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O UR S NA PS HOT SUR VEY OF PO ST-LOC KD O W N W O R KI N G L I FE
Since the Covid-19 crisis began, we have been pleased to support businesses like yours with advice, factsheets, and resources through our RESET
campaign.
The name came from the idea that in crisis, businesses go through three stages – Survive, Reset, and Thrive.
As we move into a difficult winter, and restrictions begin to tighten again, it’s clear that Covid-19 is going to be with us for a long while yet.
This is no longer about making short term changes to get through it. Businesses are now in a period where they must consider the difficult
decisions and longer-term measures that will put their business on a more stable footing for the months and years to come.
We’re calling this phase REBALANCE – and we’re launching it with this survey. As specialists in people management, it’s important for us to
understand how the past few months have changed the way we work and how much of that change is long term or permanent. Most importantly,
how do we need to react to support our people and teams in the unpredictable weeks, months and years to come?
We’d like to thank everyone who took part in the exercise that informed this report. This survey, carried out before the work from home advice
was renewed, isn’t scientific – but it shows a range of views from our clients and contacts, with some common themes emerging.
We’ve found it enlightening and informative in planning the future of our business and how we work with our clients – and we hope you do too.

Sally-Ann Hall-Jones
CEO | REALITY HR
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HE A DLI NE F IG U R ES
Businesses that had most or all employees based in the workplace:

72%

before lockdown

70%

24%

after lockdown

of businesses said their people had been as productive or more productive than they
were before lockdown.

38% reported a rise in flexible working requests.
15%

said they were quite likely or very likely to ask staff to work from home permanently.

“

It’s simply not true that we are seeing the end of office life, there is a definite and probably
permanent shift to a more flexible or blended approach to working. This brings opportunities
for happier, more productive staff but also presents people management challenges –
especially when it comes to communicating, motivating and getting the best out of your
teams. As working practices change, you will need to adapt your approach to HR.
S A L LY- A N N H A L L - J O N E S , C E O

Find other useful resources at www.realityhr.co.uk/rebalance

“

HOW AR E W E W ORK I NG NOW COMPARED T O BEFO RE
LOC K DO W N ?
Employers whose staff were based mainly in the workplace
Businesses with staff based mainly at home:

12%

before lockdown

before lockdown - how are they working now?

24%

Have a blend of employees
working at home and in the
workplace

after lockdown

27%

Businesses using a mix of workplace and
home working:

15%

before lockdown

Are now working from
home

46%

40%

29%
Now back in the workplace

after lockdown

“

Even for those businesses which ultimately want to return all
their people to the workplace, an element of blended or home
working is likely to apply for some time yet. This is going to be
the case for longer than most of us expected, so it’s important
that good people management structures are
in place. If you’re in it for the long haul, you
need to be able to bring your people with
you.
N I C O L A , H R C O N S U LTA N T

“

Employers who already had a mix of remote and workplace
working - how are they working now?
Are now exclusively working
from home

67%

11%

Now have most or all
employees in the workplace

22%
Still use a blended
approach

Find other useful resources at www.realityhr.co.uk/rebalance

F UT UR E P L A N S
We asked employers who previously had most or all
employees based in the workplace, whether they intended
to ask staff back this year.

45% Yes, for some of the time.

“

38% Yes, for the whole working week.
17% Not this year.

With continued uncertainty around the spread of Covid-19 in
workplaces, we were not surprised to see that a significant
proportion of employers had written off the idea of bringing
staff back full-time before the end of the year. When asked
about the longer term future, more than half said they
expected to bring staff back for only some of the time.

This shows us that there has been a
fundamental change in attitudes to blended
working, with employers seeing a hybrid
of home and workplace working in their
futures
S A M , H R C O N S U LTA N T

“

Download our Back to Work Checklist which
covers issues you’ll need to consider before
staff can return to the workplace.

