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Balancing business & employee needs is key to the 

success of hybrid working, Hanover research shows. 

It’s clear to see that hybrid working is top of the agenda, with a huge public focus, a call for more flexibility 

in the workplace and an onus on businesses to get it right. 

Our research shows that 60% of people are working two or three days a week in the office. But how does 

that work in practice, what does this changing workplace mean for both employers and employees, and 

how does it affect talent and innovation? 

These are just some of the questions we aim to answer in this report. 

Because the downsides of getting the hybrid working balance wrong are heavy. Disengaged talent, a 

negative impact on company culture, the lack of problem-solving and idea-sharing and difficulties in 

spotting issues are all challenges respondents to our surveys have identified as critical. 

We hope that the results from our research will help you meet and overcome some of the challenges your 

business may face from hybrid working. While every business is individual and will need to tailor their 

hybrid work options to meet specific needs and culture, we believe that learning what other companies are 

doing well and exploring different (and sometimes very creative) ideas can further develop hybrid working 

success. 

In 2021, Hanover has conducted both qualitative and 

quantitative research amongst our clients to go more in 

depth on the challenges they’re facing from hybrid 

working, as well as the solutions they’re implementing. 

This research has included 50 client interviews and over 

120 client surveys. Our respondents are from various 

industries, including insurance, asset management, 

banking, life sciences, and professional services, and 

different company sizes.  

Our first survey of senior executives earlier this year indicated that 78% of people wanted to go into the 

office either two or three times a week. From further research into the employers’ perspective on this, we 

found that the two greatest challenges this presented were sharing ideas and problem-solving (44%), 

followed by the impact on company culture (35%). 

That got us thinking - what are the specific challenges that this raises? Not just from an employer, but also 

from an employee perspective. And how are companies overcoming these challenges? 
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This led to further research, both online and through face-to-face sessions, with some interesting results. 

These are the main current challenges our respondents identified (October 2021): 

There were also some important challenges highlighted in the ‘other’ category, including training junior 

staff, the need to digitise leading to app overload, the inequality of hybrid meetings, and fewer 'water 

cooler conversations' that are useful for gleaning information. 

We’ll look at some of these challenges in more depth throughout this report. 

While almost 80% of people in our first poll indicated that they want to be in the office two or three times a 

week, our most recent survey (October 2021) suggests that the actual figure is more like 60%, and there 

are nuances within that. Just over 40% of people have a flexible two or three days in the office, while 20% 

are in on two or three predetermined days. 

The remaining 40% is a balanced mixture of 100% in the office, 100% remote work, and everything in 

between. Some companies are slightly more granular, with different departments or functions having 

different options. 

If we take a closer look at one of the most significant challenges of hybrid working we identified - sharing 

ideas and problem-solving - we found that businesses are implementing a number of creative ways to 

meet that challenge. 

There’s an overwhelming sense that businesses want employees face-to-face to spark creativity, share 

knowledge and ideas, and tackle the challenges and issues they face. However, they aren’t making it 

mandatory. There’s still a fine line to tread between rising to the challenge of how to share ideas and solve 

problems during the tail end of a pandemic. Remote working has been mostly sufficient for the last 18 

months, employees want more flexible work options, and many have enjoyed some unexpected upsides, 

including more family time, a lack of commuting, and a better work/life balance.  

The bars indicate % of respondents who identified these as challenges for their organisations (multiple choice). 
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We can probably infer that’s why almost half of our respondents say they are reconfiguring their office 

space. Making it safer, more comfortable and providing extra space can help encourage employees back 

into the office and create an environment for idea sharing and problem-solving. In the meantime, over 

90% of businesses are tackling this challenge using remote working technology. 

