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Introduction 

On the 16th September 2020, the UK reached the six-month point since the initial implementation of the 
Covid lockdown.  Social and professional media networks continue to be full of publications and postings 
that refer to a ‘new norm’ and ‘post Covid’ era.  These new labels are popularly promoted despite the fact 
that, in terms of timescales, the experiential aspects of the pandemic have scarcely had time to be assessed 
and, in reality, the pandemic is itself far from over. 

Whilst the public seem to acknowledge that things are going to be different, people are understandably 
nervous about claiming that a new norm has now been established. 

Commercial and State organisations have, by necessity, implemented force majeure strategies to maintain 
operational activities within the confines of on-going national and local lockdown requirements and, in so 
doing, have been forced to experiment – to test, adapt and adopt alternative approaches to work. 

We, the directors of DIGIMASS, provided pro-bono advice to many employers, not only in respect of 
customer vulnerability and digital money advice, but also based on the directors own considerable 
experience of home working, ‘office less’ business management and related employee/employer 
challenges.  In particular we have drawn from our knowledge of remote working and the issues affecting 
team structure, group dynamics, brand and culture, as well as the pitfalls and fallacies that need to be 
addressed in relation to the challenges within change management. 

Professional research on this subject matter either pre-dates Covid or is, understandably, skewed by the 
impact of Covid.  Whilst neither of these parameters necessarily detracts from some of the conclusions 
drawn, we have noted, particularly from some of the numerous subject matter webinars regarding this 
topic, a variety of references and facts that seem to conflict or that are based on anecdotal rather than 
empirical evidence. 

Impact of Covid 

At a macro level, the economic impact of Covid and associated lockdown events is being amplified by the 
longer-term effects of home working becoming standard practice with the resultant downturns in transport 
utilisation and dramatic loss of daily footfall for retailers and hospitality providers in major office locations. 

At the time of completing this paper, conservative estimates show only a 25% attendance at inner city 
offices compared to pre-Covid times and only a 35% take up of public transport when compared to pre-
Covid numbers. 

Against this background some businesses are now implementing “permanent” changes to their operational 
model, amending or radically changing employment contracts and related HR policies, adopting new 
formats and styles of communication both internally and externally within firms, and, in the process, they 
may or may not be doing irreparable damage to the wider business ecosystem and society, albeit 
unintentionally. 

In an effort to assist businesses in navigating these potentially dangerous waters, we have in this paper, 
reviewed some, although not all of the publications and postings and we have consolidated some of the 
feedback made available to us through our extensive network. 
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To this we have added elements of the advice and guidance given by us (and others) to businesses in our 
capacity as professional consultants, based upon years of ‘working from home’ experience, with the 
additional benefit of never having had a remote office for either DIGIMASS or our own companies. 

In the following sections we have either given bullet point statements that reflect positive and negative 
considerations for continuous home working, or a hybrid variation, together with relevant legislation and or 
policies that will need to be considered if a business is intending to maintain or extend a ‘home working’ 
operational base. 

For those organisations that have already implemented a permanent change this paper should still provide 
a useful checklist to be used in conjunction with the firms existing change management methodology. 

Working from home – the pre-Covid scenario 

In March 2020, the UK Office for National Statistics released a dataset detailing the breakdown of the 
prevalence of homeworking by industry, occupation, region, age, sex, and ethnicity.  The data showed that 
approximately 5% of the UK workforce worked mainly from home.  That is to say, 1.7 million people out of 
32+ million UK workers. 

That said, data also showed that 8.7 million had worked from home at some point across all sectors.  When 
this larger data set is broken down by function there are clear pointers both to the business types and 
employee profiles that are most likely to both adapt to, and potentially prefer, a permanent opportunity to 
work from home. 

Perhaps critical in this perspective is that the ultimate decision makers about a future work location are 
more likely to have a subliminal bias based upon their own ‘home working’ experience. 

