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Hybrid Working following COVID-19 – what impact does it have on the workplace?

1. Introduction 

As of March 2020, the introduction of a ‘new normal’ was implemented by all organisations that had the ability to allow its employees to work from home. At the time it seemed like a temporary measure to try and stop the rapid spread of COVID, however by now it is clear that it was the catalyst to changing employer and employee opinion on a ‘best way of working.’ 
That is not to say that the most successful way forward for organisations and their employees should be hybrid working or fully home working – there are still challenges and perceived negatives associated with this type of working arrangement. Cholteeva (2022) reported that in June 2022 a YouGov study of 1,100 business leaders within the UK and 360 adults that had experienced home working found that 60% of those workers had found that working from home had led to them being more productive than in the office whereas 35% of managers polled thought that employees under their line-management got less work done from home than they would have done in the office. 

2. The organisation 

Ceredigion County Council has been one of the many organisations that was forced to change its working habits back in March 2020, moving all employees from its offices that were able to work from home. This included school-based staff, which allowed Teachers to provide virtual learning to their pupils. With so many employees affected by the change in working practices it would have been a huge task for me to request feedback on hybrid working from them all. According to data from ONS (2021) regarding remote learning in England between April 2020 to June 2021 ‘pupils covered substantially less material when working from home than their peers in the classroom’ with primary school pupils being affected more than secondary school pupils. Further research made by Estyn (2021, p. 13) for pupils in Wales reported that schools had found that assessing the progress of pupils while ‘developing a range of evolving platforms’ to make remote learning more tailor-made had been a ‘particular challenge’ for them. By the time those pupils had returned to the classroom, Estyn (2021, p.18) reported that teachers in primary schools had noted a significant drop in ‘pupils’ concentration levels and ability to focus on a particular task.’ It is for this reason that I have not requested feedback from employees working at schools within the County. Therefore, I’ve focused on three services in particular – Corporate Customer Services, Corporate Service Support and People and Organisation, of which HR comes under its umbrella following a restructure in 2015 and includes Payroll, Learning and Development, HR Systems team and Corporate Health and Safety. 
With the change to working from home seemingly proving to be a successful one for the organisation, plans were put in place to create a hybrid working policy which would allow employees the flexibility to work from home or from the office. This followed a ‘Ways of Working’ engagement exercise in December 2021, where employees were asked to provide feedback on the success of homeworking which led to the creation of an internal ‘New Ways of Working Project Board.’ As discussed in the article by Turits (2022), we’ve moved on from the place where ‘hybrid work was a fuzzy concept’ and have a much better understanding of the impact working from home does to employees – both positively and negatively.


3. Why a questionnaire?

The reasoning behind using a questionnaire to gather responses was to capture as much information as I possibly could in as simple a way as was possible. According to Select Statistical Services, a company that employs experts in the field of statistical analysing of data, the use of questionnaires is considered ‘a useful tool used to gather information from respondents in a wide variety of contexts’ (Morrison, no date). To gather useful data that I could use to put forward recommendations I used a mixture of quantitative questions (simple ‘yes/no’ answers or two to three options) and qualitative questions where I asked participants to give their opinions in writing by referring to their own experiences. I also felt that, by using a questionnaire where responses would be anonymised, that I would receive much more honest answers from a wide range of participants. According to Cleave (2021) from SmartSurvey, using an anonymous questionnaire ensure that participants feel more comfortable in sharing their opinions as they have no fear of reprisals which in theory should increase the amount of feedback received. All employees within the Authority are incredibly busy with their work and using an interview, for example, to capture that information would have taken a lot of their time and certainly a lot of my time. 



