
The pandemic’s impact on employee engagement was matched by
its effects on mental health and wellbeing, our survey found. But
it’s important to highlight here that there were positive outcomes
for worker wellbeing as well as negative.

Mental illness, absenteeism and low wellbeing
For nearly two-thirds of HR leads, maintaining the mental health and wellbeing of
employees has been the most time-consuming task of the last 18 months.

THE SECOND BIGGEST EMPLOYEE OR HUMAN
CAPITAL CHALLENGE RESULTING FROM REMOTE OR
HYBRID WORKING WAS MAINTAINING THE MENTAL
HEALTH AND WELLBEING OF EMPLOYEES AT...

51
.7 %
51
%

OVERALL, BEHIND EMPLOYEE CONNECTION AND
ENGAGEMENT, MAINTAINING THE MENTAL HEALTH AND
WELLBEING OF EMPLOYEES WAS THE SECOND MOST
TIME - CONSUMING HUMAN CAPITAL CHALLENGE, AT...

39
For
.1 %
companies with... 39

behind employee connection
and engagement at:

.7 %

and
respectively

for companies with...

1,001+

501 - 1,000

EMPLOYEES

EMPLOYEES

maintaining the mental health and wellbeing of their
employees and employee connection and engagement
were in joint first place as the biggest employee or
human capital challenge resulting from remote or
hybrid working, at

maintaining the mental health and wellbeing of
employees was the human capital challenge to
take most of our HR leads’ time, at

54

.2%

60

%
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GREATER WORK - LIFE BALANCE
AND COLLABORATION
Yet, the story of the pandemic and worker
wellbeing isn’t solely one-sided. Our HR
leads also found benefits to mental health
and wellbeing, albeit from ways of working
adopted out of necessity rather than choice.

When asked, ‘Which of the below
would you regard as having the
most positive impact on your
company resulting from remote
or hybrid working over the last 18
months?’, they said:

When asked about the biggest employee/human capital
benefits for their company resulting from remote or
hybrid working, they gave these as the top three:

Balancing
employees

WORKING
AND WIDER
LIVES MORE
EFFECTIVELY

45

FOR COLLABORATION
i.e., across site,
country etc.

IN EMPLOYEES
WORKING AND
WIDER LIVES

Improving the
MENTAL

% HEALTH

Wider opportunities

Greater balance

and wellbeing of
your employees

31

.8 %

38

.8 %

There have been positives and negatives as a
result of the pandemic, and remote working.
Productivity has been lower at times, but work life
balance for employees has been better.

51

.7 %

Greater awareness
of mental health and
wellbeing of your employees

47

.7 %

Improved
employee
retention

38

.4 %
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MENTAL HEALTH
AND WELLBEING
A PRIORITY

So, mental health and wellbeing has become central to our cohort’s priorities for the shift from
crisis to new ways of working. When asked for their company’s top three priorities as part of the
transition to the next phase, they said:

EMPLOYEE
CONNECTION AND
ENGAGEMENT

35

.8 %

MAINTAINING THE

MENTAL HEALTH

AND WELLBEING OF
YOUR EMPLOYEES

MAINTAINING

35

.1 %

For companies with 1,001+ employees,
top priorities for the transition to the next
phase of work were employee connection
and engagement 42.2%, maintaining the
mental health and wellbeing of employees
38.6%, and balancing employees’ working
and wider lives at 33.7%.

And of the anticipated biggest human
capital challenges requiring the most
support from external specialist companies
to aid the transition to the next phase of
work, our interviewees scored ‘maintaining
the wellbeing of your employees’ highest at
34.4%. This figure rises for companies with
workforces of 501-1,000 to 40%.

PRODUCTIVITY

33

.1 %
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Purpose
So, taking stock, how did these companies deal
with the crisis overall? More than half (53%) felt
that they had fully embraced the challenges
and had emerged stronger on the other side.
They had weathered the storm.

