


WHAT DOES THE FUTURE OF WORK LOOK LIKE?
It’s fair to say that 2020 was unexpected in many ways, it completely upended businesses, 
changed priorities and caused leaders to scramble to navigate a rapidly changing business 
landscape. Even for those businesses that thrived during 2020, there were demands for 
quicker, faster working and ongoing change. At Duo we have been reflecting on the changes 
of the last year and how it will impact the future of work moving forwards. 

Even outside of the major disruption of the pandemic and a shift to a fully remote team in 
many cases, it also brought social justice movements to the forefront, and caused employee 
mental health and wellbeing to become even more prominent.

For many months we hoped that 2021 would be about regaining some stability and normality, 
whatever your business position, however the first couple of months have shown us that this 
year will be full of its own transitions. 

Through daily conversations with business leaders, and ongoing work with our clients, we are 
consistently asked about what the world of work will look like in 2021 and how to equip your 
business, and your people, for the changes ahead. 

Although the answer to this question is far reaching, in this resource we will explore four key 
areas that are already emerging as key considerations for business leaders and their 
workplaces. 





1. THE HYBRID WORK ENVIRONMENT
With so much home working in 2020, the remaining effects of the pandemic is causing many 
businesses to rethink their physical work environments. 

There are three emerging work environments: 

- Businesses remaining or moving to being 100% remote (i.e. Twitter)
- A hybrid work environment with a mix of both remote and office working (most SMEs)
- A transition back to a fully on site working environment once government restrictions allow 

(i.e. Barclays & Goldman Sachs)

Although many were skeptical at first, there have been many benefits emerge from the remote 
working of the past year - with reduced travel time we have seen increases in productivity, with 
reduced costs associated with “business as usual” we have seen increased profitability, with 
employees having more flexibility around work and personal we have seen reduced absenteeism, 
churn and higher levels of engagement. 

For all the benefits, we have also seen key challenges, namely with leaders and managers trying to 
navigate the complexities of team members they can’t physically see, whilst collaboration and 
social interaction has seen a sharp decline, and rising challenges with mental health and wellbeing. 



Now we are (hopefully) coming to the end of the worst of the pandemic, the work environment will 
change again. Although some businesses will remain completely remote (like Twitter’s now 
permanent work from home policy), most employees will be looking for more of a hybrid working 
environment. 

With the clients we work with, who range in size from large corporates to small SMEs, the staff we 
surveyed were looking for a mix of home and office working moving forwards. Many miss the 
social interaction and ease of collaboration involved in working in the same physical space as their 
colleagues, but equally many appreciated the balance and increased productivity of working from 
home and missing out on the time suck of a long commute.

This is backed up by Slack’s Future Forum research which polled 4,700 knowledge workers and 
found the majority never want to go back to the old way of working. Only 12% want to return to 
full-time office work, and 72% want a hybrid remote-office model moving forwards. 

It is likely that the office environment will shift focus to become more about bringing people 
together for social interaction and collaboration, instead of a day to day working environment.

Pros and Cons

Whilst many are embracing this new working style, alongside benefiting from the aforementioned 
positives which also include being able to source from a wider geographical pool if not location 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/jackkelly/2020/05/19/after-announcing-twitters-permanent-work-from-home-policy-jack-dorsey-extends-same-courtesy-to-square-employees-this-could-change-the-way-people-work-where-they-live-and-how-much-theyll-be-paid/?sh=34621202614b
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jackkelly/2020/05/19/after-announcing-twitters-permanent-work-from-home-policy-jack-dorsey-extends-same-courtesy-to-square-employees-this-could-change-the-way-people-work-where-they-live-and-how-much-theyll-be-paid/?sh=34621202614b


restricted by geography, there are also important additional considerations to factor in: 

Cost - With hybrid working, a lot of businesses will still need to keep office overhead (albeit 
depending on working rotations a downsize might be an option), so will need to consider the fact 
that it won’t net the full cost benefits associated with a fully remote structure. 

Team Togetherness - Unless there is at least one day a week where the whole team is in the office 
(therefore needing to keep the current office size & overhead) businesses will risk key people 
never interacting face to face. 

Team Equality - For businesses that have a mix of office and “onsite” roles i.e. manufacturing, 
construction, logistics, fulfillment, etc - the thought of co-workers sitting in the garden working in 
the summer whilst others are working in a hot warehouse - is likely to cause tension pretty quickly, 
so it will be important to have a communication and engagement plan around this.  

