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Introduction 
 

I was recently asked about how I see the “New Normal” for those at work in the medium to 

long term.  I think that largely the “New Normal” is already being established, with substantial 

home working under lockdown. 

 

As Mr Spock never actually said - “It’s life Jim, but not as we know it”. 

 

Or as Harold MacMillan never actually said when asked to name the greatest difficulty facing 

a Prime Minister - “Events, dear boy, events”.  

 

Actually, MacMillan’s original phrase was - “The opposition of events”.  

 

The technology permitting remote working like Zoom and other multi-participant video apps 

has existed for some time, but Covid-19 and Lockdown has forced what might have been 

about 5 years of take-up and change in the workplace to happen more or less overnight.  

 

So, in this case, Mr Spock (had he said it) would have been closer to the essence of what’s 

happened than what Harold MacMillan actually said.  Business hasn’t opposed events, but 

has very much moved with them.  

 

To quote Charles Darwin, although apparently he never actually said this either, but the idea 

is sound enough - “It’s neither the strongest nor the most intelligent of the species that 

survives, but the most adaptable to the changing environment in which it finds itself”.   

 

This is true for business and has to be so for education, health, etc, right up to how we live 

our lives personally.  Lockdown has forced us to re-think fundamentally how we live and 

work.  

 

If you take the view that the only complete answer to Covid-19 will be an effective vaccine, 

then you have to accept that, at the very best, it will likely take another two to three years or 

even longer to develop and rapidly test such a vaccine, manufacture it on the required vast 

scale and distribute and administer it more or less globally.  Otherwise the disease will 

continue to lurk around the world.  

 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) is now advising that the world will have to learn to 

live with Covid-19, so this is undoubtedly a long-term issue.  In particular, this will affect 

those who work in any enclosed environment: offices, retail, factories, schools and colleges, 

hospitals and care homes, transport - trucks, buses, taxis, trains, planes, etc.  All of which 

will have to be occupied at much lower densities which will have major implications for the 

workplace, for our travel and for our everyday living. 

 

Focusing on the workplace, for many people whose work is physical and hands on, their 

day-to-day work will still, in the main, be at their workplace - but now observing all the 

necessary social distancing and hygiene requirements.   
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Covid-19 has made us think hard about workers who are essential to the functioning of 

society.  Doctors, nurses and care home staff, but also supermarket and security staff, 

postmen, bin men, bus and train drivers, and so on.  It is sad that the highest Covid-19 

related deaths amongst working age people have been with such as taxi drivers, bus drivers 

and railway staff and with security staff.  

 

These good people will have to continue to go to work, but hopefully with suitable protective 

arrangements in place.  However, with Artificial Intelligence, Machine Learning and Robotics 

developing fast, perhaps in the not too distant future machines will be able to share the load, 

at least in part.  This will of course have social consequences, but it could help to minimise 

people’s exposure to the virus. 

 

However, what I would like to focus on is the great increase in home working with Covid-19.  

In particular, the leadership and management of staff who are working remotely because, 

obviously, it’s a lot different from all being together physically in the office every day, with the 

opportunity for personal interaction - both formal and informal.  

 

According to the Office for National Statistics, in December 2019 around one in twenty office 

staff was already working from home.  The old view that working from home was an easy 

day was already less common and has largely disappeared now.  

 

According to the Economist, after working from home through the crisis, more than half of 

office workers would like to work from home more often in future and around a third say the 

ability to work from home will be a factor when they seek a new job.  

 

The focus of the workplace will be much more around collaboration, the things that you can 

only get most value from by being together.  However, what is not to be forgotten is that 

home working will often be harder for junior employees than senior ones, between those 

living in a bedsit as opposed to a nice house with space and office facilities.  

 

In my research for this paper, I polled some members of my family who are each rising 

young execs, in their thirties, in a range of different organisations, who have each had to 

move their staff to home working - sometimes at scale and speed.  This approach was 

entirely non-scientific, but it gave me a good spread of opinions and experiences.  I asked 

them what the leadership and management issues had been.   

 

First, I have to observe that these organisations had already been moving to home working 

and already generally had seen it as positive and the way forward.  However, they had 

learned that there has to be a discipline about how you conduct video conference calls.  

There is also a general recognition amongst them that Zoom is fundamentally insecure and 

most prefer to use Microsoft Teams as more capable and more secure, and some Far East 

clients are suspicious of Google. 

 

In spite of this, none of these organisations had yet contemplated moving more or less their 

whole workforce to working from home, so when this all happened in mid-March with 

Lockdown, it was something of a step into the unknown for all of them, but of necessity.  
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The Finance Company 
 

My son-in-law works for a very large global finance company.  His response was: 

 

Technology Works 

 

We moved 4,500 + employees to work from home in under 48 hours.  It was pretty much 

seamless.  