But fire-fighting is very different to future planning.
From dealing day-to-day with this crisis situation,
leadership teams in those parts of the world moving
beyond lockdown have had to plan for a new reality too.
With restrictions lifted, employers have had to put into
practice the lessons learned while also needing to
cut their financial cloths accordingly.
We have seen well-documented statements by
multinationals that they will return to office, to restore
employee engagement and collaboration among
other things. For other companies, 2021 has seen
the rise in the phrase and concept ‘hybrid working’.
For many, it is an economic necessity born out of a
financially difficult period. But the pandemic has opened
the eyes of organisations and individuals to the many
opportunities beyond the commute and office working.
We have seen for ourselves businesses broadly separating
into two camps: the full return to the office
vs a more fluid, flexible model.

In 2021, leaders have had business critical decisions
to make on issues that have no precedent. They
were compelled to revisit their purpose, their
mission and their set of strategic goals, and it is
clear that many remain uncertain about the best
route to take.

(It’s) been a bit fraught but we
have managed to pull through
the initial problematic phases of
isolation and provided staff with a
workable plan, with a more agile and
modern set of practices.

!
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FUTURE UNCERTAINTY
Our interviewees, all with responsibilities for overseeing
the employment of people in their organisations, saw
positives in how they had managed the crisis. Our survey
found uncertainty, however, in their preparedness for the
transition to a post-lockdown world of work still needing
to deal with Covid-19. We put a series of statements to HR
leads about their preparedness for the transition:

STATEMENT 1:

STATEMENT 2:

STATEMENT 3:

The company has a fully
fledged plan and has
started to implement and
put into action

The company is currently
weighing up different
options and approaches to
manage the transition to
the new normal

The company has only
recently started thinking
about the transition forward
and currently still has more
work and decisions to make

OVERALL

OVERALL

AGREE COMPLETELY
OR STRONGLY

AGREE COMPLETELY
OR STRONGLY

OVERALL

40.4%

AGREE COMPLETELY
OR STRONGLY
THIS INCREASES TO

50

%

for companies with
250-500 employees and

53

.3%

for companies with 501-1000
employees, but drops
significantly to

31

.3%

for larger companies 1,001+
employees respectively, indicating
the lack of a fully fledged plan
for larger companies.

45%

THIS IS SIMILAR AT

47.7%

for companies with 250-500
employees, and less for larger
companies with 1001+
employees at

27.2%

suggesting a greater
preparedness
THIS IS SIMILAR AT

28.9%

41%

for companies with 250-500
employees and less for larger
companies with 1,001+
employees at

56

BUT INCREASES TO

BUT INCREASES TO

.7%

for companies with 501-1000
employees, indicating greater
levels of consideration of
differing options to move
forward with.

21.7%
40%

for companies with 501-1,000
employees, indicating the need
for greater work and decision
making to be undertaken.

The Culture Builders survey was undertaken between July and August 2021 and at time of publication of this report,
we expect some progress to have been made since by many of those who answered our questionnaire.
However, most companies were not confident that they had a fully fledged plan, ready for implementation, to emerge from
the pandemic. Many companies were still weighing up their options for making the transition. A significant proportion of
HR leads, particularly those working for larger companies, said they needed specialist support to move forward.
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PERFORMANCE
If the details of future plans are still
to be decided, the majority of HR
leads we interviewed agreed at least
that a new style and approach would
be required in respect of where their
workforce operates (52.3 percent overall).
Indeed, less than a quarter (23.2 percent)
were planning to return to the office at
100 percent pre-pandemic levels.

So, in this brave new world, how
will HR leads and their companies
ensure their teams are performing?
Hours worked vs objectives achieved
Our interviewees largely rejected surveillance technology,
with only 15.9 percent opting for methods such as mousemonitoring software.

We began by asking them how they would best balance
trust and the need to manage performance in the coming
months with an employee base that is more out of sight
than ever before. Overall, the most suitable performance
measures to balance trust and manage performance are:

With the movement towards greater remote and hybrid
working, we asked our HR leads how the majority of their
employees’ productivity should be best evaluated.

