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3Prologue

No turning back – 
everyone wants 
hybrid work

The Covid 19 crisis turned remote wor-
king into a forced experiment. Compa-
nies had to quickly and unbureaucra-
tically create a previously non-existent 
and poorly developed digital infrastruc-
ture. People had to get used to screens 
and technical tools, and quickly develop 
skills and new approaches.

We’ve learned that the home office mo-
del works for teams and workspaces 
where we didn’t think it would. That 
we can hold meetings virtually as well 
as in person. That we can make good 
use of the time we have gained by redu-
cing travel, commuting and rides in the 
lift.

But we’ve also learned that we need 
connection and the inspiring moments 
created by unplanned meetings at the 
coffee machine or in the lift. That we 

need a haptic place to shape culture, and 
create a sense of community and identi-
fication. If we now look to the post-pan-
demic period, all partner interviewees 
who participated in this study agree 

– full-time office culture will not return, 
but equally there is no desire to work in a 
home office full-time. In the future, hy-
brid work will be the norm. And it now 
falls to us to shape this world of hybrid 
working to best suit everyone.

The Shift Collective is a creation of 
this hybrid working world. Founded as 
an alliance of ten innovative German 
consulting companies in the thick of 
the Coronavirus pandemic, we see it as 
our mission to be an impactful partner 
to companies in this transformation 
towards a hybrid working world.
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4  Research Design 5About the Shift Collective

Research Design
We want to shed light on the future 
world of work with our study. To this 
end, we have opted for a suitably ‘hybrid’ 
research design with a scientific mix of 
methods: qualitative, quantitative and 
secondary.

Qualitative interviews: We interviewed 
20 top executives from large corporati-
ons, start-ups, and mid-sized companies 
whose roles (HR, people & culture, top-
level management) see them responsible 
for the future world of work. In these 
30-90-minute led interviews, we gained 
insights into how the working world is 
being changed by coronavirus, and into 
the strategies and plans of organisations 
in the DACH region for the post-pan-
demic period. We have compiled these 
findings, which are partly anonymised, 
in this study. For the sake of using ever-
yday language, we use the terms ‘home 
office’ and ‘mobile office’ synonymously, 
even though they are different in the 
context of employment law.

Quantitative survey: We conducted a 
digital survey from mid-November 2020 
to mid-January 2021, asking 530 emp-
loyees and managers about their perso-
nal views of the current working situati-
on and their ideal conceptions of future 
working environments.

Secondary study: In addition, we ana-
lysed the 30 top studies and research 
findings that developed data-based in-
sights into the world of hybrid work in 
Germany and Europe during the pande-
mic.

Evaluation process: All findings were 
brought together through a co-creative 
coding and development process – they 
are presented in our ten theses. We 
have together explored these in depth 
through various workshops, and deri-
ved corresponding recommendations 
for action.

About the Shift Collective
The Shift Collective is an alliance of 
innovative German consultancies and 
agencies for a new economy. An economy 
that brings people, the planet and profit 
together harmoniously.

Together, we are an impactful partner 
for small and large companies on issues 
of innovation, transformation and 
leadership.

It has been clear since long before the 
coronavirus crisis that our conventional 
working patterns are not up to the 
complex challenges of the day. We need 
new answers and the willingness to 
make courageous decisions.

Decisions that affect companies, 
organisations and fundamentally the 
way they work together. The aim is to 

future-proof companies, and make 
them resilient and quickly and flexibly 
adaptable to changing framework 
conditions, crises and other forms of 
disruption.

To shape change sustainably, we bring 
about change on various levels. Together, 
as a collective of courageous, people-
centred pioneers.

The Shift Collective is made up of the 
following consultancies and agencies: 
CO:X, Dark Horse Innovation, Ignore 
Gravity, ForChiefs, FutureStory, 
Intraprenör, Resourceful Humans, 
Summer&Co, TheDive, The New 
Normal.

20
Interviews

with top HR executives 
from corporations, 

mid-sized companies 
and start-ups in Germany, 

Austria & Switzerland

530
Survey 

participants
digital survey of employees 
& managers from start-ups 

to corporations

10
Theses

Theses 
& recommendations 

to implement 
hybrid work
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Thesis 01 | Work Mode

The trend is heading 
towards the 3+2 model

The world of work is complex, and or-
ganisations’ requirements of hybrid 
work are equally so. There is simply no 
silver bullet. Our interviews with HR 
decision-makers show that companies 
rarely opt for a standard solution for 
their workforce; almost all of them rely 
on variations or flexible models from 
which employees can choose. The goal 
here is to do justice to the diversity of 
work processes, team sizes and existing 
regulations.