Management & Rules of Play - The key to successful integration of a hybrid working structure is 
setting out clear rules of play - how to engage, when to engage, what tools to use, etc, and 
appropriate management practices. Management practices will need to varied between face to 
face workers and virtual, and considerations will need to be made around team management 
engagement to bring all members of the team together. 



Key Questions For Leaders to Address:

1. How will video use change in your business? In a hybrid work environment it is important to 
create equal work experiences whether people are working remotely or in the office. This will 
require continued use of video software like Zoom and Microsoft teams for meetings, with a mix of 
in-person and online attendance. The key is to assess the experience of both parties. It may be for 
larger meetings you simply do a live stream of key messages without interaction, for smaller 
groups you might want to consider breaking people into smaller meeting rooms as otherwise the 
people on the virtual end can miss some of the conversation happening in a larger meeting room. 
It is even more important to have a strong facilitator in a hybrid meeting, and really consider how 
you use the technology for the best experience and most productivity.

2. What additional training or support may your manages need to lead and coach a hybrid 
workforce? Countless numbers of studies published throughout 2020, including one from the 
Harvard Business Review, showed that significant numbers of managers are struggling to 
effectively manage people virtually and engagement at the management level is at an all time low. 
Finding the balance between micromanagement and not enough support is a tricky one at the best 
of times, let alone when you can’t pick up on the signals you see when working next to someone. 

Add to this the layer that your managers may now need to manage teams spread across two 
environments and it will become trickier. 

http://duoglobalconsulting.com/ground-rules-for-productive-meetings/
http://duoglobalconsulting.com/ground-rules-for-productive-meetings/


Some elements you might want to use as a cross check: 

- How good are your managers at coaching? 
- Do they understand the dominant behaviours of their team so they can pick up on potential 

unspoken challenges?
- How flexible are they in changing their approach as needed? 
- Are they themselves embracing the new way of working? 
- Are they good builders of trust and buy-in? 

3. What will your physical workplace look like now, and how will this support your business 
objectives? It is important to think about what your workspace needs to look like in light of all the 
changes of the last year. When you consider this, think about your business objectives - what 
things are intrinsic in making that happen? 

For example, if you are running a project where collaboration is at the core, how could you use the 
time your staff spend in the office on that? What would the layout or usage of the space need to 
look like? 

http://duoglobalconsulting.com/how-to-introduce-yourself-as-a-manager-to-a-new-team/


4. What shared behaviours, rituals, habits and cultural norms will support you in creating a 
hybrid work environment? If you’ve read our post about navigating your company culture during 
a pandemic, you will have potentially started to look at how you may need to adjust some of your 
cultural pillars for virtual working. 

Shifting from physical to virtual was difficult enough for most businesses to navigate, creating a 
hybrid that works equally well for remote and in-person will be even more challenging. The key to 
this is to really consider the experience of both parties and mitigate undercurrents of resentment 
through really transparent communication. 

It is important to go through each part of your employee journey from onboarding to off-boarding 
and consider how this needs to change to fit both virtual and co-located people. 

http://duoglobalconsulting.com/how-to-change-company-culture-to-better-navigate-a-pandemic/
http://duoglobalconsulting.com/how-to-change-company-culture-to-better-navigate-a-pandemic/




2. OUTPUT HAS BECOME MORE IMPORTANT THAN INPUT
Companies have discovered that both remote work and trusting employees is not only possible, 
but in many cases more profitable. Employees remain effective and productive, and they feel 
better, too. Many are now questioning the need for the big, expensive and static office they used 
to have, as discussed in the hybrid working concept.

Throughout the pandemic and subsequent lockdowns, employers have had to shift to managing 
team members on output as they simply couldn’t physically witness, or consistently check in on, 
typical input measures like time in the office. 

In 2021, this concept of output over input is expected to go one step further and really impact how 
people work day to day moving to management of key deliverables as opposed to a set of agreed 
hours.

Gartner’s 2020 ReimagineHR Employee Survey revealed that only 36% of employees were high 
performers at organisations with a standard 40-hour work week. 

On the other hand, businesses that offer team members complete flexibility over when, where and 
how they work see huge uplifts in high performance. 



ROWE

ROWE stands for Results Only Work Environment and takes measuring output over input to a 
whole new level.

In a ROWE, you measure team members only by their performance, results or output, not by their 
presence in an office or the hours that they work to get the results. You give them complete 
autonomy over their work and projects, and you allow them the freedom to choose when and how 
they will meet their goals. 