Since the start of the pandemic, many firms, from Deloitte and Gartner to Microsoft via McKinsey, have 

conducted in-depth research on hybrid working. And they all have some common outcomes:  

Working remotely is an expected feature of an executive role 

♦ There has to be a good balance between working at home and in the office 

♦ Employees are demanding flexibility 

♦ Hybrid working is here to stay 

While there seems to be a general acceptance that hybrid working is the future (see chart below from 

McKinsey; our own research shows that around 60% of people are now in the office two or three days a 
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The graph indicates % of how businesses are meeting the challenge of sharing ideas and problem-solving. 

https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2021-05-03-gartner-hr-research-shows-organizations-are-eroding-employee-performance-and-well-being-with-virtualized-office-centric-design
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/worklab/work-trend-index/hybrid-work
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/what-executives-are-saying-about-the-future-of-hybrid-work
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week), businesses seem to be less sure about how exactly to 

approach this new working style in a way that works for both them and 

their employees.  

This tallies with our own surveys, which show 72% of businesses 

believe that getting the balance right between business and employee 

needs is a current challenge. (This is an improvement from the one in 

10 businesses that were communicating and piloting their vision for 

hybrid working as of May 2021 McKinsey report.) 

We still need to get into the specifics of how hybrid working will be carried out on a permanent basis - 

businesses know they have to offer it to stay attractive and competitive to high-performing talent, but how 

exactly is that accomplished? Is there even a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach that can work across different 

types of businesses in different sectors, or is it something that’s individual to each business? 

Deloitte’s hybrid work survey is definitive: “Getting the basics right is non-negotiable for creating high-

performing teams in this new virtual and hybrid humanized workplace. A combination of organizational 

and human-centred principles can help to make the move to workplace models that are effective and 

satisfying for staff, as well as in line with the needs of the ecosystem.” 

Both the Deloitte survey and the Gartner research emphasise that a hybrid approach must be centred 

around the employee, rather than simply transferring in-office processes online. This is mainly because 

much of the research suggests that employees are experiencing ‘always-on’ burnout - the emotional toll of 

“force-fitting a design created for a different environment” is real, according to Alexia Cambon, director at 

Gartner HR. The Microsoft survey results agree, with 39 percent of respondents saying they feel 

exhausted. 

Businesses need to have this front of mind when planning their hybrid work models, especially because 

the Microsoft survey goes a step further: “41% of employees are considering leaving their current 

employer this year, and 46% say they’re likely to move because 

they can now work remotely.” 

Even though this figure might already be alarming employers, a 

Hanover Linkedin poll suggests that the real number may be much 

higher, with up to 75% employees likely to move due to lack of 

flexibility in remote working. It looks like intent and reality are 

disparate, but employees will need to carefully consider how well-

implemented hybrid working actually is in the companies they are 

considering leaving their current employer for. 

Over the past three months, we have talked to a number of clients across 

different industries and sectors, from financial advice and insurance to 

banking, accounting and risk, about where they see the challenges of 

hybrid working, especially around how it impacts company culture. 

On the back of our own quantitative data surveys, as well as research 

and statistics in the public domain, we wanted to qualitatively understand 

the common challenges and what big business is doing to meet and 

overcome them. 

For actionable ideas  

our clients have 

implemented for  

hybrid working success, 

see page 8. 

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/what-executives-are-saying-about-the-future-of-hybrid-work
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/sk/Documents/human-capital/Brochure_Hybrid_work_survey.pdf
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Some of the core challenges identified by many of the companies we spoke to included: 

1. How to find the balance between in-office and remote working 

2. How to ensure that a well-established, positive culture is maintained 

3. The best way to bring new talent on board effectively 

4. Employee retention and engagement 

Interestingly, there is very little variation between the challenges companies face, no matter which sector 

or industry they’re in. 

The majority of the senior leaders at the companies we spoke to mentioned that they are happy to be 

flexible, try things out and learn what works (and what doesn’t). Most seemed to be advocates of a three-

day office week with two days working from home - but took a flexible approach when it came down to 

team and sometimes even individual needs. 

Many of our clients have a very strong company culture and share the concern that it won’t be as easy or 

even possible to continue their pre-pandemic positive momentum, especially amongst new recruits, 

without having everyone in the office.  

A Culture Director at a mutual  insurer summed up this shared feeling nicely:  

“Our main concern from a culture perspective is maintaining our levels of engagement and 

alignment with the Society’s values in a hybrid world. It is going to be harder to spot those who are 

not motivated or struggling for other reasons. Equally, how do we ensure that we continue to 

recognise and nurture talent?” 

