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Executive summary
For many organisations, company-wide homeworking 
was rolled out for the first time during the coronavirus 
pandemic. And for most organisations, it wasn’t a 
matter of choice, it was a matter of survival. 

As we emerge from the pandemic, it’s clear both 
colleague and employer expectations about the future 
way of working have changed. And they’ve changed 
for good. 

Yet many of us are subconsciously locked in an industrial 
way of working. This affects how we structure, report, 
manage and reward our colleagues. Put simply, it’s 
historically meant the more present you are, the better 
you’ll do. 

The dramatic and necessary shift to homeworking we 
witnessed at the start of the crisis, now presents a once-
in-a-generation prospect for many organisations to 

evolve the traditional operating model and transition to 
a new way of working. 

There’s now a genuine opportunity to shape a future 
operating model that flexibly blends home and office 
working together for the benefit of colleagues and 
employers alike. This hybrid operating model has 
the potential to deliver more efficient and effective 
outcomes for businesses from colleagues who are more 
productive, more engaged and have a better work-life 
balance. 

Hybrid can only be truly effective when an organisation 
creates its own version of this new way of working. 
The future hybrid operating model absolutely needs 
to be bespoke to the individual organisation, uniquely 
designed to best suit the company, colleagues, 
customers and community. 

“At Custerian, we’re ready to support forward-thinking organisations who want to benefit from the 

future opportunities of hybrid working. Despite the sudden upsurge as a result of the pandemic, I’ve 

been working with companies across all sectors, including service-related organisations, to embed 

homeworking business models for more than 25 years. With our extensive experience in guiding 

organisations through transformational change, we’re here to help you harness the hybrid opportunity in 

the post-pandemic world.”  Nicola Collister, Custerian Founder and CEO

1. COVID-19 has irrevocably changed employer and 
colleague expectations around ways of working 

2. Hybrid working is a long-term solution that benefits 
both colleagues and employers 
 
 

3. There’s not one fixed model for hybrid – you need 
to design your own way of working that suits your 
organisation, your people and your customers 

4. Now is the time to embrace the future opportunity 
of hybrid working through choice, without the 
burning platform of the pandemic forcing change

Key takeaways
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Homeworking because we had to

The Office of National Statistics (ONS) reported just over 
5% of the total UK workforce worked mainly from home 
in 2019 i. While research from the Chartered Institute 
of Personnel and Development (CIPD) found 65% of 
employers did not offer regular homeworking or offered 
it to less than 10% of their workforce before the crisis ii.

For decades, homeworking was perceived as too 
expensive and too difficult. Service departments, of 
all functions, were the least likely to be considered for 
homeworking. But then in early 2020, the coronavirus 
pandemic struck and homeworking became the
only option. 

Insight 1 

“We were lucky as we saw it coming and were already deploying virtual desktop. 

Also it was obvious we had no choice, this was a business continuity threat. So we 

just ran at it and got on with it. To be fair it went better than we thought.”

The pandemic gave us no choice

When the UK Government announced the stay-at-home 
order on 23 March 2020, offices and workplaces were 
forced to close overnight.

Organisations had no choice but to facilitate 
homeworking as quickly and extensively as possible 
to ensure their survival and continue serving their 
customers. 

According to CIPD research iii, the number of people 
estimated to be continually working from home by the 
end of June 2020 had leapt to 54% of the UK workforce, 

compared to the ONS’ tiny pre-pandemic figure of just 
over 5%. 

Long-standing reservations about the productivity and 
risks of homeworking were being tested, as leaders 
had to trust their people to get the job done outside 
of the traditional office environment. Old behaviours 
and management styles went out the window as both 
employees and employers had to adapt to remote and 
virtual working.  

When it came to homeworking, the coronavirus 
pandemic became a burning platform that drove 
significant strategic change. 

Homeworking was not part of the operating model at many organisations
before the COVID-19 pandemic.
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The overnight overhaul of the 
traditional operating model

In fact, it was a logistical and communications operation 
of such a scale that most leaders were unlikely to have 
ever experienced anything similar in their careers. 

One of the recurring themes was how poorly existing 
business continuity plans served the situation. Most were 

based on having some form of fall back site to go to, or 
the issue lasting for a number of days and only affecting 
their organisation. Even things like trying to get enough 
laptops quickly became a logistical issue. On the plus 
side, the availability of home broadband and video 
conferencing tools such as Zoom helped enormously. 