 

At least weekly we are hosting events with over 1,000 clients at a time.  In the physical world 

this would be week’s worth of work and travel.  We are already gearing up for a far bigger 

continued digital presence once we reach the “New Normal”.  The world just got smaller.  

 

Culture can thrive - I hosted a boozy retirement party via Zoom for one of my team.  He had 

been with us for 30 + years and I did a Q&A session with him about the funniest stories, 

biggest lessons learned, biggest influences, etc.  Great fun.  Most internal meetings are now 

lighthearted and fun.  People have got used to it very quickly.  

 

Be More Present Than Ever 

 

It is really easy to connect with your teams remotely. 

 

Don’t waste the opportunity to reach out little and often.  They want to hear from you. 

 

Be More Human 

 

Stay positive and realistic.  Show emotion - tell people if you are finding something difficult.  

 

People are nervous/scared/bored/frustrated/apprehensive.  They are experiencing lots of 

new things and react differently from each other.  You need to demonstrate that it’s OK and 

that you understand.  

 

It’s also been a great platform to connect with clients on a more personal level.  We are all 

going through this experience together so share it with them.  

 

 

The Podcast Company 
 

My niece works for the world’s largest podcast company.  She heads up their UK operation 

and had only just taken over.  Coincidentally she has just published an article on “Leadership 

Under Lockdown”, the major sections of which are as follows.  

 

Leadership Under Lockdown 

 

She characterises it as “What I learned starting a new job as the new boss working from 

home”.  
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First Impressions Still Count 

 

She quotes Maya Angelou, the American poet who said - “People will forget what you said, 

people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel”.  

 

From the Public to the Personal 

 

Leadership has gone from the public to the intensely personal platform of a Google Hangout 

or Zoom call. That’s a truly rewarding experience as a leader, so don’t waste the opportunity 

to connect with your people.  

 

Culture Can Thrive in the Digital World 

 

The Company’s culture has become even more visible and powerful in the digital world. 

Technology like Slack has given us the tools to create a virtual workplace, but it truly takes a 

village, and everyone at every level, to make it happen.  

 

On the company Slack platform, every act of what we call “work” plays out here, from 

sharing information and ideas to celebrating success, collective problem solving, playful 

banter, deep support, and true friendship.  

 

As a leader you must make time for and create the space for this digital community in your 

working day.  Invest in it, prioritise it, show up, be there.  Just like in the real world. 

 

It’s Everybody’s First Time 

 

You have to embrace this “first time for everything feeling”.  This an entirely new way of 

working.  Learn to love it. 

 

However, nobody’s experience of this is the same, so the role of leadership is critical.  

 

Take Time for Personal Growth 

 

Don’t squander this opportunity for understanding yourself better as a work colleague and for 

personal growth.  Ask for feedback from your team and give yourself an appraisal.  Accept 

what you can’t do normally and move on.  

 

Embrace the Distance 

 

A little distance and asking the right questions are the perfect formula to plan and prioritise.  

Make the most of it and the good decision-making that will come from it. 

 

But be human, be kind, be hopeful, be positive, be better, be there.  
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The Small Internet Marketing Company 
 

My son runs his own small internet marketing company and his staff were used to working 

from home for a couple of days a week but to do so full time was a change even for them.  

His response was: 

 

Establish Clear Remits of Ownership 
 

Micro-management is no longer possible, so carving out distinct areas of responsibility with 

objectives is essential.   

 

Training for Video Conferencing 

 

When done well video conferencing can strip out formality, but unstructured large group calls 

and presentations can be chaotic or packed with awkward silences.  

 

For Those Furloughed 

 

Keep those furloughed involved, say in weekly team calls (albeit nothing pertaining to 

revenue generation) so they don’t become isolated.  Set them ambitious training 

requirements, so they come out of furlough with something gained.  

 

 

The Environmental Consultancy 
 

My nephew works for a large environmental consultancy based up in Manchester. His 

response was: 

 

No Commute 

 

Massive difference to extending the working day and improving work life balance. Potentially 

happier and more productive employees. 

 

Monotony 

 

Lack of structure and interactions risk all days blurring into one.  What day of the week is it? 

Need to punctuate days: exercise, break for lunch, etc.  

 

Risk of People Going AWOL 

 

Some folks go below the radar, not making the effort to engage.  Probably enjoying being at 

home too much and not pulling their weight at work.  Need regular team check-ins and clear 

understanding of what’s on.  I call two juniors a day regardless of whether I need to speak 

with them.  
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Technology and Business 

 

Critical importance of technology - Teams, Zoom, etc.  IT must continue to evolve to 

accelerate business transformation plans.  