When you have a work culture in which people have a voice and feel confident in speaking up, it can be 

difficult to maintain this level of openness when you’re working remotely, not in the office as frequently or 

when you’re in the office on different days to your colleagues. This is especially true for new talent who 

have been onboarded during or since the pandemic. It will be much more difficult for them to recognise 

and benefit from a strong working culture if they haven’t seen it first-hand. 

These are the most common challenges facing our clients 

today, and how they feel about the hybrid working approach 

in their own words. (In the following section, we provide 

some practical solutions that help businesses meet these 

challenges.) 

Getting the balance right between the needs of the 

business, the needs of your workforce and the needs of 

your customers is critical - and delicate.  

As we mentioned above, around 72% of businesses believe 

this is the most important hybrid working challenge right 

now. 

As  a  senior executive  at a  reinsurance company told us, 

“We won’t go back to the office 100% post the pandemic, 

but we won’t have people 100% at home, and we need to 

find the right balance between the two. We [...] know that 
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the remote element can work well, but there’s no replacement for being in the office and having that 

informal contact you cannot replicate virtually.” 

According to a director at an insurance society, “Culture is the hardest part to maintain when remote 

working or onboarding.” This is a sentiment echoed by many others. 

He also recognises a potential problem in people burning out from working longer hours at home than they 

typically would in the office, a sentiment which is echoed across several of the companies we spoke to, 

and one which represents a real challenge to maintaining a positive company culture. 

While it may involve more time and effort, there are, of course, ways to build on your company culture 

even during remote working. Communication is key, as is ensuring that everyone knows and understands 

your company values and how they impact themselves and their work directly. Setting expectations is also 

important, and leaders who take the time to touch base individually with their team members can reinforce 

the culture message. 

Onboarding new talent is clearly more difficult when your employees are not regularly office-based, and 

many employers have had to overcome the challenge of on-boarding 100% remote workers. Even now 

this has changed with people coming into the office, it’s still an issue. 

And it’s more difficult for leaders, who probably have to spend more time ensuring that new employees are 

fully engaged and have everything they need, and it’s more difficult for new starters to get to know the 

working environment and meet their colleagues. It’s also much easier for them to feel ‘lost’ or like they 

don’t fit in. 

As a CEO at a mutual life and investments organisation says, “There’s a loss of osmosis from being in the 

office. If you’re in the office, you can refer automatically to the colleague next to you to help, learn, 

refine. We’re finding that remote training is having limited impact, and that results in time delays, a loss of 

interaction, and the feeling of added pressure.”  

David Burton, Associate Partner, EY, 

echoes this sentiment: “Some of the 

biggest issues are around maintaining 

culture with hybrid working, especially as 

the team changes and we have new 

joiners. Some feedback from graduates 

has been how they struggled to feel part of 

the team in the absence of informal 

contacts they would have had in the 

office. Interestingly, even a small amount 

of regular in-office time has helped with 

that.”  

At a financial service company, an Executive Search Manager says, “Employee engagement is one of the 

challenges of hybrid working and culture. Our employees are still mostly remote working and we’re 

growing rapidly as a business.”  

CEO of a regulatory body agrees, saying that, “Staff engagement is more difficult remotely.”  

This in itself throws up a new issue - staff engagement is key to company success; increasing output, 

enhancing quality, and helping you retain high-performing talent. In fact, 71% of leaders think employee 

engagement is one of the most important contributors to company success. This is reflected in our own 

https://www.fasttrack.com.au/blog/employee-engagement-leads-to-greater-productivity/
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survey - almost 40% of respondents think that general employee engagement is a real challenge, and 

almost 60% say this is especially true of junior staff. 

A senior executive at an investment company identifies the challenge of, “People never crossing paths in 

person if their working patterns are different.”  

The inability to have ad-hoc conversations that might spark ideas or solve problems quickly are negated, 

and even having technology at our fingertips can’t recreate a natural, impromptu conversation. 

CEO of a mutual life and investments organisation reiterates, “There’s a loss of entrepreneurial spark for 

ideas.” 