Find other useful resources at www.realityhr.co.uk/rebalance

T HE EFF E C T O F L OCK DOWN ON PRO DUC T IV IT Y
The majority of businesses which had employees working from home at the time of the survey (70%) said they
felt employees had been just as productive as they were in the workplace – or more productive. However,
just over one in five felt productivity had suffered.
Staff worked from home anyway
before, so no change

Staff were more productive

9%
16%
21%

Said staff were less
productive

54%

Productivity was
the same

Feelings about productivity changed according to the
size of the business. Of businesses which felt productivity
had been negatively affected:

had more than 50
employees

25%

25%

had fewer than 10
employees

50%
had fewer than 50
employees

“

Staff productivity, and how to measure, monitor and manage it, was one of the most common concerns. Medium-sized businesses
which are growing, and have reached a tipping point where they really should have already introduced good HR measures and
a line management structure, may be the ones which have suffered the most here. Now is a crucial time for them to ensure they
have strong HR fundamentals in place.
H E I D I , H R C O N S U LTA N T

“

“

Find other useful resources at www.realityhr.co.uk/rebalance

F LEXI B L E W O R K ING
We asked whether businesses had seen a rise in
flexible working requests since lockdown.

40%

Yes

60%

No

Download our Flexible Working Requests
factsheet for vital information on handling
requests.

“

The lockdown effectively imposed a working from home trial
on many businesses – including some whose management
would never have considered this before. We’re not surprised
to see that four out of 10 businesses have experienced a rise
in flexible working requests – employees will believe they
have demonstrated that they can be effective when working
flexibly. We fully expect this figure to rise as attitudes continue
to change and staff work at home for longer.
However, even if working flexibly has been successful for your
business for this period, it doesn’t mean it’s automatically a
permanent, long-term solution. If you intend to grant more
requests, or shift policy towards more home or blended
working, you will want to make sure it’s properly thought
through and that any disadvantages have been considered
alongside the advantages. Any new arrangement has to work
for your employees, but it also needs to suit the objectives
of your business and the way it needs to operate to deliver
them.

Remember that you are legally obliged
to consider and respond to every flexible
working request within 28 days. It is
very important that decisions are made
consistently and with good reason –
otherwise you could end up with a legal
challenge on your hands.
D O N N A , H R C O N S U LTA N T

“

Find other useful resources at www.realityhr.co.uk/rebalance

T HE LO N G -T E R M E F F ECTS OF THE PANDEM IC O N
WOR KI N G L IF E
It’s hard to see an end to the pandemic at the moment, especially since restrictions were tightened again in
September. But we wanted businesses to try to predict how they would be working once it’s all over.
How likely are you to have some or all staff
working from home permanently or most of the
time?

Have you closed premises or do you plan to close
them, as a result of changed working practices?

Certain

34%

14%
21%

Not at all likely

9%

We didn’t have
premises

16%

No

Very likely
Yes

31%

75%

Quite likely

“

We wanted to find out whether respondents would see at least some staff working from home in the long term – and the answer
was a resounding ‘yes’, with 66% saying this was likely to some extent. This would indicate that the measures taken during the
pandemic are leading to a long-term shift in attitudes. Remember, wherever your people work, you have a responsibility not
just for their performance, but also for their development and wellbeing.
K AT E , H R C O N S U LTA N T

“

Find other useful resources at www.realityhr.co.uk/rebalance

IN Y O U R OW N W ORDS. . .
What are the benefits of working from home/blended working?
TOP ANSWERS

Staff are more content. The key for
the future would be to find the right
mix of home and office working

• Improved work/life balance and flexibility, leading to
happier employees.
• The benefits of not commuting – time, stress and the
environment.
• A reduction in costs due to lower overheads and expenses.

Professional services business with 150+ employees.

Home working has been ideal for
those roles where you need a bit of
time and space to think, so on this
aspect it has helped us be really
productive. Business with 11-50 employees.

Others mentioned included:
•
•
•
•
•

More productivity/focus.
Staff are more content.
New communication mechanisms, like daily catch-ups.
Easier to concentrate.
Allowed work to continue during lockdown.

Find other useful resources at www.realityhr.co.uk/rebalance

IN Y O U R OW N W ORDS. . .
What are the benefits of a return to the workplace?

TOP ANSWERS

The banter and team spirit is better
when people are together, although
some team members have really
blossomed being away from that
banter. Technology business with 11-50 employees.

• Improved collaboration/communication team spirit/
sharing of ideas.
• Wellbeing and morale benefit of being with colleagues.
• The business can function or deliver services more
effectively.