GIVING EMPLOYEES GREATER
AUTONOMY AND SUPPORT 50.3%
INTRODUCING REGULAR
1 - 1 PERFORMANCE MEETINGS
WITH EMPLOYEES 49.7%
SETTING QUARTERLY
GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 35.8%

Overall, 49% believe an
employee’s productivity should
be best evaluated by a mix of
both completing fixed hours
alongside delivering against
objectives/role competencies

Overall, 28.5% (less than a third)
believe employees productivity should
be ‘purely based on performance
in delivering against objectives/role
competencies’

This is slightly lower for
companies with 250-500 &
501-1,000 employees 26.3%
and 26.7% and slightly higher at
30.1% for larger companies
of 1,001+ employees
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Our survey uncovered a crucial question
facing HR leads and senior executives: how
do you maintain and improve performance
levels with a more dispersed workforce?

If the needs of the role allow, the time and hours
an employee works should have no bearing on
how they are appraised if they are delivering
against their objectives/role competencies:

The commute and 9-5 in the office are centuries-old
institutions and we have become accustomed to
managing teams that are physically in sight. For many
companies, the pandemic removed this traditional
mechanism for monitoring and
measuring performance levels.

OVERALL, 51.7% AGREE
COMPLETELY/STRONGLY

So, we asked HR leads
whether the crisis
had changed their
attitudes to the focus
on hours worked
against performance
objectives achieved.
We put the following
statements to them:

LOWER FOR COMPANIES WITH
250 - 500 EMPLOYEES AT 44.7%
LOWER FOR COMPANIES WITH
501 - 1,000 EMPLOYEES AT 50%
HIGHER FOR COMPANIES WITH
1,001+ EMPLOYEES AT 55.4%
If the needs of the role allow, an employee is
better evaluated against their objectives/role
competencies than on working a fixed number
of hours a week in a specified time period:

OVERALL, 51% AGREE
COMPLETELY/STRONGLY

It was difficult for our
CEO to accept home
working despite it being hugely
popular and us seeing no
drop in productivity.

LOWER FOR COMPANIES WITH
250 - 500 EMPLOYEES AT 36.8%
HIGHER FOR COMPANIES WITH
501 - 1000 EMPLOYEES AT 53.3%
HIGHER FOR COMPANIES WITH 1001+
EMPLOYEES AT 56.6%
If hours worked remains a measurement of a working
person performing and delivering, this of course raises
the million dollar question: how do you ensure that
people working remotely are performing and delivering?
There is a burgeoning market in technology that gives the
manager or supervisor the ability to monitor and measure
their teams’ performance levels by the hour. At times,
especially in work environments with a high degree of
safety and health risk, this is a necessity.
But is this the most effective approach when the main
aim is to check up on your team? Do workers simply have
to accept that the price to pay for greater flexibility is a
greater degree of monitoring?
Or, has the pandemic brought about a new era in how we
lead and manage people? Is trust now, more than ever, the
key characteristic of leadership in the new world of work?
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LEADERSHIP
Our survey explored areas all fundamental
to the way we work, and we concluded
with questions of leadership. In particular,
we studied two elements we consider crucial to
how leaders lead in the future: resilience and trust.

Resilience

Trust

The people we interviewed had carried much
of the decision-making burden in responding to
the crisis in 2020 and 2021. Indeed, more than
85 percent interviewed said that employees in
their organisations had relied more on their HR
departments during the pandemic.

Trusting and supporting a dispersed team,
and being there for them in ways that overcome
the distance that remote working creates and
ensuring people continue to work sustainably,
are not ‘new’ but their application will be in
2021-2022.

So we asked them how easy or difficult they had
personally found dealing with the challenges of remote
and hybrid working for their company.