It is clear employees are becoming in-
creasingly involved in the development 
of future working models. There is sim-
ply not enough of individual models’ 
pros and cons, so employees’ needs must 
be the central focus.

Sandra Raßfeld from Thermondo, a di-
gital craft company with 450 employees, 
reports that they set up an employee 
survey in the early summer of 2020. The 
core question: ‘How many days should 
you work in the office to be able to do a 
good job?’ The result was a value of 2.6 
days. “From this we derived a 2+x rule, 
which means that the 150 employees 
at our Berlin headquarters spend two 
days in the office and they can work the 
other three wherever they want. That 
could be in the office, but it could also 
be in Mallorca.” The result was somew-
hat more conservative in a large media 

agency, according to its HR Director. 
With the backdrop of a 20%-remote-
work arrangement pre-pandemic, the 
offer is gradually increasing here as well. 

“The entire Board of CEOs in the agency 
group decided to double it. That means 
we’re going to 40%, which is two days a 
week of remote work.”

In the digitally influenced IBM Group, 
the Head of HR, Norbert Janzen, assu-
mes that 50%-60% of working time will 
be spent in the home office. Only spen-
ding two to three days on site in the of-
fice is a likely scenario. The Shift survey 
confirms that 65% of participants across 
all industries would like to work re-
motely two to three days a week in the 
future.

Our findings are consistent with the 
assessment in the report ‘Workplace 
Ecosystems of the Future’ by Cushman 
& Wakefield (2020): “It is reasonable to 
expect reaching an equilibrium where 
the average employee works remotely 
approximately two days a week.“

Hybrid work is the order of the day. While the model 
remains flexible, the trend is clear: three office days 
and two remote workdays – or vice versa. We call it 
the ‘3+2 model’. The parameters for weighting and 
freedom of choice must be defined contextually 
according to company, area, team setup or personal 
preferences.

Define a company-wide hybrid work strategy. A conscious approach 
creates clarity in flexibility.

Actively involve your employees. This way you can develop demand-
oriented and accepted approaches.

Inform yourself about liabilities under labour law. Even specific 
wordings mean different legal obligations for employers.

1.
2.
3.

Our recommendation

1 day 
per week 

remote

2 days 
per week 

remote

3 days 
per week 

remote

4 days 
per week 

remote

Alternative 
model

1 week remote 
& 1 week 

in the office

A practical  
case study

“There will be three main models employees 
can choose from in consultation with their 
manager. With this, we give teams a lot of 
freedom to decide what makes the most sen-
se for them.“

Britta Schindler, Head of People & Change  
at the telecommunications company A1

1. Office-based: 
4 days in the office and 1 day flexible/remote.

2. Mobile-based: 
Exactly the opposite, 4 days remote, 1 day in the 
office. 

3. Best mix according to individual preference: 
2-3 days in the office, 2-3 remote.

What hybrid work model 
would you personally like to 
see in the future?

Question from the survey conducted,
broken down by age

until 29 years • 05%

until 29 years • 25%

until 29 years • 44%

until 29 years • 07%

until 29 years • 17%

until 29 years • 02%

30-39 years old • 03%

30-39 years old • 25%

30-39 years old • 40%

30-39 years old • 10%

30-39 years old • 20%

30-39 years old • 02%

40-49 years old • 02%

40-49 years old • 23%

40-49 years old • 41%

40-49 years old • 12%

40-49 years old • 19%

40-49 years old • 03%

50 years old + • 04%

50 years old + • 41%

50 years old + • 28%

50 years old + • 07%

50 years old + • 20%

50 years old + • 00%
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Thesis 02 | New Workspaces

The office as an 
essential space –  

for creativity, connection
& identification

One of the most hotly debated questi-
ons around hybrid work is what role the 
office will play in the future. Whereas it 
was the working world’s indispensable 
foundation until recently, evidenced by 
investment in large campus projects or 
real estate close to the city, many ex-
perts have begun preparing an obituary 
to the office of late.

Our analysis showed the office will con-
tinue to play an important but radically 
changed role in the world of work. Whi-
le 63% of those we surveyed agree that 
operational work can easily be done 
from home, 76% want a place for team-
work and informal exchange: the office 
as a team & creative space.