Learning to work from home while 
learning to live in a pandemic

For many people, working from home during the 
pandemic was the first time they had ever worked away 
from the office. Colleagues faced the challenge of 
having to learn to work remotely and do so effectively. 
What’s more, the workforce had to adjust to this sudden 
new way of working, while also being thrust into an 
unprecedented national lockdown. 

While some colleagues juggled home schooling and 
childcare, others battled with a lack of a dedicated 
workspace or struggled with the isolation of both 

living and working alone indefinitely. The distinction 
between work and home became increasingly blurred. 
Unsurprisingly, working from home indefinitely had a 
negative impact on some colleagues’ productivity and 
wellbeing.

Employers recognised symptoms of continual 
homeworking, such as isolation and fatigue, and 
actively tried to separate the impact of homeworking 
from social lockdown. By introducing measures such 
as wellbeing check-ins, team quizzes, motivational 
speakers and virtual coffee mornings, organisations 
have tried to address the isolation and physical 
separation their people have experienced. 

Recognising the challenges of rapid 
implementation

As well as the impact on colleague productivity and 
welfare, organisations shared other universal challenges 
from the rapid switch to homeworking when it came to 
onboarding and training. 
Having to implement homeworking with little to no 
notice, there was initially not the time or resource to 
establish new ways of onboarding or training. 

Employers are well aware that while the rapid stand-
up was successful, homeworking needs to be properly 
supported in areas such as onboarding and training for 
it to be sustainable.

Insight 2 

“One of the great benefits was being able to recruit 
from anywhere. This really opened talent up for us. 
Recruitment is fine, but being honest, virtual onboarding 
is a concern and we don’t have an answer for it.”

It was never going to be easy for organisations to shift their operating models 
from office and site centric to homeworking in a matter of days.
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The unexpected success of
rapid transformation

Organisations were able to drive increased digitisation, 
achieving what would have taken two to four years in a 
matter of months. Digital teams, in particular, thrived on 
implementing such fast-paced change. 

We hear service directors frequently express how the 
shift to homeworking had gone better than expected. 
In fact, there have been many unexpected successes 
of homeworking, including the rapid stand-up and the 
advances in digitisation. While one of the main pre-
pandemic reservations of homeworking was a potential 
negative impact on productivity, many organisations 
have experienced the opposite and reported increased 
productivity from individuals and teams. 

Homeworking has enabled a positive shift in culture, 
which has been particularly beneficial for businesses 
dispersed across a wide geographical footprint. 
Location no longer impedes relationships and 
opportunities, fostering a more inclusive culture. The 
reliance on digital technology to communicate away 
from the traditional office environment has been a great 
leveller in breaking down hierarchy. 

Digital technology has played a significant part in the 
success of homeworking. From the sourcing and delivery 
of new equipment to new homeworkers through to 
the stability of IT systems during increased demand, 
in general, technology has worked. Systems stayed 
standing, and employees quickly and competently 
adapted to digital collaboration tools. If this were 
to have happened even just a few years ago, the 
outcome might have been very different. The ability to 
work remotely, but in a secure digital environment, is far 
easier now. Technology is no longer seen as the inhibiter 
to homeworking that it was before the pandemic.

While the pandemic was certainly unprecedented, so too was the speed at 

which companies were able to transform to virtual and home working.

Insight 3 

“From a pure business point of view 
this has been a massive accelerant. 
We have delivered a year’s worth of 
digital in just 6 weeks.”

Insight 5 

“We have been working with an 
external partner looking at how 
to understand and deploy talent 
better. Being a global company we 
have highly dispersed talent. So we 
have ben exploring how artificial 
intelligence can help us stand up 
teams focussed on very specific 
outcomes irrespective of location.”

Insight 4 

“We know we are in a honeymoon 

period, but so far our satisfaction 

scores have held steady. We are 

however seeing concerns around 

colleague welfare growing.”
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Homeworking is here to stay
After more than a year spent working from home, the workforce’s desires and 
expectations have changed. People have enjoyed the flexibility of working away 
from the office and they don’t want to go back to the way things were before. 

85% of adults who are currently homeworking expect a hybrid 

approach to home and office working in future. 