4. Literature review

The CIPD undertook four case studies in August 2021 featuring managers who were asked to discuss what their opinion of hybrid working had on their businesses and their employees. One case study with Matt Elliot, who is the Chief People Officer at the Bank of Ireland, states that the pandemic had helped the company ‘reconnect with society and the role that we play’ whilst also shifting the focus of their HR function from its concentration on the performance of the organisation to caring about the needs and wellbeing of its employees. With COVID restrictions lifting at the time of the case study, the company were fully committed to putting the needs of its employees first in where and how they wanted to work (CIPD, 2021).
In comparison, during the same case study the CIPD received feedback from Sayma Salik, who works as the People Partner at Central Surrey Health (NHS), who admitted that she found remote working challenging at both her current and previous employment. She expected employees to be mostly office-based once restrictions had lifted with a possibility of working one day a week from home (CIPD, 2021). Although there is an appetite from both employer and employee to ensure that hybrid working is in place, its success is dependent on the culture of an organisation.  
A more recent study by the CIPD in April 2022 gives further weight behind the popularity of hybrid working and its increasing influence as the now ‘normal’ way of working, with 37% of organisations seeing an increased uptake of flexible working requests, 51% of employees stating that flexible working has already taken place within their organisation and that 56% of organisations stated that they believed that providing the option for flexible working was necessary when advertising vacancies (CIPD, 2021). 
Studies from PwC give a mixed overview on the success of homeworking and how a greater onus on hybrid working can help change the relationship between employer and employee. They aim to shift the focus from what had been coined as ‘the death of the office’ during the pandemic to try and squeeze some life back into the prospect of office working once again. It is true from other studies that have taken place that prove that a huge number of employees thrived while working from home, whilst other employees have struggled with it. They make a valid point that, in exchange for increased productivity within many organisations, this has been detrimental to their work-life balance as the lines between work life and home life become increasingly blurred (PwC, no date). As they’ve reported in their research, ‘the office is not dead’ and in fact they found that 77% of the respondents to one of their surveys wanted a mixture of home and office working.   
What these case studies and scholarly articles that favour a hybrid working model focus on is not necessarily the needs of the business, but the needs of the individual employee. What is their preference? Their ability to work at maximum performance levels to be an asset to the organisation varies depending on preference as demonstrated by Gratton (2021). A report done by Envoy in January 2022 found that 57% of workers in the UK preferred to work in a hybrid way (HR News, 2022), in comparison to a survey done in March 2021 by the University of Strathclyde found that 31% of respondents (of which there were over 3,000 workers) said they did not want to spend any time at all in the office and wanted to be fully home based (University of Strathclyde, Glasgow, 2021). 
All my findings can be found in Figure 1.  



5. Methodology

As already mentioned, the decision that I had made to use a questionnaire to gather both quantitative and qualitative information was to cast a net over a higher number of employees via one single mode – an e-mail.  
Choosing my research participants was straightforward – I wanted to target employees who, prior to the pandemic, were traditionally office-based. In the article on hybrid work (Dowling et al., 2022) there is reference to a change in employee attitude towards employment – during the pandemic the phrase ‘the Great Resignation’ was coined, however now it could be classed as ‘the Great Renegotiation.’ Using this mindset plus the fact that my research findings would be anonymised I felt that participants were happy to be completely honest in their answers. There were no repercussions to their opinions, so why not be honest? 
Their reliability and validity were again linked to the anonymised factor, in the fact that they would create a sense of trust in who was being surveyed. What I was looking for was honest and unbiased opinions from the participants, factors that make an anonymous questionnaire the possible solution to gathering truthful information (Brooks, 2022).     