We asked our HR leads for the most important qualities
their leaders would require to manage the path to an
effective transition to the ‘next phase of work’ for their
company. In order, these qualities were:

OVERALL, ONLY 19.2% SAID THEY FOUND IT EASY
DEALING WITH THE CHALLENGES OF REMOTE
AND HYBRID WORKING FOR THEIR COMPANY

TRUSTWORTHY AT 58.9%
EMPATHETIC AND SUPPORTIVE 57.6%

THIS DROPPED EVEN FURTHER TO 15.7%
FOR COMPANIES WITH 1,001+ EMPLOYEES

RESILIENT 52.3%

FOR COMPANIES WITH 250 - 500 EMPLOYEES
& 501 - 1000 EMPLOYEES, THIS INCREASED
RELATIVELY TO 21.1% AND 26.7% RESPECTIVELY
And then we asked our HR leads for the top strategies
they had used to cope with the responsibility and pressure
of the last 18 months:

ACTIVELY BALANCING WORK COMMITMENTS
WITH WIDER LIFE AT 70.2%
KEEPING MY WORKSPACE SEPARATE FROM
HOME LIFE 68.2%
EXERCISE I.E., YOGA, RUNNING, CYCLING,
WALKING 56.3%

In section 4, on Performance, we see that greater
autonomy and support for remote workers was the
most popular measure to manage performance levels.
Our survey underlines the case for greater autonomy,
underpinned by solid policies and principles, as a driver
for gains in wellbeing and productivity. And, of course, this
requires more trust.
Our interviews also revealed the heightened awareness
of mental health and wellbeing, and of the relationship
between our work and personal lives. For 18 months, we
have beamed in on video conference calls from our living
rooms and kitchens, often with kids and pets in view. More
than ever before, the boundaries between work and life
have been blurred.
Leaders will not lose sight of the business critical, but our
interviewees believe leadership in this new, blended world
of work, will require deeper empathy, more flexibility and
greater trust.
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Poly-working
companies

With
flexibility
and trust,
Pfizer is driving
productivity

EMMA BERRY, THE PHARMACEUTICAL
GIANT’S SENIOR DIRECTOR AND GLOBAL
LEAD, COLLEAGUE COMMUNICATIONS AND
ENGAGEMENT, IS ALREADY SEEING A WORLD
BEYOND HYBRID WORKING.

For me personally, flexible working started long before the
pandemic, as I was in roles that covered large geographies
and time zones. It has become increasingly important to
me over time as it gave me a chance to juggle my family
and personal commitments and helped give me balance in
my life. Even though my daughters are now grown up, I still
value the flexibility I have to manage my health and personal
energy as well as prioritise my relationships. It actually makes
me far more energised and effective in my work.

And at Pfizer we have a culture that
puts colleague health and wellness first.
We work extremely hard, but we are empowered
and trusted to get our work done in a time and
way that suits us personally.

The most important piece to remember is that everyone
is different – with different needs and preferences.
So flexibility is vital and I believe that colleagues will want
a range of options in the future and they will choose to
work for the organisations who offer it.
We also need to understand the needs and preferences of
the next generation of colleagues. Young talent will expect
us to offer flexibility in my view, but this includes and goes
far beyond the option to work from home – they want
to travel, have innovative space to work in and the latest
technology in their hands to enable flexibility. One of my
daughters recently graduated and I am seeing first hand
the decisions her friends are making – and these factors
are top of mind!

My manager focuses on the outcome – not the hours I
work! We have clear goals and these are regularly talked
about and assessed every 6 months.
And of course, the reality is that when you empower
and trust people, they give you more. Equally, it is
our responsibility as a colleague to build that trust
and not take advantage of the situation. At Pfizer
we are highly energised by our purpose –
delivering breakthroughs that change patients’
lives, and if you have a strong sense of purpose,
this drives personal accountability.
I think we have already made that move beyond
hybrid working to a model whereby people can be
trusted to work in a way that suits their individual
lifestyles. And it will be very difficult to turn back
the clock.
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Conclusion:

towards a poly-working culture
In this paper, we used the results of the
survey to examine five interlinking areas
of focus that are critical for the recovery
and long-term sustainability of organisations:
1. ENGAGEMENT
2. WELLBEING
3. PURPOSE
4. PERFORMANCE
5. LEADERSHIP

