
What is hybrid working?
Since the beginning of the pandemic, 
companies have allowed the majority 
of office workers to work remotely in an 
effort to protect them from COVID-19. 
As vaccine rollouts expand in many 
countries, office workers have begun to 
trickle back to the office. However, things 
have changed; perhaps irrevocably. 
Working from home one or two days 
a week has always been an attractive 
option for some office employees; 
however, many companies have been 
reluctant to incorporate it into their 
policies. According to PWC’s research,1  
post-pandemic, an increasing number 
of employees are expecting companies 
to allow hybrid working options, in 
which they work in the office for two or 
three days a week, and work from their 
preferred location for the rest of the time. 
The application of a hybrid model can be 
challenging for companies from a space, 
technology, and people perspective, but it 
can also provide a great opportunity.

Challenges and 
opportunities
Space
Challenge  Those companies that can, are 
already releasing real estate to reduce cost. 
However, not all organizations have flexibility with 
leases to quickly rightsize their footprint. Usually, 
offices are designed with a 1 desk: 1 employee 
ratio and are underutilized, as employees may 
be on leave, sick or off-site for meetings. Based 
on 54 utilization studies from UnWork, conducted 
before the pandemic, the highest in-office desk 
utilization was 72%. This, in combination with the 
hybrid model, could result in more than 40% of 
office space being unoccupied at any given time: 
an emptiness which could impact the vibrancy and 
culture of office life.

Opportunity  As the office’s purpose shifts to 
collaboration and socially focused activities, 
companies should aim to create a balanced 
office that enables employees to be more 
productive yet at the same time leverages the 
extra space made available by the people 
adopting a hybrid model. Offices need to strike a 
balance between collaboration and focus spaces, 
incorporating elements for social interaction. This 
will utilize open space and create an exciting 
and enabling place for employees to work. By 
contrast, some companies have taken a different 
approach and are “ghosting” unused floors to 
reduce the operating cost when releasing real 
estate is not possible.

    Reducing footprint per 
capita is inevitable “

COO, international law firm†”
Technology
Challenge  In the past, technology constraints 
were the main obstacle for hybrid and flexible 
working. While the pandemic has accelerated 
the implementation of new technologies, many 
organizations face limitations due to a lack 
of communication and collaboration tools. As 
companies transition towards a hybrid approach, 
employees must be able to access data that 
informs them of the optimal times for in-office 
work. They must also be able to book space in 
the location that optimizes their performance 
when in the office.

Opportunity  Apps and other software, such 
as Chargify and Flowscape, enable users to 
see which spaces are available, and who is in 
the office for collaborative purposes. This helps 
individuals to decide the best time to come into 
the office to achieve their tasks in the space they 
require, as opposed to randomly selecting days 
to “show their faces”, paying homage to office 
presenteeism. Going further, innovative and 
fast-growing artificial intelligence and machine 
learning can be used to analyze calendars and 
provide suggestions and nudges based on user 
needs and preferences.

    When working in the 
office 2–3 days, knowing 
who is going to be in and 
when is key 

“

COO, international law firm†
”
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55%
would prefer to work 
remotely at least three days 
a week once pandemic 
concerns recede*

workers

70%
was the maximum  

pre-pandemic*
*Based on 54 occupancy studies by Unwork
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Introduction
No workplace experience is universal. Each employee requires a distinct set of 
workplace technologies which enable them to carry out their often-unique daily 
workplace activities and tasks. As much of the corporate world pivots to a hybrid 
remote and in-office work model, there is a renewed curiosity about the tools and 
technology which activate and underpin the workplace experience. From video 
conferencing technology designed to simulate digital equality between in person 
and remote participants to workflow management tools which enable seamless 
collaboration across the globe, the technology arsenal for the hybrid workforce is 
as broad as it is complex.

This brief is a non-exhaustive guide to some of the technologies central to creating 
a successful hybrid workplace.