Occupation Mainly Work from Home Have Ever Worked from Home 

Chief Executives / Senior Officials 8.9% 69.2% 

Media Professionals 20.5% 58.1% 

Artistic, Literary / Media Occupations 23.7% 57.8% 

Teaching / Educational Professionals 3.8% 57.8% 

Health / Social Services Managers and 
Directors 

2.5% 57.0% 

Functional Managers / Directors 13.2% 56.1% 

Legal Professionals 5.4% 55.7% 

IT / Telecommunications Professionals 11.4% 55.0% 

Business, Research / Administrative 
Professionals 

8.0% 54.8% 

Research and Development Managers 2.7% 54.8% 
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The Benefits and Deficits – thought not yet clearly defined 

In constructing these listings, we have combined experiential feedback from our own network sources with 
research and analysis from some of the most recent business and behavioural studies undertaken including 
those compiled by: 

▪ Working from home. (The British Psychological Society, 2020) 

▪ Coronavirus (COVID-19): advice for employers and employees. (Acas, the Advisory, Conciliation and 
Arbitration Service, 2020) 

▪ Factsheet: supporting employees to work from home. (CBI - Confederation of British Industry, 
2020) 

▪ The future of remote work. (American Psychological Association, 2019) 

▪ Assessing the growth of remote working and its consequences for effort, well‐being, and work‐life 
balance. (Felstead & Henseke, 2017) 

▪ Workspaces That Move People. (Waber, Magnolfi, & Lindsay, 2014) 

 

Some of you will have time, or feel the need, to review all of the above, and probably more.  In so doing 
you will understand why our two listings read like a carefully constructed balance sheet with seemingly 
parallel entries.  Where these conflicted entries allow, we have provided explanation elsewhere in our 
paper. 

Potential benefits of working from home for all or the majority of an employee’s work-life cycle 

▪ Productivity can increase 

▪ Turnover can decrease 

▪ Employers theoretically have access to a wider pool of applicants 

▪ Employers can take advantage of a ‘local’ location in respect of sales and services 

▪ Employers can derive financial savings on office space and other facilities 

▪ Commuting times and associated fatigue, transport congestion, and environmental impacts are all 
positively impacted 

▪ Those employees who are skilled at adapting to the home-work environment will value it in respect 
of work-life balance 

▪ Employees with families will be positively motivated by having greater ‘at home’ time to share with 
loved ones 

▪ The lockdown experience provided the opportunity of a ‘shared’ experience towards making 
working from home successful and consequentially many new home workers still have a positive 
disposition to home working and are less focussed on the negative aspects of losing their daily 
access to an office environment and direct physical contact with society  
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Potential deficits of working from home for all or the majority of an employee’s work-life cycle 

▪ Productivity can decrease over prolonged periods of time 

▪ Turnover can increase as Brand and team loyalty is diluted 

▪ Employers are challenged with establishing Brand loyalty and culture from a distance and without 
the opportunity for daily re-enforcement of messaging by incumbent employees sharing the same 
office environment 

▪ Employers will face increased telecommunications costs and increased equipment costs including 
adaptations to meet Health and safety standards 

▪ Employers will face new challenges in respect of information security and will be required to 
establish new control methodologies to fulfil regulatory requirements 

▪ Employers will face new challenges in respect of safeguarding particularly during video conferences 

▪ The loss of travel time can adversely impact work-life balance by elongating the working day and 
removing ‘recovery’ time when transitioning from home to work mode and vice versa. It can also 
create personal conflicts between loyalty to home life and loyalty to the Brand to a greater extent 
that experienced when working in an office environment 

▪ Pre- Covid research 1 found that face to face interaction was essential for identifying opportunities 
for collaboration, innovation and for developing relationships and networks 

▪ Employees can fail to ‘close the office’ with consequential negative impact on their personal time 
management and thus their personal relationships 

▪ The economic and social contribution that office employees make to their office location’s 
ecosystem is lost with consequential losses for other local businesses as well as public transport 

▪ Employees will be deprived of most of the peripheral motivators that can positively affect their job 
satisfaction and that can compensate for any negative aspects of their work content 

▪ A study2 in 2017 of home workers from 15 countries found 42% of remote workers had trouble 
sleeping, waking up repeatedly in the night, compared to only 29% who always worked in the office 

▪ Many home workers have reported increased levels of anxiety, stress, and depression during the 
lockdown period.  This may be directly related to the risk of infection or may have been as a result 
of being unable to maintain a positive work ethic within the confines of their home environment 

▪ Managers, Senior Executives and Board Directors are prone to what is described as ‘video fatigue’ 

  

 

1 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S026323731300159X 

2 file:///Eurofound and the International Labour Office (2017), Working anytime, anywhere/ The effects on the world of work, Publications Office of 
the European Union, Luxembourg, and the International Labour Office, Geneva. 
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Culture and Brand 

Culture and brand are key elements of the modern organisation, irrespective of the size or the particular 
sector.  Resource investment in both is substantial and pre-Covid, the work environment was a well-used 
conduit for establishing and delivering both.  For employees, daily enforcement was available from items as 
small as an ID badge, through drinks mats, to visual messaging and possibly interactive screen delivery. 