To achieve this, new, individual office 
concepts must be created: fewer work-
stations and personal offices, more 
meeting areas and creative spaces. One 
board member of a large insurance com-
pany we interviewed has already had his 
real estate revalued and decided to get 
rid of 30% of the space – while investing 
heavily in the remaining 70%.

Whether flexible workplaces such as co-
working spaces will be rented by compa-
nies in the future and made available to 
employees for creative meetings or not 
is currently being assessed by the com-
panies we surveyed.

None of the companies we surveyed 
wants to do away with the office alto-
gether. The impact of the office as an 
identity-forming and culture-shaping 
tool is too high. The personnel manager 
of a medium-sized trading company 
commented: “We notice that employees 
are no longer as closely connected to our 
company as they used to be.”

The HR Manager of an IT group also 
confirmed this challenge: “Culture is 
shaped by people and by people working 
together. Values are communicated par-
ticularly well on site. If the employees 
lose their closeness to this culture, you 
become more interchangeable as an 
employer. They could theoretically do 
the same job at another company. It’s a 
challenge to solidify culture in hybrid 
working.”

Hybrid work does not mean farewell to the office, but 
instead heralds a new evolutionary stage for it. Com-
panies are facing the challenge of cultivating culture, 
identity and employee loyalty in a digital space and 
realigning the office to the needs of hybrid work. En-
counters, exchange and creativity will be among the 
most important design principles.

Use periods of low office utilization to make small budget adjust-
ments to your office to create quick wins for better meetings and 
workshops.

Develop scenarios for future office concepts based on real workforce 
needs.

Define measures to make the identity, culture and values of your 
organisation tangible in the digital space.

1.
2.
3.

Our recommendation

„I would like to spend 60%-80% of my 
working time in the office with colleagues 
to work together creatively, develop strate-
gies, conduct reviews and retros, laugh to-
gether, strengthen cohesion, solve conflicts 
in a setting where you can look each ot-
her directly in the eye, network and learn 
together. [...] I would like to shift the pure 
desk work to the home office completely 
and be able to work there in peace.“

Quote from the survey conducted

“Concentrated work at the ‘traditional 
workstation’ works wonderfully from 
home. In the office, I would like to see 
more stimulating spaces to collaborate on 
projects and fewer typical workstations.”

Quote from the survey conducted

What ideas do you have 
for your dream future 
workplace?

Question from the survey conducted,
selected answers

Creative spaces

Oases of peace

Decision-
making spaces

Working in 
or around 
nature

Open office 
without set 
workstations

Flexible furniture, 
walls you can 
write on

Lots of small, 
flexible meeting 
rooms with good 
conference 
equipment

3D collaboration 
tool

Coworking 
bus

Healthy food & 
snacks around 
the clock

Telephone or 
video booths
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Thesis 03 | Performance

Remote work increases 
productivity & 

poses health risks
Hand on heart. Before the pandemic, 
most of us would have expected produc-
tivity would decrease significantly by 
working full-time at home. Laundry, 
paperwork, YouTube videos… Many ma-
nagers we interviewed were surprised 
remote work was equally as, or more, 
productive: meetings are more structu-
red, communication focuses on the es-
sentials, less time is lost walking or dri-
ving in. Miriam Schilling, HR manager 
at outdoor sports supplier Vaude, mar-
ked “that employees work better, are 
more focused and, in some cases, more 
efficient”. The Vice President HR De-
velopment of an automotive group sum-
med it up: “If I look at my immediate 
team, our challenge is to achieve more 
than we did last year, and we succeeded 
in doing so despite working remotely.” 
On average, respondents in our study 
say they tend to be more productive re-
motely than in the office.

The home office as a performance driver 
– this hope arises primarily from surveys 
and observations during the first lock-
down in 2020. Capgemini describes in 
the report ‘The Future of Work’: “As 
they transition, organisations are fin-
ding that remote work has boosted pro-
ductivity and cost savings, by up to 24% 
in Q3 2020.

Ulrich Hadding, CFO at SMA Solar 
Technology AG, submits “that 2020’s 
productivity results are a momentary 
glimpse into the situation and that the 
longer the pandemic lasts (...), the more 
visible the losses in productivity 
become.”

The Capgemini study also describes this 
gap between short-term performance 
gains and long-term effects: “But while 
nearly 70% of organisations expect the-
se benefits to outlast the pandemic, (...) 
employees are feeling apprehensive ab-
out the long-term consequences as 
burnout starts to take its toll.” (Capge-
mini, 2020)

Employees appear particularly commit-
ted and are constantly available, but ac-
cording to the interpretation of those 
we interviewed, mainly in order not to 
be thought of as lazy, out of a sense of 
loyalty or because they do not want to 
jeopardise their new, highly valued 
autonomy.