And our survey gave substance to the story of a crisis that
has both damaged our world of work, but has also opened
our eyes to new and better ways of doing things.
Culture is, as we know, critical to an organisation’s success.
The pandemic left many workforces more disconnected
and work cultures more fragmented, our survey found.
But the responses by organisations to the outbreak also
demonstrated the many possibilities of technology and
new ways of working.
Employee engagement with a dispersed workforce
adjusting to home working has been the biggest challenge
during the crisis. ‘We’ve seen a growing disconnect
between the leadership and the wider workforce,’
said one HR lead. But in many instances, the crisis forced
teams closer together and strengthened work culture.
As we adapt to a way of working that gives people more
flexibility, including working out of the office more often
or permanently, these executives are now emboldened by
greater knowledge and understanding of alternative ways
of working hitherto rejected as unworkable. At the same
time, however, they now worry that their organisations
will lose touch with their people, and this disconnect will
impact performance levels and worker wellbeing.
This disconnect will, if not addressed properly, damage
the mental health, motivation and productivity of their
people and ultimately the prospects of their organisation.
But many admit to being unprepared for the transition to
a post-lockdown reality, and to needing external support
to get it right.

Our survey, predictably, paints a complex picture. But it
found common thinking among people management
leaders that their organisations need to sharpen their
focus on employee engagement. They are rethinking work
practices and reviewing their performance management
systems. And at the same time, they are questioning their
own leadership styles.
The shift from the crisis to recovery and beyond has raised
a set of questions that are proving difficult to answer for a
significant proportion of those we interviewed.
And key among these is the question of trust. Some
employers are caught in a dilemma: do they keep faith
that their out-of-sight workforce will deliver each week,
or do they turn to technology or more stringent checks?
Trust or technology, in the form of tracking devices, for
example, has become a salient question in the postlockdown world. But for some employers, the path ahead
is clear: greater freedom or autonomy for remote workers
rather than stricter controls and surveillance.
And for many employers, long-held fears that
performance can only be managed in full sight have
simply not been realised.

This new and complex world of
employment needs a new name to
capture the many and varied ways
we will now work. From the crisis,
we must move forward in recovery
to a poly-working model.
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Steps to take

Poly-working Culture

So what are the steps organisations need to
take to address the vital questions they will
be asked? Each organisation is different and
the future is too uncertain and complex for
a single, one-size-fits-all roadmap.
However, organisations that do thrive in this
new world will have at least one thing in
common, we believe.

They will be successful at blending
the needs, opportunities and
preferences at work of individuals,
their teams, their organisations and
their organisation’s stakeholders.

And to do this, they will have reconsidered
their work culture, the wellbeing of their
people, their vision, how they manage
performance levels and how they lead.

A framework for poly-working:

A strong, fully-lived purpose will be critical to help
people align their behaviours and outputs against,
and to know what the ‘right thing to do’ is, even when
alone with no one to turn to.

It seems like a complete denial of all that’s been written
in this white paper to now try and trim down our findings
into five steps. We do this with the intent of getting
organisations on the right path - to offer more would
simply not work.

2. AUTONOMY AND FREEDOM, WITH PRINCIPLES

The areas below are things to begin thinking about and
planning action around. They are the key levers for change,
and a starting point for a wider plan:
1. SET A CLEAR PURPOSE FOR YOUR ORGANISATION
Organisations with overly-tight or woolly purpose
statements have really struggled to harness the hearts and
minds of employees - as have those that present a purpose,
but live something very different. Right now, many people
are feeling like freelancers rather than employees. The lack
of visceral connection to their organisation is chipping away
at their link into its raison d’etre.
However, organisations that are using this epochal moment
to re-define themselves, or to firm up what they are on this
planet to do, are seeing renewed vigour and connection
from their employees. By co-opting people into the
discussion and shaping them they are beaming, live,
into their people’s homes, the purpose of the company.