 

 

The Large Multi-National Consultancy 
 

My other nephew works for a very large multi-national consultancy with his office and direct 

staff based in Leeds.  

 

Speed of Implementation 

 

His corporation transferred 27,000 staff within the UK to home working nearly instantly, and 

about 10 times that number globally. 

 

Office Occupancy Rates 

 

Their initial studies showed a range of 10-20% office capacity utilisation (depending on 

which office) for operating while respecting social distancing.  They will therefore prioritise 

bringing into work those at risk of domestic abuse and those without a decent internet 

connection at home. They anticipate putting those plans into action as soon as they get the 

green light.  

 

Technology 

 

They use the Google platform as their collaboration tool and for general working, integrating 

a whole series of software packages to make home working as effective as office working. 

 

They also use alternative software (e.g. Microsoft Teams and Webex) alongside the Google 

platform to ensure that they can work with all their many international clients including those 

from the Far East some of whom who are not comfortable with Google.  

 

Innovation Agenda 

 

Many large corporations for whom innovation is key have invested hugely in creating office 

space to foster a culture of innovation and co-working on solutions with clients.  The Kings 

Cross/St Pancras innovation hub is an example.  The integration of social and working 

spaces is specifically designed to create a forum for developing and fostering new ideas and 

solutions.  Without this there is a risk that innovation and ultimately productivity will fall. 

 

New thinking will be essential with the “New Normal”.  It will be a time to think differently and 

innovate.  Leaders will have to recreate the spirit of physical togetherness with those working 

remotely and focus on innovation.  For example, the danger is that lunchtime at home 

becomes a time for food rather than a time for getting together with colleagues and chatting 

about new ideas.  Leaders will have to recreate that social time at work for collaborative 
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thinking to avoid working at home becoming back-to-back video conference calls to deal with 

the latest emergency.  

 

This will be about creating virtual forums (such as video conference lunchtime brain storming 

meetings) but also continuously challenging staff to come up with innovative new ideas with 

incentive schemes such as instant cash rewards for those that exhibit certain important 

behaviours, such as innovation, care for others and working well together.  

 

 

The Large Broadcasting Company 
 

My brother works for a large broadcasting company on the real estate side, so he has 

another perspective.  His response was: 

 

Covid-19 Litigation 

 

If organisations do not adopt good office accommodation practice then they will have little 

defence when (not if) Covid-19 litigation starts.  

 

Office Occupancy Rates 

 

His organisation with 24,000 staff has now completed their planning for accommodating staff 

to the new Covid-19 standards and the maximum they can achieve will be around 25%.  So, 

do they acquire three times more office space at great expense, or change their working 

practices?  

 

Flexible Working 

 

Increased flexible working including home working will be the only realistic solution but this 

will need visionary and positive management to engage and motivate staff on a continuous 

rolling basis - whether office, factory, education, health, retail, transport, everywhere.  

 

Technology 

 

The technology is there already. Recently his organisation ran a live conference with 12,500 

staff on it.  It is a matter of using the technology to best effect. 

 

Education 

 

His main personal concern, however, is for the Education Sector at all levels including 

schools, colleges and universities and for the education and employment prospects for our 

young people.  
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Common Themes 
 

So, what are the common themes for leading and managing office staff working remotely in 

the “New Normal” that we can take from these responses? 

 

1. Remote, geographically distributed, flexible working is essential and here to stay, and 

can be highly productive.  

 

2. Good positive, inclusive leadership and management of staff is essential, at home or 

in the office. 

 

3. If maximum Covid-19 compliant office occupancy is, say, 25% (and it could often be 

lower), then the typical working month for an individual staff member will be 15 days 

at home, 5 days in the office.  Use the opportunity to bring into work those having 

difficulties at home and those who you want to work together as teams on innovation 

programmes. 

 

4. People must be given clear cut objectives but kept fully involved and consulted. 

 

5. Personal development and welfare are vital considerations especially when working 

remotely. 

 

6. It’s important to use the right technology and the right mix of technology for your own 

organisation and for working with clients.  

 

7. Training and guidance to use the technology to best effect and to maintain a good 

work routine and healthy existence especially at home are key.  

 

8. It’s important to ensure that especially junior office staff working remotely have the 

right facilities and that their working circumstances are acceptable.  

 

9. Continued innovation is vital for both the “New Normal” and for the future success of 

the organisation.  Leaders will have to recreate the spirit of physical togetherness 

and focus on innovation.  

 

 

Summary 
 

To substantiate the “New Normal”, a good, healthy, company culture and strong, positive, 

inclusive leadership will count hugely.  

 

Leaders should embrace the distance, but be present and be human with their staff - 

wherever the staff are working.  

 

Above all, leaders must focus on innovation. 
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