Even though the perception of stress 
varies greatly depending on life cir-
cumstance, role and context, our survey 
points to a low level increase in stress 
levels (by 0.73 points on a scale of -5 to 
+5). At the same time, serious fatigue to-
wards digital work – video call to video 
call, and lack of live interaction – can be 
observed, which translates into an in-
creased need for mental health initiati-
ves. →

 
 

Even if the Covid-19 pandemic demanded a particu-
larly radical form of home working, this extreme ex-
perience confirms: 100% remote work is not a sustai-
nable solution. In the medium and long term, hybrid 
work is more detrimental to both the workforce and 
the company’s success.

Don’t be blinded by good numbers. In the medium term, you will 
benefit from effectively designing a balanced, hybrid working  
model.

As a manager, promote targeted exchange within the team.  
Transparency about expectations and rules takes the pressure out 
of everyday life.

Provide mental health interventions. Professionally moderated 
space for reflection, resilience training and one-to-one coaching are 
of particular help. 

1.
2.
3.

Our recommendation

Julia Reuter, Director of Strategy, Hu-
man Resources and Culture at the Me-
dia Group RTL Germany, sees a need for 
action: “We have offered intensive trai-
ning for our managers to point out the 
risks, especially from an HR perspective. 
You can see that our employees are 

getting ill more at the moment. That’s 
why we’re offering more webinars on 
topics like addiction or depression now, 
which are well-received.” •

How much do you agree 
with the following 
statements?

Question from the survey conducted

I can perform 
my tasks remotely 

to the full.

I’m more productive 
remotely 

than in the office.

Collaboration 
is easily done 

remotely.

Agree 
completely

Strongly 
disagree

I’m undecided

Ø

Ø

Ø

How did your own stress 
levels change during the 
pandemic?

Question from the survey conducted

clearly
reduced

no 
change

clearly
increased
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Thesis 04 | Employer Branding

Flexiwork – the chance 
to combat the shortage 

of skilled workers
Though hybrid work brings new 
challenges, companies are presented 
with the opportunity to better attract 
and retain talent in flexible working 
environments.

Companies at a location disadvantage or 
where access to skilled workers is com-
petitive benefit from this in particular. 
The HR Manager of an IT group details: 

“We can now make better offers that are 
attractive to top talents too – and where 
moving to the country isn’t always ne-
cessary either. On the other hand, we 
can better integrate colleagues from 
rural or international locations.”

The more flexible use of part-time wor-
kers by means of selective, hourly wor-
king or shift work with breaks of several 
hours and no commute is also attractive 
for companies and employees alike. 

Both parties benefit from this flexibility; 
companies only pay for what they need. 
And employees can better combine their 
work with other things, like their  hob-
bies or family time.

Sandra Raßfeld, Chief Customer Officer 
(CCO) at Thermondo, uses the exam-
ple: „The employees in customer service 
take on more flexible shifts, e.g. in the 
mornings and evenings, and take longer 
breaks at lunchtime because they’re not 
needed. That‘s great, and they wouldn‘t 
do that if they were in the office, be-
cause those four hours off at lunchtime 
wouldn‘t be any good for them.“

Hybrid work is becoming an economic stimulus pa-
ckage for job matching, flexibilisation and interna-
tionalisation – and can thus become a game changer, 
especially for ‘hidden champions’ in rural areas. „Eli-
minating spatial distance as a limiting factor (could) 
improve the matching of job seekers and employers 
(...). Ultimately, this could boost overall economic 
productivity,“ three authors from the ifo Institute 
wrote in the FAZ.

Revise your company brand and communicate hybrid work oppor-
tunities clearly to attract the right people.

Extend your search for employees by finding new ways beyond time 
and country borders.

Discuss new, innovative collaboration models, such as the develop-
ment of a fluid pool of employees. 

1.
2.
3.

Our recommendation

A practical case study

„The realisation that many activities in our company can be carried out complete-
ly remotely, even better than in the office, has led to a rethink in our sourcing and 
recruiting process. In the past, we had advertised jobs throughout Germany, but 
always for the Berlin location. In the summer of 2020, we advertised a new cus-
tomer advisor position as a 100% home office position for the first time and filled 
it after only a short time with a candidate from Baden-Württemberg. Compared 
to previous advertisements for precisely this position, we not only received many 
times as many applications: Above all, we had significantly better qualified candi-
dates. The possibility to work for Afilio flexibly from home, even from other parts 
of Germany, expands the field of really good applicants for us enormously.