Pre-planning
A buzzword that is fast 
becoming synonymous 
with the hybrid workplace 
is “intentionality.” This 
new intentional 
workplace empowers 
employees to utilize the hybrid model to 
create the most effective working patterns. 
However, such variability means that 
employees will require a seamless way of 
interacting with their physical workplace. 
Technology which allows colleagues to view, 
and pre-book spaces suited to their day, or 
week’s activities will become essential. Room 
and space booking tools vary in form and
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Culture
Challenge  As people reduce the time they 
spend in the office, there is a greater risk that 
they might lose focus on an organization’s vision 
and feel detached from its culture. People are 
less likely to feel connected to a company’s 
mission and be less motivated and engaged 
when they are not in the office regularly, as 
shown by recent Gallup research.2  Employees 
may be less motivated to form the bonds 
that usually help idea generation and task 
management.

Opportunity  Having a healthy culture helps 
support a successful hybrid model. To maintain 
and cultivate the organization’s vision, a number 
of initiatives could be introduced. By keeping 
traditions alive and transitioning them online, 
employees can continue to have a sense of 
belonging and company engagement. Episodic 
in-person gatherings can also help forge 
connections among employees and facilitate 
new-joiner onboarding.

    Making sure employees 
feel engaged with the 
organization is a priority, 
especially the younger 
professionals 

“

CREO, information and  
analytics firm†

”

Working relations and 
communication
Challenge  Employees tend to feel that they 
miss out on information when working remotely. 
Organizations often lack processes and 
procedures to ensure that the relevant actions and 
outcomes of both informal and formal meetings 
and in-person communications are shared with 
others. Additionally, physical separation can make 
it harder for staff to create relationships. People 
who do not have a “good friend” at work are less 
likely to be engaged in their jobs.3 

Opportunity  When it comes to keeping 
remote participants informed, technology 
can provide easy solutions: from recorders for 
non-confidential work-related conversations to 
whiteboard readers that digitalize content and 
share it with the appropriate teams. Having 
the right channels of communication can help 
abolish silos and create stronger connections 
between teams. Watercooler conversations 
are also important to develop connections. 
Organizations need to create moments for 
employees to socialize and have casual 
conversations, either by having virtual coffee 
chats or by organizing virtual events.

    Room configuration 
and technology would 
be interesting solutions to 
connect on-site and remote 
participants 

“

COO, international investment 
bank and financial services†

”

Mental health
Challenge  A recent survey revealed that 74% of 
participants said that their productivity had been 
impacted by poor mental health while working from 
home, with the majority citing stress and weight 
gain as their main health concerns.4  Each person’s 
circumstances are different and hybrid working may 
not suit everyone. People may lack sufficient space 
for a proper set-up to work efficiently from home. 
The hybrid model may cause them to feel additional 
stress or detached from their team. They may 
also miss out on any mental health initiatives 
that happen in the office, so organizations must 
ensure that on-site and off-site employees are 
offered the same level of support. In addition, 
with companies regularly introducing new tools 
and policies during the pandemic, there is a risk 
of employees experiencing change fatigue.

Opportunity  A hybrid working model can be 
an opportunity for staff to improve their mental 
health. Employees should be empowered to 
have a healthy work–life balance and companies 
should work to abolish an overperforming 
mentality when working away from the office. 
Employees should be able to shape their working 
patterns in a way that suits their needs. One way 
of doing this is by establishing digital support 
groups and interactive connection and learning 
platforms between colleagues to encourage 
greater learning and engagement.

2/3
of employees cannot fully 
agree that they know what 
their company stands for*
*Based on Gallup’s data

58%
of talent acquisition 
professionals said 
that a major impact of 
COVID-19 was going to be 
transforming in-person 
interviews to virtual*
*Based on a LinkedIn survey of 250 talent 
acquisition professionals

74%
of UK workers feel working 
from home has had a 
negative impact on their 
mental health*

    The tricky bit is change 
fatigue; people will think 
so much change is a reach 
too far. We need to find 
the right time for the right 
reasons 

“

CTO, UK law firm†”
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functionality, from desktop software to 
mobile applications, businesses should 
undergo a robust selection process to 
ensure that their preferred vendor is able to 
fulfil their requirements. This is admittedly 
no easy feat as the market landscape is 
made up of a variety of vendors; from the 
older enterprise players such as Accruent, 
Condecco, Agilquest, Crestron and fm 
systems to younger, more disruptive 
vendors such as Mapiq, teem, robin, 
Smartway2 and Yarooms.