Throw into the cultural mix, formal and informal team dynamics, structured and free-form feedback and 
motivators, peer and mentor guidance and governance and we have a recipe, which doesn’t always turn 
out as expected, but nevertheless is intended, even by default, to engender a specific culture. Ultimately it 
all helps to define the Brand. 

All the aforementioned run the risk of serious dilution, if not complete loss, when permanent or 
predominant home working becomes the new norm.  Employers who have not undertaken a serious review 
of this social ‘construct’ will run the risk of undermining a successful culture with consequential damage to 
the firms Brand.  Monitoring or measuring this loss in itself becomes a challenge and appropriate metrics 
should be put in place.  If productivity and employee turnover are the only metrics in place, then by the 
time these measures become relevant the damage will already have been done. 

The risk requires mitigation with specific strategies in place for all employees and in particular new starts. 

The Human Contract 

With the extensive range of what we may define as Terms and Conditions of Employment we can all be 
forgiven for the focus we place on the range of legislation that impact who we interview, how we 
interview, what processes and procedures we put in place to ensure equitable treatment, fair practice 
appropriate governance and provision of guidance in respect of almost every aspect of the employment 
process. 

We could, but will not, dedicate pages to how employer responsibility continues to apply irrespective of the 
work location. 

Instead we prefer to approach this subject matter from the perspective of the human contract and to focus 
on those issues that become more critical both in relation to pre-employment considerations and on-going 
relevance as and when the home becomes the primary location of work activity. Whilst not exhaustive, 
here is a list of headlines and pointers that deserve attention. 
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For existing employees: 

▪ Ensure that an appropriate workspace is available. A recent release by the BBC will raise a smile, 
raise a few eyebrows and, on a serious note, should raise concern3 

▪ Suitability is not just about desk space, appropriate lighting, ventilation, or peripheral equipment 
but also about personal space and the need to accommodate others within the household 

▪ Establish from the onset agreed parameters in respect of how a work /home life divide will be 
maintained and respected. This relates to time management parameters, how to avoid 
contamination and/or spillage of work issues into the home environment. Often a challenge when 
working in an office but far mor immediate within the home base 

▪ Ensure that all parties have a clear understanding of when an individual is ‘at work’ 

▪ Ensure that H&S training has been augmented to include the risks surrounding cognitive weariness, 
the challenges presented by excessive screen time, the additional stress of remote communication, 
the downside of enforced behavioural changes, psychological pressures such as loneliness, 
emotional conflict or home life blurring 

▪ Establish an understanding of both the primary and peripheral motivators for each individual and 
agree a strategy for meeting expectations and compensating shortfalls 

▪ Undertake a GAP analysis to ensure skill levels in respect of digital needs are at an acceptable 
standard and to help define any additional training and development needs 

▪ Take into account that there may be diversity issues that can affect the home work environment 

▪ Ensure that the loss/change of opportunity for “impression management” is addressed and 
understood, particularly by managers and supervisors (see below) 

In addition, for new or prospective employees: 

▪ Ensure that the home environment can support the job role on a forward flow basis and that 
standards are clearly defined for every aspect of the employment relationship 

▪ Establish an induction/on boarding process that promotes and supports both the business culture 
and the Brand and that it includes long term embedding methodologies that match or exceed pre-
Covid standards.  Virtual vs real world methodologies need to be considered with a hybrid process 
being the most likely channel 

▪ Ensure that adequate peer and mentoring strategies to support the remote worker are in place 
from the onset of employment and that KPI are in place based on all aspects of the role, including 
personal well-being 

A primary area of concern historically associated with home working relates to the provision of personal 
and/or professional development and training.  Whilst there are a number of business models that can be 
used for the purposes of this paper, we have focussed on the Dreyfuss Model of Skill Acquisition (Dreyfus & 
Dreyfus, 1980).  

 

3 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-54028720 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-54028720
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For those of you not familiar with the model it is based on a linear progression through a series of 
developmental phases: 

➢ Novice 

➢ Advanced beginner 

➢ Competent 

➢ Proficient 

➢ Expert 

Whilst there are a number of variables that affect transition from one stage to another, we would contend 
that an individual’s capacity to adapt successfully to home working may well reflect where they are in their 
phased self-development. 