While the lack of watercooler conversations may also mean a lack of spontaneous ideas or exchange of 

information, it also makes it a lot harder to spot issues. Bumping into people, having a general chat and 

seeing someone face-to-face are all ways to get a measure of how someone might be feeling. Almost 

70% of respondents from our survey said that this is one of the main challenges of hybrid working. 

These issues could be anything from mental health and someone struggling with workload to 

disengagement from the business. Whatever it is, it’s much more difficult to spot from behind a screen. 

One solution to this challenge is to use a specific diagnostic tool that can monitor and identify wellbeing 

issues. The data you can gather from these types of tools provides actionable information you can use to 

start implementing change and promote wellbeing. 
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We didn’t just ask Hanover clients about the challenges they’re facing because of these new ways of 

working - we asked them for their solutions, too. 

Many of the companies we spoke to have tried a variety of solutions with different degrees of success, 

from new technologies and “coffee roulette” to work forums for idea sharing and employee engagement 

initiatives. 

Much like the challenges they face, many companies identified similar solutions regardless of industry or 

sector. 

New software platforms like Spatial are allowing companies to enhance collaboration and communication 

through virtual or augmented reality - complete with digital Post-Its and whiteboards. 11% of companies 

we surveyed are using VR sessions for brainstorming and virtual meetings. 

This is one of the new ways of working at Fidelity International where they “teleport into an office 

environment” and is recommended especially for “sessions across global locations when you can’t 

physically get together.” 

However, while VR might offer benefits for remote working, such as real-time connections with colleagues 

around the world, a distraction-free workspace and the convenience and cost-saving of less travel, it might 

not be technology that everyone feels comfortable using. Motion sickness can be an issue, the headsets 

may feel uncomfortable at first and, of course, everyone needs the hardware. 

Continuing the technology theme, a couple of the companies we spoke to recommend Mural, which allows 

a facilitator to host a collaborative brainstorming session where everyone can participate. 

There are also many advanced features on common communication platforms, such as Zoom and 

Microsoft Teams, that businesses can make better use of. These include active breakout rooms, 

immersive views that create the feel of a conference room, and automated workflows. 

Of course, you may want to consider how much screen time everyone has. There’s also a case for simply 

picking up the phone instead of video conferencing, simply to have a break from your screen. You could 

also combine this with getting some fresh air and going for a walk. 

Rather than senior leaders deciding and implementing a return to work process, a return to work forum 

comprised of staff from all levels and areas of an organisation creates a strong platform for idea sharing. 

It’s important to enable people to speak freely and openly without repercussions and with a groundwork of 

trust in senior leaders.  

https://spatial.io/
https://www.mural.co/
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A senior executive at an insurance company says they have 

“created small cells of people to share ideas. We give them a 

business problem and the ownership to come up with 

solutions as a group.” 

To counter the challenge of bringing new talent on board 

effectively, our clients have started investing more in their 

induction process. This includes getting better at telling their 

story, repeating inductions, continuing to embed company 

behaviours into the business story and helping people feel 

more connected to their client base from the start. 

Our new working normal requires a new perspective on our 

work environment - so get creative with your office space.  

Almost 45% of respondents to our survey said that a creative 

office reconfiguration, including things like break out areas, 

open and enclosed spaces and the flexibility to change up 

settings as needed, is something they’re implementing. 

Our survey said that 65% of people think that having everyone on video conferences while they’re in the 

office is a real issue, and recreating the work environment can help overcome this. If you’re thinking about 

redesigning your space, start with what you’ll need to achieve. That will probably be improving 

collaboration, increasing productivity and making sure employees feel comfortable and safe. 

Many of the companies we spoke to have placed more emphasis on social meetups, especially now the 

UK has opened up, but equally so in the virtual space. This is particularly important when there’s new 

talent joining your company, but helps everyone get back in the groove. 

Of course, it’s still important to be mindful that some people may not yet feel comfortable in large social 

situations. 