Source: Office for National Statistics – Opinions and Lifestyle Survey, 21 April to 16 May 2021

Despite the challenges lockdown 
and the pandemic has posed, many 
people have relished the positives 
of homeworking. No longer are they 
wasting hours each and every day 
commuting to the office, when they 
could be spending that valuable 
time with their friends and families. 
Having more time and flexibility 
in the working day has improved 
people’s mental and physical 
wellbeing, even in the midst of the 
coronavirus crisis. 

During the working day too, 
colleagues have perceived 
improvements in their performance 
and productivity by working from 
home. Without the distractions of the 
office, people are able to complete 
work more quickly and with fewer 
distractions. 

Before COVID-19, McKinsey & Company found 62% of colleagues wanted to work solely on site or in the office iv. After 
COVID-19, that figure drops to 37%. More than half (52%) of workers say they would prefer a hybrid working model 
that sees a mix of office and home working, with the majority (53%) wanting to continue working from home at least 
three days a week v. It’s clear to colleagues, homeworking is here to stay.
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The hybrid opportunity

With colleagues expressing their expectation that homeworking will continue 
after the pandemic, it presents a clear opportunity for businesses to explore the 
potential of combining office and home working for the long term. 

Employers have already witnessed higher levels 
of job satisfaction, reduced absence rates and 
financial savings on office space, due to the switch 
to homeworking through COVID-19. When social 
distancing is no longer required and people can begin 

returning to offices, there is an opportunity to retain and 
refine the elements of homeworking that have served 
colleagues and employers well during the pandemic, 
and build those into the previous operating model. 

Positives of homeworking experienced during the pandemic, which 

could be harnessed for the future operating model include:

 9 Better collaboration across teams, including increased input from more 
introverted colleagues and those less likely to get involved in the traditional 
office and face-to-face meeting settings

 9 Access to a wider, more diverse talent pool across all levels of the 
organisation, without geographical constraints 

 9 A more inclusive corporate culture, removing old bias of needing to be 
present to be valued

 9 Increased colleague retention and reduced absenteeism, thanks to a better 
work-life balance 

 9 Reduced facilities and property costs, as organisations are able to close 
redundant office space 

 9 Greater ability to match service shifts to customer demand, improving 
scheduling flexibility for employers and colleagues

Clearly while there are many benefits of homeworking, there are also downsides. One of the ones we think will 
become more prevalent is increase Talent mobility. Freed from a geographic restriction and with less office time, 
people will start to view work more on their terms. The lockdown has already resulted in a significant number of 
enforced career changes, not all of them bad.
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In a radical step-change from the days before the 
virus, data from McKinsey & Company shows just 10% 
of C-suite executives would expect colleagues to be 
spending more than 80% of their working hours in the 
office after COVID-19 vi.

Offices become open plan hubs for face-to-face 
collaboration and innovation, with colleagues working 

from home or another location for focused, individual 
activities.

While service functions are more likely to return to office 
working than others, we find even most service directors 
support a hub and spoke approach to the future service 
model with teams operating a blend of home and 
office working across more flexible hours. 

The sustainable future operating model

The sustainable post-pandemic way of working appears to be converging 
around a hybrid model, a mix of home and office-based working that is better 
able to manage the different needs of a diverse workforce. 

2021
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How to plan for hybrid success

There is not one, fixed model for hybrid success. It’s all about creating an operating model that’s 

right for your organisation, your people and your customers. 

When the pandemic began, the processes and 
procedures put in place for homeworking were 
only intended to be temporary. Organisations did 
what needed to be done to immediately facilitate 
homeworking for what was thought to be just a few 
weeks or months. The pandemic allowed for quick 
fixes and manual workarounds for gaps in processes 

and compliance, but that can’t last forever. Now 
organisations are considering the long-term blend 
of home and office working as the future operating 
model, it’s crucial that new hybrid models don’t simply 
replicate existing bad practice. This is an opportunity to 
re-evaluate ways of working to design a model that’s 
agile, productive and fit for the future. 