Employers and employees would do well to consider this as one of the more important parameters that 
can not only affect capacity for working from home but can also directly contribute to the long term failure 
of an organisation if fulfilment of the model is not considered a critical aspect of the human contract. 

Organisations often use their hierarchal structure as evidence of this process being addressed but those of 
us who specialise in management development are all too painfully aware that this is often a dangerous 
assumption. 

Individuals who fall into the Novice, Advanced Beginner or even Competent skills brackets 
are in need of both clear direction and on-going, preferably on-site, supervision.  Without 
these, our existing employee development models are likely to prove inadequate and, in 
the long term, will diminish in-house management capabilities and effectiveness. 

Pastoral Care 

Pastoral care is often overlooked when addressing employer responsibilities for employees.  In days gone 
by many employers where large workforces were involved employed ‘welfare officers’ to meet what they 
saw as their duty of care. 

The more experienced amongst us will all have anecdotal examples of how performance and/or attendance 
have been impacted, sometimes severely, by personal issues. These may include: 

▪ Drug abuse 

▪ Physical abuse 

▪ Alcoholism 

▪ Relationship/matrimonial conflicts 

▪ Problem children 

▪ Depression and/or related mental illness 

▪ Learning difficulties 

▪ Ethnicity or religious observance 

▪ Disability  
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Awareness and management in respect of pastoral care can be a challenge irrespective of an individual’s 
location but remote working, particularly if this is a recent practice, presents additional challenges and risks 
for all concerned parties. 

The loss of observational opportunities, casual social interactions and daily team interaction can both 
create additional triggers for an individual and provide additional opportunity for hiding or disguising the 
occurrence. 

From a management perspective the need for enhanced communication skills and related observational 
methods is magnified substantially through the loss of daily face to face interaction which cannot be 
replicated through video or aural methods without advanced training and a substantive understanding of 
how communication works. 

Behavioural challenges that may come to the fore through remote or semi-remote work practice 

We will all be familiar with the standard behavioural issues that can arise from home working: 

▪ Stress is a common by-product that can arise not only from home vs work conflicts but also lack of 
prioritising self-care and socialising which are currently made even more challenging by Covid 
restrictions. Fear about job security in the current climate will add to this 

▪ Loneliness and social isolation 
▪ Continuing to work when unwell 
▪ Research has also shown that home-based workers are almost twice as likely to suffer from sleep 

deprivation 

In 2013, Yahoo chief executive Marissa Meyer banned working from home4, saying that in order “to 
become the absolute best place to work, communication and collaboration will be important, so we need 
to be working side-by-side. That is why it is critical that we are all present in our offices.” 

Other research5 finds face-to-face interaction is essential for identifying opportunities for collaboration, 
innovation and developing relationships and networks. 

Many SMEs and some larger corporates often rely on an established ‘circle of trust’ when it comes to the 
practical management of a business.  Circles of trust are built on personal relationships and usually reflect a 
commonality of purpose.  At DIGIMASS, for example, our ability to work remotely from each other and 
without any formalised office is underwritten by historically having had the opportunity to share workspace 
and business experiences.  Without this history between us trust and understanding would have taken far 
longer to establish, and it is unlikely that we would successfully combine our skill sets when needed. 

In our experience, senior teams often fail even to recognise such circles exist, let alone understand their 
functionality on holding a business or team together.  Long term remote working cultures need to address 
how to create and maintain these circles of trust and must appreciate how existing circles will be impacted 
by transition from traditional office space to home based operation. 

Impression management is what we call the non-conscious behavioural cues that we use to tell others who 
we are and what we care about. 

 

4 https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2013/feb/25/yahoo-chief-bans-working-home 
5 Workplace flexibility and new product development performance: The role of telework and flexible work schedules 
 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S026323731300159X 

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2013/feb/25/yahoo-chief-bans-working-home
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S026323731300159X
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2013/feb/25/yahoo-chief-bans-working-home
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S026323731300159X
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For example, at the office, we send signals – gestures with observable actions - like keeping work tasks up 
on monitors, checking-in with others throughout the day, getting to the office early or staying late and we 
often use specific non-verbal cues that are delivered sub-consciously but that are intended to cause others 
to think of us in a particular way. 

These signal behavioural cues sometimes play a critical role in establishing and re-enforcing group 
relationships and impact hierarchal structures.  Remote working can either remove the opportunity for 
their deployment completely or cause them to be inappropriately ‘shoehorned’ into video conferencing, 
making them of limited use or even counterproductive. 