In the meantime, we have additional team members, also in other fields of work, 
working from Brandenburg, Baden-Württemberg and Rhineland-Palatinate. In 
the near future, we estimate that we will advertise half of our positions for home 
office work across Germany in order to access a broader pool of talent. If wage 
bureaucracy doesn‘t complicate the process too much, we may well advertise home 
office positions outside Germany in the future.“

Philip Harms, founder and managing partner of the start-up Afilio

What are the biggest 
advantages of remote 
work for you?

Question from the survey conducted,  
the 3 most frequently cited responses

Doing away with 
the commute

74%

Time 
flexibility

69%

Location 
flexibility

48%
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Thesis 05 | Tooling

Digital Fitness – 
hybrid work only with 
excellent technology 

& training
Coronavirus has brought a significant 
upswing in digital transformation to 
Germany: new tools have been develo-
ped, introduced or integrated into exis-
ting environments – a real triumph for 
many IT departments. According to the 
‘Flexible Working 2020’ study by Deloit-
te, 84% of those surveyed now use sig-
nificantly more digital communication 
channels. And 79% of those we surveyed 
say that infrastructure and technology 
are currently no longer a challenge for 
hybrid work.

But while the integration of technolo-
gy has been successful across the board, 
tech literacy seems to be lagging far 
behind: “Executives in particular find 
it difficult to use digital tools and the 
resulting changes in communication,” 
explains the personnel manager of a 
family-owned company. Tools are con-
tinuously developing: Zoom, Microsoft 
Teams or Google Meet now have nume-
rous functions. The new tools are rich 
in functions for creative workshops, effi-

cient surveys and effective team discus-
sions. New tools such as Wonder, Meet 
Butter or mmhmm enable completely 
new, innovative virtual meetings.

“We see a high training deficit in the use 
of digital tools. Mostly, only the basic 
functions are used and further possi-
bilities for brainstorming, exchange 
formats or the like are left out due to 
a lack of self-confidence,” adds the HR 
representative of an insurance compa-
ny.

While the technical basis for hybrid collaboration 
has been created, there is still a strong need for trai-
ning in the competent use of the tools to be able to 
leverage the full potential of hybrid work: “However, 
using virtual meetings correctly and designing them 
effectively and efficiently needs to be learned – there 
is often still a need for support here.” (Deloitte, 2020).

Design a clear tool landscape that enables testing of new features 
and offerings.

Create test rooms for virtual meeting formats in which managers 
and employees can experience and test a new form of collaboration 
and new tools.

Develop training and coaching initiatives for digital fitness to ma-
nage the hybrid workday effectively and efficiently.

1.
2.
3.

Our recommendation

Our Top 5 
Tooling Toolbox

Wonder.me 
Wonder breaks with the rigid structures of classic web 
conferencing tools and brings the virtual space to life, 
through which users can move with an avatar. When two 
or more people move towards each other, a video call auto-
matically opens between them. The tool is ideally suited 
for digital events or workshops, where people can switch 
between different conversation formats without having to 
make an appointment or change channels.

Gather.town 
Gather combines a charming 8-bit look with 
high-performance technology to enable the 
creation of virtual and user-defined spaces. 
Users can continuously explore the 2D worlds 
as avatars and make video calls with other 
people based on proximity to each other. With 
the ability to customize and incorporate inter-
active and fun features, Gather can be used to 
create unique formats from casual meetings to  
large conferences.

Miro.com & Mural.co
Virtual whiteboard tools, Miro and Mural, enable compre-
hensive, digital collaboration in real time. A wide range of 
formats can be implemented, from simple brainstorming 
sessions to complex processes. Boards can be expanded as re-
quired, individually designed, and also offer numerous fea-
tures for the digital implementation of meetings and work-
shops. Thanks to their continuous adaptability and being 
up-to-date, the tools also offer enormous potential for long-
term projects in terms of their agile understanding of work.

MeetButter.io
MeetButter is an all-in-one platform and an 
absolute hit for digital workshops. With its 
simple and intuitive interface, the tool leaves 
hardly anything to be desired and convinces 
with extremely well-thought-out functions. In 
addition to a visible agenda, breakouts, voting, 
polls, the integration of Miro, YouTube and 
the Google Suite, the tool from Copenhagen 
offers a great deal more for facilitating smooth  
virtual workshops.