This approach works best with team members who need to deliver work that is more standardised 
and easily measured to a deadline and key deliverables. The benefits in workplace culture are the 
increased flexibility and autonomy for the team member, whilst making sure their work is laser 
focussed on individual results which has been proven to net the business much higher returns. 

The main challenge with this approach is that it won’t work in some business scenarios. If you 
need people to cover certain hours for customer service or delivery, with people who are more 
inexperienced, or in job roles which are less specific in nature and it would be difficult to manage 
by output alone. 

Even if a ROWE wouldn’t work for your business there are still some key takeaways you can utilise 
to increase output, and decrease the need to measure input or micromanage. 



Urgent Questions For Leaders to Address:

1. How clear are your job descriptions around what you need someone to achieve in each 
role?  Clear job descriptions are essential in being about to accurately track someones 
performance and manage outputs. A great way to do this is to transition job descriptions to be 
more about SMART measures which are goal, accountability and output driven in nature, vs a five 
page wooly job description that doesn’t actually describe what the person should be achieving. 

2. What goal frameworks do you have in place to drive achievement of key goals and 
deliverables? Are they simple and clear? Do you have qualifying questions that you can ask so 
teams know instantly if they are on or off track? 

3. How do your meeting structures drive delivery of outputs? Consider how much of what is 
discussed is output driven (i.e. we achieved this / we will achieve this) vs input (I am going to be 
working on…). Meetings are such a costly exercises when you think about the amount of resource 
in the room it is essential to make sure they are productive. 

4. If you are finding yourself measuring input i.e. the hours / time someone is working, 
instead of the output of their work, what is going on for you as a manager / leader? Is it 
because this is how you have always measured things and need to consider a shift in outlook, or is 
there a lack of trust there? What adjustments may need to happen in the relationship to build the 
trust and autonomy? This may need to be done in stages. 

 

http://duoglobalconsulting.com/ground-rules-for-productive-meetings/




3. A TRANSITION FROM EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE TO LIFE 
EXPERIENCE
One thing the pandemic has definitely achieved is giving business leaders increased visibility into 
the personal lives of their team. From unexpected zoom visitors, to the juggling of work and 
homeschooling, to shared resilience challenges, most leaders have higher levels of insight into the 
lives of their team members as a whole, versus just in their work persona. 

In a lot of instances, there is no longer a hard line between work and personal and there will be an 
increased need moving forwards for employers to not just consider the experience of the 
employee during their work hours, but how the experience of working for your business enhances 
their lives as a whole (and of their family). 

It has become clear that businesses who support their employees in their personal lives, not only 
gives them a better life all round, but also enables them to perform at a higher level with increased 
levels of energy and engagement. Gartner’s 2020 ReimagineHR Survey reported that a 21% 
increase in the number of high performers in businesses who provided more all round life balance 
and support compared to businesses that don’t provide the same degree of more well rounded life 
support to their employees.



Flexibility

The support you provide as a business can be all encompassing but first and foremost pertains to 
increased flexibility. Of all of the conversations, surveys and research we have done in the last year 
- the stand out engager of team members coming out of this will be continued levels of flexibility. 

This could be as simple as just providing the option to work from home some days, as previously 
discussed, or could go much further into changing your working week to 4 days like JB Barbour, or 
providing people with complete flexibility around how they work as long as they achieve certain 
outputs like with the ROWE previously discussed.  

Mental Health 

Mental health support is the new normal. According to studies, by the end of April 2020 over 65% 
of businesses had introduced at least one new wellbeing solution to support employees mental 
health during the pandemic. Now the bridge has been crossed, it is expected that in 2021 
employers will need to go one step further in actually educating and de-stigmatizing mental health 
with their team to tackle issues at their core. 

A great starting point is Time To Change which has a plethora of free resources and workplace 
downloads all designed to end the stigmas associated with mental health challenges, whilst also 
providing free workplace toolkits. 

https://www.time-to-change.org.uk/get-involved/get-your-workplace-involved/resources/mental-health-calendar#toc-1


Life Experience

Since this transition is around whole life experience it is worth looking creatively at how you 
enhance your team packages. This does not have to be an increase in time and money, it is more 
about getting creative with your benefit pool to offer things that really matter vs the standard 
benefits of old. Some things that progressive organisations are already doing: 

- Life Coaching - In addition to having a proven impact on higher levels of performance in 
your business - by providing the opportunity for your team to access rounded life coaching, 
rather than just very specific job coaching you enable them to receive wider impact across 
their life. It may be that the issue they’re having in their personal life is impacting work, or 
vice versa. 