In such a crowded market, as a bare 
foundation, users should ensure that that 
such technology integrates with other more 
common office software technologies, such 
as Microsoft Outlook, Google Workspace 
and Apple Mail among others. Such 
integration streamlines the user process 
while augmenting their experience. As an 
additional fundamental requirement, 
businesses should ensure that room and 
space booking tools are intelligently utilized 
to make a variety of spaces bookable for 
the hybrid worker. In a hybrid workplace, 
the employees’ decision of where to work 
based on the needs of their day is almost 
as critical as the decision of whether to go 
into the workplace at all.

Room and space booking technology has 
the additional benefit of being able to 
impose digital limits and restrictions. During 
the pandemic, the ability to utilize such 
technology to impose social distancing 
requirements, for example by making every 
other desk bookable, has proven valuable.

In more sophisticated room and space 
booking technology, AI, suggestions and 
nudges provide employees who  choose to 
use such features additional insights and a 
better degree of interactivity with their 
spaces. Such nudges and suggestions can 
be configured to unlock a range of 
additional workplace benefits, for example 
– a nudge might inform employees of the 
key days their colleagues working on the 
same project are in the office, and remind 
them that it might be worthwhile for them to 
also come in. In other incarnations, they 
can also unlock social benefits for example 
by reminding employees to physical 
workplaces events such as happy hours or 
‘lunch-and- learn’ events are taking place.

In a variable, and often uncertain 
workplace terrain, room and space booking 
technologies which are able to intuitively 
understand user needs, identity issues and 
suggest solutions are fundamental as 
these assist employees by adding clarity to 
complex work environments.

Access and entry
The dangers of 
COVID-19 have 
stressed the importance 
of health, safety and 
hygiene in the 
workplace. A touchless, 
or at least a touch-light 
workplace brings an
access experience, which is quite literally 
placed at the fingertips of employees and 
corporate guests. Mobile apps or QR 
codes used through personal devices, 
biometrics (retina/fingerprint) and more 
controversially, facial recognition 
technologies, are therefore fast forming 
key components of the hybrid workplace 
experience. Companies specializing in 
biometric and facial recognition access 
technologies, such as IDEMIA, NEC 
Corporation and HID, boast impressive 
security and user experience credentials 
which go some way to explaining the 
popularity of such technology in recent 
years.

From a compliance standpoint, it is worth 
remembering that access technology 
does not merely empower employees, it 
can also place restrictions on their 
movement. For example, some access 
apps require a health questionnaire be 
completed before employees can access 
the space. Similarly, some biometric 
readers are now integrating with 
temperature scanners thereby providing 
an additional safeguard against those 
displaying symptoms of illness – features 
already being used in airports and 
shopping centers.

As a corollary advantage, studies 
demonstrate that biometrics have 
additional accessibility benefits which 
help to create a more holistically equal 
workplace.

Meetings
Digital equality is the 
practice of ensuring 
indistinguishable 
experiences for 
remote and physical 
participants, and
fundamentally one of the key hurdles for 
employers seeking to build a hybrid 
workplace. Many of us will recall the pre-
pandemic remote participant experience: As 
a faint voice or often small and fuzzy picture 
on screen, these experiences were less than 
ideal. Going forward, especially now that 
hybrid meetings will become an inevitable 
part of the hybrid workplace experience, 
there is a renewed focus on ensuring that all 
participants, remote or in person, are able to 
successfully participate in meetings.

Technologies such as strategically positioned 
VC-enabled digital whiteboards (such as MS 
Surface, Samsung Flip) and double robots 
(iPads mounted on Segway-style devices) 
provide a far more immersive experience 
for remote participants. The latter of these 
even allows users to physical traverse the 
space as they might do in person, ‘bumping 
into’ colleagues and having impromptu 
conversations.