Spotify has always been good at this - they talk about
Alignment and Autonomy being the critical factors for
employee enablement and empowerment. And that’s
an interesting word - no one ‘does’ empowerment
- it’s an output of many things, such as trust, clarity,
agreed outputs, cultural boundaries and supportive
leadership cohorts.
There’s a great phrase flying around at the moment,
which applies here: “Insisting on your rights, without
acknowledging your responsibilities isn’t freedom, it’s
adolescence”. And that’s a tough message. Many leaders
struggle with the ‘Nice Person Syndrome’ and struggle
to fully state the requirement that people need to
bring to the mix. If we don’t share the ownership across
the workforce then we risk ending up with an overlyentitled workforce that takes more than it gives.
It’s down to the conversation at this point - the tough
one. We have to, right from the start, set out what’s
required to make a poly-working world work, on both
sides of the equation. And then keep talking, and
course correcting, to get there.
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5. RESETTING OF LEADERSHIP, TO BE MORE TRUSTING
AND EMPATHETIC

3. EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT FOR A
DISPERSED WORKFORCE
The pandemic was a temporary saviour for some truly
bad organisations. The rush to provide a response that
supported the workforce and kept the lights on saw
many organisations communicating and engaging with
their people like never before.
But, as the light fades on the dumpster fire of 2020/21
the organisations that traditionally got it wrong will be
seen in the true light of day. As hard as organisations try,
it’s highly likely there will be a slide back to pre-pandemic
approaches. And, for some, this will be very, very bad.
With a workforce spread across locations, times and work
patterns, the task of providing a coherent communication
and engagement offering internally will be harder than
ever, but not impossible. This is now a well-trod path,
and there’s plenty of examples out there of organisations
getting it very right. The requirement will be to give this
traditionally neglected area more love… people… and cash.
You cannot skimp on this area any longer.
4. PERFORMANCE MANAGED WITH GREATER ONUS
ON OBJECTIVES THAN HOURS WORKED
We were recently asked ‘how do you measure
performance in the remote world?’. We asked a question
right back: “How did you used to do it?”. Ask yourself this,
and if the answer is ‘we counted heads’ then you were
never measuring performance. what you had, there,
was a roll-call.
Performance is about outputs, and that’s the focus.
If someone is required (reasonably) to deliver ten things,
and only four appear, performance is an issue. That’s
not rocket science. But it’s something that we’ve long
struggled to make work in a complex business context.
Performance systems have tried to force the issue, and
make people chart their work, with variable success.
As one of our team was once told by a boss in a large
multinational: “You only need to work hard in the last
three months of the year… that’s all we remember.”
But, in the poly-working environment, that’s going to
have to change. We don’t have the same closeness to
help steer people’s work, we don’t have the same
environment of work and we don’t have the same sense
of connection to what we are doing.

As the song goes ‘Video killed the radio star’ - and
VC will kill the leadership star (less catchy, we know).
But managers that traditionally succeeded by being
‘dazzling in the moment’ and ‘full of charisma’ will fall flat
in this new world. With offices becoming semi-deserted
on a permanent basis, weak, self-focused managers and
leaders will really, really struggle.
We are tempted to say new skills are needed, but that’s
not actually true. What is needed are key attributes dialled
up to eleven. There’s much debate on what these are,
but for us it’s a short, simple list: empathy, trust,
engagement and coaching. They hide beneath them a fair
bit of practical action, but any organisation focusing on
upping these four with their leaders will not go far wrong.

Conclusion:
Ultimately, our message is one of hope.
There’s a way forward for every organisation for some, it’s more painful and complex than
others. With the emphasis placed on the right
things, and with consistent, sustained effort,
they will get there.
This whitepaper shows that we are now, all, deep in
that change. But, looking at the data, we are also at
that point where confusion and uncertainty is at its
highest. As any change practitioner will tell you - the
way is forwards, not back. For many organisations it
must seem so tempting right now to simply walk the
organisation slowly back to its 2019 status. But at
what cost?
The future of work offers many opportunities - to
access and unlock new talent, to create workforces
that are happier and experience less stress, to use
physical spaces differently and to live an ethos that’s
good for the planet. That’s what poly-working brings.
It’s not a smart phrase, it’s a smart solution.

So, ultimately, performance will be down to two things clarity and conversations. Working with people to
clearly outline outputs, and then regularly discussing
that progress. That’s how you measure performance you curate it.
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