Irrespective of which model we feel comfortable with, be it Belbin, Leader-Member Exchange Theory (LMX) 
or GRPI the team dynamic and how it can be established, nurtured and capitalised on is another critical 
element that must be considered as part of any strategy planning home working or any hybrid variation 

Communications 

The issue of managing communications is so large in itself that we prefer to address some specific 
elements.  We are cognisant of the fact that there is a wealth of on-line guidance already available on the 
importance of regular and appropriate communication in the absence of office attendance, including 
recommendations on how to compensate for the loss of casual interactions, corridor/coffee dispenser 
chats, toilet room performance reviews, and no that’s not a euphemism, and pre and post meeting off the 
record summations. 

Within our own senior team, we are fortunate to have an experienced communication/inter-personal skill 
specialist and so some of our observations are based not only on recent ‘Covid’ generated changes and 
exchanges but also upon substantive experience across multiple sector locations. 

In our experience the key challenge is that the majority of us have limited formal training in how effective 
one-to-one communication is actually constructed, how one to team and group interactions function and 
why a communication breakdown can occur as a consequence of this lack of understanding. 

That is not to decry the success of any individual within their own commercial environment. Many will, 
understandably, have belief in the efficacy of their own skills set.  Many will also have had some 
professional skills development.  However, in the case of transforming from a standard office model to a 
new remote model all involved parties are likely to be in need of very specific communication skills 
development geared towards compensating for the loss of face to face interaction within the same physical 
space. 

Few organisations are equipped to undertake the right type of  skills gap analysis, thus making the 
provision of appropriate remedial training and development challenging, particularly as an adjunct to all 
the other operational changes that will be needed on a concurrent basis. Furthermore, it is unlikely that 
they will have within their infrastructure individual(s) with the necessary mix of knowledge and training to 
address the resultant development needs. 

If long-term working from home is to be part of the business culture, then we would urge senior employees 
to recognise that they cannot just rely upon their own existing skills and knowledge, but they will need to 
seek out transitional specialists with appropriate development experience. 
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Governance, Oversight, GDPR, Safeguarding etc 

Listed below are key issues and specific areas of legislation that fall under a ‘regulatory’ definition, and for 
which failure to comply can have serious even criminal consequences.  In all cases there are two basic 
requirements irrespective of employee working location: 

▪ Be able to demonstrate awareness and understanding 

▪ Be able to demonstrate/prove adherence and/or compliance 

▪ Data protection (including compliance with General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) with 
appropriate oversight and prevention of unintended sharing. How is compliance demonstrated, 
and, where a general duty of care exists e.g. confidentiality, privacy, not exposing minors to 
inappropriate material of actions by others, how is on-going oversight achieved? 

Please note that this is not an exhaustive list and Board Directors should take appropriate advice in respect 
of their own specific fiduciary and business sector responsibilities: 

▪ The Schedule to the Health and Safety (Display Screen Equipment) Regulations 1992 as amended 
by the Health and Safety (Miscellaneous Amendments) Regulation 

▪ For those in Financial Services, the Conduct of Business Code 

▪ For directors – the obligations and duties of responsibility under the Companies Act 2006 and more 
broadly, governance aspects in relation to the role and responsibilities of senior managers 

▪ For firms, the disclosure requirements S172 under the Companies Act 2006 and where applicable, 
the obligations contained within the Wates Corporate Governance materials 

▪ Aligning staff actions to the firms’ purpose, including the firms approach to Corporate social 
responsibilities 

In respect of safeguarding this is an area which has perhaps had little attention, but which is nevertheless 
critical. 

Organisations need to be cognisant that they have a duty of care for underaged residents of any household 
that is providing a workspace for their employees be it on a part-time or full-time basis. 

Corporate responsibility is implicit and, in some cases explicit in ensuring that underaged individuals are 
not exposed to oral, aural, or visual interactions which are undertaken by their agents and which may be 
considered as having unsuitable content. 

Moreover, whilst the video equivalent of photobombing may be entertaining the ‘exposure’ of younger 
family members to a broader corporate audience carries risks both for the child and the business.  

A final thought amongst many 

DIGIMASS is all too aware that, even as we go to print, more views, opinions, and research on this subject 
are likely to surface. 

For those readers who would like help and support in respect of planning, implementing, or managing a 
fulltime or hybrid home/office workforce please feel free to contact us regarding our consultancy services.  
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