Similarly, keen to ensure digital equality 
remains integral, video-conferencing software 

Intentionality
Much of the traditional workplace experience was driven by 
routine. In some instances, the entire practice of going to work 
became an almost subconscious procedure: wake up, commute, 
work, lunch, meet, commute, dinner, sleep and repeat. With the 
potential unlocked by hybrid models, those traditional monotonous 
routines are unseated. Instead, employees are empowered, within 
parameters, to pick the work patterns that suit them. This requires 
a mindset shift to intentional thinking; rather than take for granted 
that the workday will organically emerge, employees can now 
proactively take steps to book the spaces, arrange the tools, and 
collaborate with the people they require to succeed. Through 
intentionality, employees can tailor their workday to their precise 
needs.
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Digital equality
Digital equality is the art of ensuring parity between virtual and 
physical meeting participants. In a hybrid system where some 
attendees are appearing virtually and others are co-located together 
in the same space, additional efforts are needed to ensure that 
virtual participants are heard, seen and able to interact exactly how 
those in the physical room can. Technology, etiquette and space 
strategies can help to create digital equality. Special attention should 
be paid to understanding specific meeting cultures and including 
virtual attendees in the pre/post meeting rituals that accompany 
meetings such as coffee breaks and social small talk.

Food and drink
Mobile applications 
which have built-in 
modules for ordering 
and paying for food 
and beverage 
provide seamless 
ways for users to safely and efficiently 
access amenities. Indeed, smart applica-
tions which can be used to make coffee, 
such as that offered by TopBrewer and 
Nespresso, will also grow in importance 
as more employees crave touchless 
workplace experiences. That these coffee 

such as Zoom and MS teams are now 
offering new features and hardware, 
such as Logitech meetup and NEAT 
bars, designed to combat digital 
inequality. Such technology which 
includes, for example, balanced camera 
angles, meeting analytics and shared 
room audio amongst others are 
essential to the hybrid experience. If 
hybrid meetings continue to be disad-
vantageous to remote participants, 
employees will be forced to return to the 
physical workplace which would 
undermine the great potential of hybrid.

Away from technology, cultural and 
behavioral etiquette such as nominating 
a meeting chair to intentionally monitor 
the experience of virtual participants and 
flag issues they are experiencing, can sit 
alongside technology to provide an 
enhanced experience for virtual 
attendees.

Similarly, furniture and creative spatial 
structures can also activate technology 
by providing more immersive VC 
settings which situate remote and 
physical participants on equal footing.

machines can brew barista-style coffee 
at the click of a button represent just one 
example of the types of incentives and 
initiatives that can be utilized to draw 
employees back to the workplace.

Alongside human colleagues, the hybrid 
workforce will also embrace robot 
companions who can help enhance their 
work days. Virtual assistant such as Siri, 
Cortana and Alexa for work are clear 
examples of ‘always-on’ tools ready to 
help streamline processes including 
finding time to catch up with friends at 
lunch or make reservations for users. 
Further still, from disinfecting robots to 
ones that can make salads or milkshakes, 
their inability to catch and spread viruses 
have made robots valuable workplace 
colleagues. That robots can be 
‘controlled’ remotely by humans with 
alternative abilities, fills another piece of 
the workplace puzzle, notably how we 
can create a more equal and diverse 
workplace.

Similarly, dashboards which are fed 
with data from a variety of sources and 
technologies such as sensors and 
beacons, can also be utilized to show live 
occupancy information, giving employees 
an indication as to which spaces are 
emptier than others. This enables users 
to make real-time decisions such as 
optimal times to take lunch, use the gym 
or access other amenities.

Managing productivity
With some employees 
physically co-located 
and others appearing 
virtually, there is a 
spotlight on tools 
which enhance the 

ability those responsible for tracking 
productivity to monitor progress and 
simplify activities.

Project management software, such as 
Trello, Monday and Asana among others, 
allow users to efficiently communicate 
tasks they are working on and monitor 
the progress of others. Similarly, instant 
messaging tools such a MS Teams, 
Webex, slack and matter most streamline 
processes even further by connecting 
employees in real time, diminishing the 
need for unnecessary meetings or 
inefficient email threads.

Further still, specialty digital client 
platforms such as ENGAGE, which track 
end-to-end workflow processes and detail 
chain of custodies, are robust tools 
designed to seamlessly manage and 
monitor productivity of hybrid business 
support teams.

Where employees are partially remote for 
some of the working week, a shift towards 
digital mailboxes will be crucial, particularly 
for legal, financial and compliance teams 
who often have important incoming 
physical mail and a statutory obligation to 
safely retain such documents.

Collaboration
While most offices 
in the hybrid world 
are being reima-
gined as nests of 
collaboration and 
community, the 
reality is that the
hybrid workplace will also be required to 
accommodate hybrid collaboration. Digital 
collaboration tools like smart screens such 
as those offered by MultiTaction or the 
Google jam board which enable multi-user 
collaboration across time and space will 
therefore become essential. In the physical 
environment, such screens will operate 
optimally in specialist spaces designed to 
immerse remote participants in collaboration 
activities.