6. Questionnaire findings

Following the release of my questionnaire I received 71 responses from the total of 99 employees that it was sent to from the three services that I had targeted. Of those, 52% reported that they would prefer a mixture of both home and office working in future. As a breakdown of how many days they wanted to work in the office, 80% stated that their preference would be one to two days per week. These findings resonate with Turits (2022) article in response to research by Harvard Business School (2022), with a lot of workers as well as companies stating that the ‘sweet spot for office days’ could be ‘as few as one’ day per week. With two of the Authority’s offices having re-opened giving employees the option of hot-desking, staff preference varies between the options of home or office working and therefore the decision of the Authority is a difficult one in that they cannot please everyone. Business Reporter (2022) make the point that not all employees are yet willing to sacrifice the ‘flexibility and conveniences they’ve enjoyed’ whilst working from home, again reiterating the fine balance that all organisations need to keep in mind when discussing hybrid working. 
As part of the questionnaire, I had also asked whether employees had taken advantage of hot-desking at one of the two offices that had re-opened with 56% of respondents saying that they had. The reasons for doing so are varied, however it is interesting to note that a lot of responses given for wanting to hot-desk was not seeing colleagues and the detrimental effect that had on individuals and teams. With 42% of respondents having commenced in the role that they are currently in after the 1st of March 2020 to date, I find it interesting that a lot of comments surrounded lack of meaningful face to face collaboration with colleagues when these members of staff may not even have met colleagues in the flesh before. As discussed in an article by CIPD (2021), building a rapport with colleagues instantly is unlikely to happen via online meetings because colleagues would be less likely to contact each other to discuss personal matters or what they got up to on the weekend in comparison to what would have happened in an office environment. 
This idea is defined by CIPD (2022) as ‘water cooler moments’, where the importance of re-capturing or building new working relationships with colleagues is the key to making individuals feel valued and appreciated within not only their individual teams but even to the organisation itself. Even fundamental aspects of an employer such as organisational values can become lost when a new employee commences work and becomes disillusioned by the perceived lack of interest their line manager and colleagues show in them. Normalising organisational values, as pointed out by CIPD (2022), during colleague interactions reinforces that mentality of what the organisation does and why it is important that the work is done to a required and expected level. Another question asked was employee opinions on their ability to collaborate with their teams whilst home working, with 20% thinking this had increased, 25% thinking it had decreased and 55% thinking it had stayed the same. 
I also asked whether participants would have any concerns about not returning to the office on a permanent basis – this could be full time, part time, or as and when required. I asked this question due to the impact of the ‘Great Resignation’, a ‘label’ coined by Professor Anthony Klotz (Cohen, 2021) which referred to masses of employees leaving for other jobs during the pandemic. We now have the ‘Great Rethink’, coined by Professor Ranjay Gulati and discussed in the article by Wheatley (2022) which has some ideas in response to some of the responses to that question. Common themes were isolation, lack of office space or IT equipment not being good enough at home and impact to mental wellbeing. Suggestions in Wheatley’s article mentions putting appropriate policies in place, making sure the correct equipment is in place and to create a way that ‘social and work-focused connections’ with colleagues is encouraged and implemented within organisational culture. A common theme that comes across from the article is the importance of flexibility – not just from an employer’s perspective but also from the employee. It is almost about meeting in the middle to some extent and understanding that not everyone’s needs are the same. 
As an overall view there were consistencies between the three services from the feedback received. The fact that a higher percentage of those polled though collaboration had decreased compared to those who thought it had increased was worrying. As discussed by Setty (2022) in his article a perceived lack of collaboration could have a significant impact on the wellbeing of an employee, thus having a negative impact on their ability to do the work they are being paid to do.  

7. Conclusion
The findings of the questionnaire mirrored research done by other organisations, which is reassuring as the views of employees within the organisation that I work at is a small sample of what employees throughout the UK are also feeling. 
The findings of CIPD (2022) are similar to responses received from the questionnaire in that employees have almost got over the novelty of fully homeworking and now crave the company of colleagues. This is not strictly down to feeling the need to discuss work and collaborate with colleagues but also to build bonds that can be worked on outside of the office – knowing what their hobbies are, getting to know more about their families and socialising with each other. 
There is also a similarity between the most favoured number of days respondents would like to work from the office as was found from the research by Harvard Business School (2022), with 80% of responses I received stating that between one and two days per week would be their preference. 
A third similarity I had found was with regards to a higher number of respondents thinking that collaborations with their teams had decreased in comparison to those that thought it had increased. The article by Setty (2022) gives us a possible insight into why that is, with the wellbeing of employees being impacted due to a perceived lack of collaboration within teams.
If I were to repeat my research again, I might have shared my questionnaire in three different stages to get a much easier breakdown of opinions within the three services that I had targeted. Had I have done that I would be able to gauge whether there were similar trends across the services. 
However, the results from my findings prove that there is a definite desire amongst employees in making hybrid working a success. There is also an obvious indication that employees want to return to the office on their own accord, although this would be the case for less than half the working week. 
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4. Now that we are able to hot-desk in Canolfan Rheidol and Penmorfa, have you taken advantage of this
facility and worked at least one day at any one of these locations?
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5. If your answer to the previous question was o, what are the reason(s) that you have not taken advantage
of hot-desking?

MoreDetails 1 Insights
Latest Responses
31 “No need yet"
Responses “Work equally as well at home and helps with work life balance, less travel ti.

11 respondents (35%) answered office for this question.
work as effectively

Home working able to do my work .
working from home

hotdesks, .am  OFfice

available at home

care home
cost

hotdesking o jice home comforts

no need

ability to do my work means I'm home




image4.png
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8. Would you have any concerns about not returning to the office on a permanent basis?
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9. Whilst working from home, do you think your productivity has:
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10. Please expand on why you think your productivity has increased/decreased.
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1. Prior to working from home, did you have a long commute to work?
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13. Have you found it more cost-effective to work from home? Please expand on your answer.
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15. What types of events have you found to be successful in maintaining engagement with work colleagues?
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16. If the option of working from homefin a hybrid way was taken away, would this lead to you seeking other
employment which would offer this benefit?
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