Socrates Coudounaris, Executive Director of Risk Oversight from Life and Health Reinsurance Firm, RGA, 

says, “From reinforcing the  culture perspective, it is very important that the tone from the top is regularly 
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communicated.” This systematic approach creates cohesion, puts everyone on the same page and shows 

that communication channels are open. It’s important to ensure that all your senior leaders are 

demonstrating the visibility and working patterns you want in your business. 

Reverse mentoring is a proactive way to ensure your top down approach is working, as it helps senior 

leaders understand the impact of changes they’re making at different levels and in other locations. 

One of the issues many companies are experiencing is the lack of crossover amongst employees and 

teams, resulting in missed communication and a sense of togetherness.  

Nasrin Hossain, Culture Director at Mutual Shepherd’s Friendly says, “Once a fortnight we will have an all 

staff day to give business updates, training sessions, socials, etc.” This ensures that there’s some face-to-

face interaction taking place between all employees, as well as the opportunity for informal conversations. 

In the words of a Talent Acquisition Lead at a broking firm, “121s have never been more important.” If 

you’re not seeing your team regularly, it’s much more difficult to identify any stress points or causes for 

concern - and you don’t have as much opportunity to provide positive feedback, either.  

That makes 121s crucial, even if they’re quick (but regular) check-ins. Taking a little time for this now can 

prevent any challenges your team is experiencing becoming greater problems further down the line. 

With employee retention and engagement identified as a core challenge of hybrid working (almost 40% of 

our respondents said it’s a general challenge and almost 60% identified it specifically as a challenge 

amongst junior employees), more businesses are now running employee engagement initiatives. 

There are some obvious things to do - simply 

recognising employees and having open and 

transparent communication channels are good 

places to start. But it should go a lot deeper than 

that, for example by implementing employee 

questionnaires to get a true picture of what you 

can do to keep your employees engaged. “These 

types of surveys should encompass wellbeing, 

workload and inclusivity. Insights must be 

actioned for anything to change, and these 

surveys should always involve executive leaders”, 

says Richard Waddell, MD of Hanover Leadership 

Solutions.  

That’s because engagement and retention are 

also key to your bottom line. The cost of replacing 

a professional employee is on average 213% of 

their annual salary – it costs £213,000 to replace 

an employee who earns £100,000 a year. 

Retaining great employees is a fiscal challenge as 

well as a hybrid working challenge. If this is one of 

your key challenges, you may want to consider 

leadership and talent solutions designed around 

you and your business objectives.

https://www.engagementmultiplier.com/partner/hanover/
https://www.engagementmultiplier.com/partner/hanover/
https://citycv.com/organisations/engagement-retention-services/
https://citycv.com/organisations/engagement-retention-services/
https://www.hanoversearch.com/leadership-solutions
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Chris Brindley, NED, Equilibrium Planning at Equilibrium Financial 

Planning has a different take on the balance of office and remote 

working than dividing it by the number of days in the week.  

He says, “The simple model we have is that if there are any elements 

of sensitivity or complexity then we meet face to face, but if it isn’t 

sensitive or complex we have Zooms.  

“We have set days where we think the team needs to be together to 

problem-solve and interact and just be together; we have team days – 

typically we allocate days to meet clients. Mondays and Fridays are 

about non-client work, caring for ourselves, each other, and clients, 

and we have community days. We ensure some of our time is 

available to meet all of those needs; we don’t leave it to chance.    

“Freedom within a framework, basically.” 

If you take this less restrictive route, it’s important to identify what your ideal outcome is first. Then you can 

facilitate a flexible framework that allows you to achieve this outcome in various ways, depending on what 

works for individuals, teams and your business as a whole. 

There’s a lot to say on the subject of hybrid working, but as businesses are finding their way to the ‘new 

normal’, real results will come in what they do, not in what they say. 

Shifting mindsets, supporting technologies, transparent two-way communication and a degree of flexibility 

on all our parts will contribute to a new balance in the workplace. Companies that can provide creative 

solutions and an innovative path to an alternative working environment may just find that they can better 

retain talent, strengthen their company culture and create a space for their employees to thrive. 

https://www.hanoversearch.com/team/our-people
http://www.hanoversearch.com