Similarly, where digital whiteboards such as 
MS Surface or Samsung Flip are not 
available or desirable, technologies such as 
Kaptivo, Logitech Scribe and Huddly Canvas 
which capture analogue whiteboard data in 
real-time and share it with virtual participants 
provide additional tools to bridge the gap 
between virtual and in-person participants. 
Such technologies are fundamental to 
activating the hybrid workplace.

https://www.williamslea.com/technology
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put in place, such as the health and safety of 
employees while working remotely, IT equipment, 
expenses, and data protection.

Centralized services and support
In the past, certain tasks could only be 
performed in the office; for example, printing, 
scanning, mailing, and secretarial support. To 
fully support hybrid workers, companies are 
looking at other solutions that are not bound 
to the physical office. A Williams Lea instant 
survey found that 60% of the law firms that 
were surveyed were planning to outsource some 
functions in the next six months. Further evidence 
showed that 76% of law firms were planning to 
centralize administrative support, and 69% were 
planning to outsource document support.10 

Employee experience
Working in a hybrid pattern can affect all 
aspects of the employee experience. The model 
can be a great way to attract talent, but the 
process of onboarding new hires and keeping 
them engaged may be more complex than in 
previous working models. Organizations need 
to create robust processes for new hires to help 
them assimilate company culture and values, and 
build relationships with other team members. 
They need to offer times for socializing and invest 
in training that is adaptable for both remote and 
on-site employees. Offboarding may also prove 
challenging for hybrid workers, and companies 
need to address and modify this process.

Early adopters
The following companies provide some examples 
of early adopters.

KPMG has introduced a new hybrid policy for 
UK-based employees called “four-day fortnight”. 
The policy allows employees to work from the 
office two days each week on average, with the 
remaining time spent working from home or a 
client site. This takes effect from June onwards, 
when the social distancing restrictions are 
expected to end. In addition, KPMG employees 
will be given an extra 2.5 hours off each week 
during the summer and the 21st of June as an 
extra day off for all staff based in the UK.11

Nationwide has announced its new flexible 
remote working policy, allowing its 13,000 
office-based employees to work from anywhere. 
Employees won’t be forced to return to an office, 
but anyone who needs a desk in an office can 
have one, even if it means working from one 
of Nationwide’s branches. The company has 
already released some real estate that housed 
3,000 employees, and its plans are to change 
the remaining offices into hubs where teams 
can meet for creativity, social connection, and 
collaboration, thereby embracing the future 
purpose of the office.12 

Linklaters released an agile working policy last 
year that empowers employees to determine 
where they are more productive without having 
to request permission to work remotely. They 
will be able to work from 20 to 50% of their 
time away from the office. The policy is a result 
of the company’s reflection on the high-quality 
work that was delivered while people worked 
remotely. To accommodate and support 
hybrid working, the company has increased its 
investment in robust technology. In addition 
to flexible working, Linklaters has introduced 
flexible start and finish times, modified core 
hours, and also modified hours to allow for 
commitments outside of work.13

1 https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/us-remote-work-survey.html
2 https://www.gallup.com/workplace/317753/remote-work-virtual-threat-culture.aspx
3 https://www.gallup.com/cliftonstrengths/en/249605/having-best-friend-work-transforms-workplace.aspx
4 https://www.aetnainternational.com/content/dam/aetna/pdfs/aetna-international/Explorer/Global-

Employee-Health-Study-Data.pdf
5 https://www.lane4performance.com/insight/news-and-press/concerns-for-uk-careers-as-nearly-a-third-