Engineering a hybrid operating model requires a holistic view of your business goals and colleague 

expectations as we head towards the new post-pandemic normal. It will require:

• Determining contractual implications on employment terms and conditions

• Revising – or creating – policies and procedures to include hybrid working, as well as other forms of flexible 
working such as compressed hours, job sharing and non-standard working hours 

• Supporting and training all leaders and managers on how to best engage, manage and motivate hybrid teams

• Balancing the desire for remote working with the need for in-person interaction

• Rethinking how office space is used to facilitate collaboration and innovation 

• Ensuring colleagues who must work from the office, warehouse or manufacturing plant are not alienated or 
disengaged by the cultural changes

• Providing better homeworking environments, for example, ergonomic chairs and IT equipment

• Investing in secure and seamless IT systems which manage the inevitable ‘visibility’ gaps that working on a 
hybrid basis brings 

As well as having appropriate policies, procedures and 
technologies, considerable cultural change will be 
needed to facilitate successful hybrid working.
 
Leaders must embrace new management approaches. 
They will have to move away from rewarding 
presenteeism, while avoiding new bias towards office-
based workers and being careful not to alienate teams 
who must be present in the workplace.

Ultimately, it’s the preference of the leadership team, 
which will be the biggest determiner in whether an 
organisation will move forward with a hybrid operating 
model. Hybrid cannot be implemented without the drive 
and commitment of the senior team, and it will need 
support from colleagues across the organisation for it to 
be a success.  
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Signs of hybrid success
Although there’s not a single, fixed hybrid model, we do see common markers of good practice 
and success among organisations demonstrating hybrid success. Colleague engagement and 
flexibility are at the core of successful hybrid models. 

Every organisation, directorate and colleague will have 
a different view of what makes an ideal working pattern. 
The more you engage with your people, the better result 
you will get.

This engagement concerns everything from changing 
shift patterns to meet customer demand to larger-
scale cultural change, such as the introduction of new 

management approaches to lead and engage remote 
hybrid workforces. 

Crucially, what’s right for your organisation and your 
people now won’t stay the same forever. People’s 
needs – as do organisations’ – change over time, so 
flexibility is key in designing a hybrid operating model fit 
for your business now and into the future.  

What’s next for your organisation?
In 2020, the pandemic drove organisations to make 
the switch to homeworking. It was a way for businesses 
to survive. But now we’re emerging from the crisis, 
homeworking can help organisations thrive. A hybrid 
of home and office-based working can benefit both 
colleagues and employers. 

According to research from McKinsey & Company 
released in May 2021, most organisations don’t have a 
plan in place for hybrid working after the pandemic. It 
found 68% of organisations either don’t have a plan in 
place or haven’t communicated a plan to colleagues 
vii. 

Now is the time to develop 
your plan for hybrid working 
after COVID-19. It might feel 
like a monumental task, but 
you’re not alone. We can 
support you in determining 
the right hybrid operating 
model for your organisation, 
as well as implementing it. We 
have decades of experience 
delivering transformational 
change and introducing 
homeworking models within 
service organisations. 
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Conclusion

We’re at a crossroads. With the UK Government no longer mandating that people work from 

home where possible, it’s now time for organisations to chart their own course and decide on 

the role of homeworking within their future operating models. 

The pandemic is no longer a burning platform driving 
this cultural change. If organisations don’t continue to 
drive change themselves, we will see companies begin 
to slip back into pre-COVID patterns. The industrial 
subconscious bias of needing to be present to be 
valued will begin to return and the potential long-term 
benefits of homeworking will be lost.  

The hybrid alternative presents opportunities to access 
more diverse talent, unrestricted by location. It helps 
retain existing talent, thanks to an improved work-life 
balance. It will come as no surprise that more engaged 
colleagues lead to increased productivity and greater 
colleague retention. 

However, designing and implementing a successful 
hybrid operating model demands significant effort, 
buy-in and investment from across the organisation. It 
will take time to build a new model that best serves your 
business, and no business yet has all the answers as how 
to make hybrid a success. 

This is the scale of the challenge facing leaders as 
we consider the future of the workplace beyond 
the pandemic. But establishing a future operating 
model that better fulfils the needs of your company, 
colleagues, customers and community is a once-in-a-
generation opportunity too huge to ignore. 
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Contact us
If you would like further information about how your organisation could harness the 

potential of a future hybrid operating model, please contact:

Simon Norie

Empathy Creation Specialist 

E: simon@custerian.com

T: +44 7793 312 644

Nicola Collister

Founder and CEO 

E: nicola@custerian.com

T: +44 7971 016587
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