Others mentioned included:
Our business is manufacturing so
the workforce need to be on site to
carry out the needs of the business.
Manufacturing business with 11-50 employees.

• Office “banter”
• Better dialogue and communication in meetings.
• Creative spark and water cooler/coffee break
conversations.
• The ability to learn from each other.
• Better visibility of body language/non-verbal
communication.

Find other useful resources at www.realityhr.co.uk/rebalance

IN Y O U R OW N W ORDS. . .
What do you expect to be your biggest people management challenges during the coming
months?
TOP ANSWERS

There is a fear that colleagues will
bring Covid-19 into the workplace and
with the onset of the ‘common cold’
season, I think that the management
of when to stay at home and get a test
will be important. Manufacturing business with

• Recruiting and integrating new employees into the
team while remote working.
• Monitoring and managing performance and
productivity.
• Maintaining a team ethos and positive organisational
culture.

11-50 employees.

Others mentioned included:
We managed to protect employee
engagement throughout lockdown/
remote working which was great,
but I suspect the bigger challenge
will be maintaining that. Business with 1150 employees.

•
•
•
•
•

Maintaining a Covid-secure workplace.
Keeping up with changing government rules.
Encouraging less willing people to return to the office.
People feeling isolated.
Managing concerns over job security.

Find other useful resources at www.realityhr.co.uk/rebalance

IN FOC U S
“As a business, we’ve been more productive when working from home. Our experience of the
lockdown has been that it hasn’t changed the way our people work at all. From a management
point of view, I do expect there to be challenges in keeping our people stimulated, but that’s
something we are aware of and are ready to address. I can’t see a benefit of returning to the office.”
nick@weareberlin.co.uk
Nick Band, founder, Pimento People and Berlin (PR and marketing).

“We’ve seen a happier workforce with a better work-life balance since they’ve been working from
home – but we do miss the office ‘banter’. Being together in person is good for mental wellbeing.
I think people have been more conscious of the job they do, and more willing to go the extra mile
during this time. We expect our biggest people management challenge will be maintaining the
work-life balance while ensuring we continue to build the business organically.”
stephen@syntechrecruitment.co.uk
Steve Brauner, Head of Business, Syntech Recruitment

“We’ve seen an increase in productivity as people who usually had to travel are logging on earlier
and sometimes working later in the day. Covid-19 hasn’t changed the way our people work that
much, as many of them were working from home anyway. The biggest change has been having
meetings and social interaction via Teams rather than in person. We will need to address challenges
in integrating new employees into team, and in dealing with working from home requests in a way
that is seen as fair and consistent to all employees.” gardiner@voisinconsulting.com
Sam Gardiner, Manager, UK Operations, Voisin Consulting Life Sciences UK Ltd.

Find other useful resources at www.realityhr.co.uk/rebalance

IN FOC U S
“When Covid-19 hit, we had to overhaul our entire service delivery model. For some people,
productivity on individual projects improved during lockdown. However, for the staff as a team it
was worse, as co-ordination suffered and email traffic increased. I see a return to the workplace as
hugely beneficial to team working and co-ordination, as well as the sharing of ideas.”
Sarah Quarterman, CEO, Basingstoke & Alton Cardiac Rehab Centre

“Some of our team have had no change and have worked on site throughout this period. The rest of
us, who are office based, have been working from home, initially at home all the time but now with
a day a week each in the office. Previously we all worked together on site.
We’ve seen increased productivity, fewer distractions, no commuting and our employees seem
happier! We do miss the interaction between colleagues and the ability to bounce ideas around.
In some instances it’s easier to support our tenants when in the office – but mainly we miss being
together and working as a team.
There are challenges when it comes to maintaining a Covid-safe workplace and in keeping the team buoyant as well
as upskilling those who are not used to remote working. If it arises, we will also need to tackle how best to recruit and
induct someone new into the team when working from home.”
angie@tdha.co.uk
Angie Menary, Chief Executive, Thame and District Housing Association

Find other useful resources at www.realityhr.co.uk/rebalance

C O N TA C T U S T O D AY
This is a challenging time for employers and
you may need additional HR support. If you
would like to speak to a member of the Reality
HR team about how we can help, please just
get in touch.
www.realityhr.co.uk
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