- Sabbaticals - We are seeing a lot of clients and businesses using sabbaticals to successfully 
lower employee churn by offering team members opportunities to take extended periods of 
leave. This could be for travel; to spend time with, or look after family; to pursue learning or 
skill building; and in our experience, nine times out of ten, the team member comes back 
happier and more engaged. These can be paid or unpaid and lengths vary from 8 weeks to 6 
months. 

- Creative Bonuses - One of our clients in the US gets creative with their bonuses, with huge 
impacts on employee engagement. In addition to forgoing small percentage salary increases 
for larger five figure bonuses (it all works out the same cost in the end but the impact on the 

http://duoglobalconsulting.com/life-coaching-and-the-link-with-performance/
http://duoglobalconsulting.com/life-coaching-and-the-link-with-performance/


employee is vastly different), they also often swap a cash bonus for a gift with impact, picked 
thoughtfully with family or friends. One year a Senior PM in the business received a new 
kitchen! This can be done on a much smaller scale but the point being that thinking about 
personal gifts over just cash has a huge impact on morale and engagement. 

- Supporting Close To Home - Another great life engager is an example from another of our 
clients. Instead of setting up donations to local charities, they started an in-house foundation 
that supported people close to their team members. Each year they give out bursaries that 
can be everything from putting christmas dinner on the table, to helping out with private 
healthcare costs, to helping a first time home buyer. The impact when the money goes to 
help those in need close to home is so much bigger than a large charity without any personal 
connection. 

Regardless of the options above, the key takeaway with this section is that for true engagement in 
2021, and subsequently all the related productivity and performance increases, you should be 
taking a good look at how you enhance the overall life experience of your team, not just solely 
during their 9 - 5. 



Urgent Questions For Leaders to Address:

1. How has the needs of your team shifted through the last year? Do they have additional 
things going on in their lives that may require support? Spend some time understanding 
anything that may have shifted for your team. Some businesses are doing these via return to work 
style 121s, whilst others are doing them in a survey format for bigger teams. Some good questions 
to ask: 

- What is the best thing that has come out of this time for you? 
- What is the worst? 
- What changes have you made that you would you like to keep?

2. What levels of flexibility work for your business / are you comfortable with as a leader? 

It is really important before introducing any sort of flexibility to your working patterns that you 
look both at how it may impact your ability to deliver as a business, and achieve your business 
objectives, and also your comfort as a leader. As an example, if you know that too much flexibility 
would cause you to micromanage your team and thus impact trust and buy in - you may want to 
look at something more scaled back that still gives you high levels of visibility, whilst still allowing 
the team some flexibility. 



3. How are your benefits really impacting your employees lives? This is a great question to 
spend some time reviewing. As previously mentioned, the idea with this is not to put more money 
into your benefits packages, now more  than ever many businesses need to be cautious with 
additional spending, it is more about assessing the impact of your current benefits offerings. 

- How many people truly engage with the benefits you offer? 
- Have you ever asked your team what they would like? 
- Are there more creative ways to have higher levels of impact? 
- Do the benefits you offer feel valuable to you as an individual?

4. How do you proactively support mental health and wellbeing of your team? 

Do you have more of a reactive, as situations arise approach, or proactive sharing of support and 
starting conversations? It’s important to bear in mind that if you’re working on a reactive basis, you 
may never know about the “behind the scenes: mental health challenges of your team until it’s too 
late. There needs to be a proactive culture of safety around these conversations before you can 
expect people to come forward and share. 





4. THE NEED FOR INCREASED SOCIAL CONSCIENCE 
“One of the biggest effects of the pandemic has been to illuminate the utter lack of voice and influence 
most people have in their workplace” - Anna Stansbury: Inequality & Social Policy Scholar, Harvard 
University

Through both the pandemic and the events of the last year including the high profile killing of 
George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, amongst others, companies are no longer able to not adopt 
some sort of stance on societal or political challenges. 

If you have an organisation with more of Generation Z, this will be even more important. The 
desire of employees to work for organisations whose values align with their own has been growing 
over the last few years, but the events of 2020 accelerated this. Research by Gartner shows that 
over 70% of employees expect their employer to become more actively involved in the cultural 
debates of the day. 

There is obviously a need for business sensitivity alongside this, and sometimes events that cannot 
be commented upon, however where possible CEOs will need to respond in some way moving 
forwards to retain and attract the best talent. These responses will need to be action based in 
some way and not just a “say the right words” statement. 