29-of-employees-dont-receive-training-to-support-their-professional-progress-in-a-hybrid-workplace/
6 https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/why-showing-your-face-at-work-matters/
7 https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/embedding-new-ways-working-post-pandemic_tcm18-83907.pdf
8 https://ms-worklab.azureedge.net/files/reports/hybridWork/pdf/2021_Microsoft_WTI_Report_March.pdf
9 https://business.linkedin.com/talent-solutions/blog/talent-leadership/2020/biggest-challenges-for-

recruiters-during-coronavirus
10 https://info.williamslea.com/impact-of-covid-19-crisis-on-law-firm-operations
11 https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/may/05/kpmg-uk-staff-to-work-in-office-only-two-days-

a-week-after-pandemic
12 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-56510574
13 https://www.linklaters.com/en/about-us/news-and-deals/news/2020/august/linklaters-launches-new-

global-agile-working-policy
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Hybrid working in the 
next 12–18 months
Businesses have a window of 
opportunity to create a new 
playbook to help lead them 
into the post-pandemic future. 
As employees begin returning 
to offices, many will strive to 
keep the flexibility they gained 
while working from home. As 
the purpose of the office shifts 
to collaboration and relationship 
development, the hybrid working 
model can present the best of 
both worlds, allowing employees 
to work remotely to suit their 
personal needs and efficiently 
manage their work–life balance, 
while also providing a space for 
them to collaborate and socialize. 
Some companies have already 
announced their approach to 
hybrid working as a pillar of the 
future of work, with the majority 
celebrating the new normal 
and allowing employees to be 
productive, healthy, and happy.

†  Input provided by senior business leaders at UnWork and Williams Lea’s “Ask the Experts” Roundtable.

www.unwork.com
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Indeed, where documents and activities 
are products of multi-user collaborations, 
monitoring collaboration and managing 
co-authoring will become equally impor-
tant. Tools such as track changes on MS 
Word as well as co-authoring features on 
digital platforms such as ENGAGE, are 
clearly easy wins.

Close-down and exit
With working 
practices split 
across workplaces, 
homes and even 
other third spaces, 
the end of the 
hybrid workers day 
will now need to be
more intentional. Indeed, where an 
employee’s previous “close-down” process 
would be a familiar, traditional routine, the 
hybrid workforce - at least in the short-term 
while patterns develop - need to consider 

what tools they require to ensure optimum 
productivity in their next chosen place of 
work.

To this extent, portable devices or Virtual 
Desktop Infrastructure (VDI) capabilities 
will be essential for ensuring that an 
employee’s work is able to travel with 
them, regardless of location. This ability 
to seamless pick up where they left off 
enables the hybrid workforce to maintain

their productivity while also combatting 
user frustration. Corporate issued devices 
and controlled VDI systems also have 
the additional benefit of ensuring digital 
compliance walls, information security 
and data protection obligations are 
upheld.Technology can also help. Facial 
recognition log-in software such as 
Windows Hello, Google Authenticator, 
LastPass and SecureAuth can securely 
control access, while specialty digital 
platforms such as ENGAGE are designed 
to protect all the information enrolled into 
workflows and mitigate threats before 
they even materialize.

As well as security, there will also be a 
renewed focus on preparation for when 
users are next in the workplace. 
Technologies such as smart lockers can 
now store and safely charge headsets 
and other portable connected devices in 
lockers secured with integrated intelligent 
software until they need to be used again. 
For hybrid workers, the provision of such 
technology is empowering; not only does 
it save time and improve productivity, it 
also sends a compelling message that 
the business wants them to succeed by 
providing the tools they require to make 
a hybrid workplace work for them.

Data-driven workplace
The corollary of a digital first workplace is that it creates a 
powerful data lake which can be utilized for decision making. 
Many of the technologies described in this brief have inbuilt 
analytics features which can paint vivid pictures of how the 
workplace operates. Tracking anything whether it’s room 
utilization or coffee consumption helps business glean 
information which can then be used to make decisions. 
One example of this in action would be that on noticing that 
the dimly-lit spaces of the floorplate are most underutilized, 
the business could reconfigure the work floor to provide 
greater sunlight to those spaces thereby increasing use.

© Williams Lea 2021. All rights reservedwww.unwork.com

Conclusion
A core thread through these technologies are enhanced user experiences which 
promote digital equality, place decisions at the users’ fingertips and vitally, combat 
frustration. In fact, one of the biggest threats to the hybrid workplace is user 
frustration. If things do not work, people are more likely to revert to the traditional, 
presenteeism driven, way of working. When building a technology arsenal for your 
hybrid workforce, selecting tools which streamline processes, provide ease of 
access and fundamentally enhance user experiences will be crucial. Businesses 
keen to create an enduring hybrid workplace forgo these at their own peril.
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