This action could be as simple as sharing some books and resources for education, setting up a 
forum for people in the business to talk about key subjects, arranging training for increased 
education, contributing to higher levels of awareness, giving people time to share their own 
passions and views. 

Essentially, this theme is all about team members looking for ways their employers are making the 
world a better place. That can be tailored to a way that fits your own business, marketplace and 
consumer base. 

Diversity and Inclusion

Despite over 70% of UK Employers stating that they have some form of Diversity and Inclusion 
training, the statistics fail to back this up as making any sort of lasting impact. Less than 10% of 
women make up the CEO spots in the FTSE 100, only 6% of top management positions in the UK 
are held by BAME individuals, and more than 32% of LGBTQ employees hide their sexual 
orientation at work. 2020 brought about great change and exposure to the need for businesses to 
step up their DE&I efforts. 

2021 will require leading organisations to move to a more proactive stance on diversity and 
inclusion, it won’t be enough to passively tackle issues as they arise - there will be a need for 
proactive messaging and activities that are actively anti-racism, and pro gender balance, amongst 
others. 

http://duoglobalconsulting.com/diversity-in-the-workplace-what-is-it-and-why-is-it-important/


Many leaders and organisations shy away from actively discussing diversity challenges for fear of 
saying the wrong thing, but inaction is the very thing that 2021 will make very difficult to ignore, 
even with the best of intentions. 

In this post we share some examples and resources around how to challenge discrimination or 
diversity challenges in a way that drives real change, whilst also being sensitive to business needs 
and objectives. 

CSR

Many organisations have enhanced their corporate social responsibility efforts over the last few 
years, and 2021 will be a continuation of those. 

Linked with creating a more well rounded life experience for your employees, CSR activities should 
be more geared towards action and not simply donations. After the inaction, and self reflection of 
lockdown, team members will be looking for ways to get actively involved in giving back and 
studies show that to really maximise engagement from these activities your team need to feel a 
level of personal investment in causes they personally care about and connect with.

http://duoglobalconsulting.com/how-to-challenge-discrimination-in-a-way-that-encourages-change/
http://duoglobalconsulting.com/how-to-challenge-discrimination-in-a-way-that-encourages-change/


Urgent Questions For Leaders to Address:

1. How are you proactively driving the social conscience of your business? Most businesses 
will respond when something happens or an instance of inequality, racism or bullying occurs as an 
example, but many are not as quick to offer proactive solutions, often because they don’t know 
where to start. It is useful to think through what you proactively could be doing more of - even if it 
isn’t you as the leaders but more about facilitating the opportunity for team members to get 
involved and spearhead programmes like many of our clients are doing. 

2. What ways do you feel comfortable in responding to societal and political challenges in a 
way that still supports business objectives? It is useful to take some time to think through your 
stance as a leader - what are you prepared to speak on, what are you not. How will anything you 
say impact clients or business objectives? Are there people who would be better placed in the 
business to share a more authentic viewpoint than you on certain subjects - i.e. female issues with 
a female leader. 

3. Is your DE&I policy up to date? So much has changed around policy and recommendations 
over the last year that it is worth spending some time making sure that any policies you have 
around diversity, equality and inclusion are where they need to be. 



4. How is any CSR work or commitments driving real change? Even outside of the events of the 
last year, it can be useful to do a birds eye view of your CSR activities every couple of years. 
Sometimes we can fall into a pattern of the same incentives, charities or activities, without really 
stepping back and considering the impact they are having. 

The changes from 2020 are really now driving team members to look for impact and meaning in 
their life at work and that includes CSR activities. They will be looking for more “doing” than just 
giving of money or donations. 

How could you get the team involved in activities? For anything you do support how quantifiable is 
the impact you are having on the end user? Is your funding pot accurately proportioned or could it 
be better utilised? If the pandemic has changed the cash flow element of your CSR activities how 
could you still get involved in supporting or donating time over money? 





WHAT WILL YOUR WORKPLACE LOOK LIKE MOVING 
FORWARDS?
In this resource we have covered some of the key areas impacting the future of work in 2021. It 
should be noted that not all will impact your business, or you may have some that are more of a 
challenge than others, depending on your industry and service / product line. 

The real takeaway is to review each section and decide whether the questions to address are 
important for you to consider in leadership of your business. 

In order to address some of the uncertainty moving forwards, Duo are running free 60 minute 
“State of The Workplace” assessment sessions for leaders wanting to look at their focus areas 
for their culture and work environment moving forwards, just reach out to explore whether this is 
something that would be of benefit to you. 

info@duoglobalconsulting.com

www.duoglobalconsulting.com 
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