MS Teams,  
MS Yammer & Slack
Nothing stops productive collaboration like 
long emails. With Yammer, Microsoft Teams 
or Slack, those days are over. Instead, you have 
transparency, an overview of the different com-
munication channels and the option to use dif-
ferent bots to make feedback, approvals, discus-
sions, praise- and appreciation-giving digitally 
tangible and perceptible.
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Thesis 06 | Participation

New communication 
spaces – for participation

& transparency
Physical space quickly reaches its limits. 
Online meetings and live streams, on 
the other hand, offer a whole new ran-
ge of possibilities. What was previous-
ly discussed in a closed meeting room 
now takes place on the World Wide 
Web. More cost-effective and time-sa-
ving, cross-location and interactive. 
With a company-wide digitalisation and 
corresponding user competence in the 
staff, there is the chance to integrate 
all employees of a company, to create 
transparency and to live real partici-
pation with the possibilities of digital 
interaction.

“We expanded our dialogue format with 
the Management Board from 2,000 to 
3,000 people to 8,000, and it worked 
better than we ever expected. The re-
sponse has been enormously positive: 
people who previously only knew the 
Board of Management from the press 
or such are suddenly experiencing it 
directly,” reports the Vice President 
HR Development from the automotive 

industry. Julia Reuter, Head of HR Stra-
tegy at the media group RTL, had a si-
milar experience: „We communicated 
a great deal and were very transparent 
in contrast to the past. As a result, we 
have ensured more openness overall 
and have already transferred more re-
sponsibility.“ Because the immediacy of 
the remote world has advantages, adds 
Julia Reuter: „As it‘s much quicker to set 
up an online meeting than to clear out 
all the conference rooms and make the 
seating.

Hybrid work setups enable new, innovative forms of 
communication and participation as an exchange 
across hierarchical levels. The prerequisite for this is 
a change in thinking on the part of top management: 
because transparency makes people vulnerable - and 
can cause insecurity. Managers are thus given a new 
task, become content creators for the entire company 
and are in constant exchange. “And live. Everyone he-
ars everything, everyone sees everything. So, the issue 
of transparency has increased massively compared to 
before, in terms of personal exchange, no matter at 
what level,” confirms the HR director of an agency. 
One example: “Our CEO communicates with the ent-
ire A1 team at least twice a month in the Workplace 
Live Update. He gives a short update on the company 
and answers the employees’ questions in a live chat 
- questions that the team is currently concerned ab-
out. He has established a valuable exchange format 
here for himself and also for the team.” Says Britta 
Schindler, Head of People & Change at the telecom-
munications company A1.

Create transparency about company developments. You will be re-
warded with growing trust and commitment.

Develop innovative ways of communicating internally. Opportuni-
ty lies in the combination of digital as well as physical spaces, and in 
intimacy as well as reach.

Coach top management in their new communicator roles. Authen-
tic, simple communication is crucial.

1.
2.
3.

Our recommendation

A practical case study

“With the start of the lockdown came an uncertain period for us. Some customers 
had to stop their marketing completely overnight, others put projects that had 
already been commissioned on hold. Sales fell short of expectations for several 
months, and business threatened to become unprofitable. The decision was made 
to apply for furlough.

Our management circle of department heads understood the necessity of this mea-
sure. However, employees’ clear rejection was also evident – among other things 
because of wage losses and job insecurity. As a compromise, we agreed to forego 
furlough for the time being and to accept further losses in sales. At the same time, 
we clearly communicated the sales performance levels at which furlough would 
become unavoidable, calculated over several months. This was reported on an on-
going basis in the virtual weekly status meetings with the entire workforce.

After a relatively short time, we were able to close the sales gap due to the enor-
mous commitment of all existing customers with additional projects. So far, net-
nomics has not had to announce one day of furlough. What remains is incredible 
mutual trust. Transparency has paid off for us.“

Martin Beermann, Founder and Managing Partner of netnomics GmbH
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Thesis 07 | Leadership

Management of hybrid 
teams – trust & agility 
more crucial than ever

The enforced home office experiment 
promoted a new form of ownership and 
self-organisation in the organisations 
we interviewed: “There was a feeling of 
‘Hey, we’re all in this together now and 
have to manage it together.’ This crea-
ted a strong sense of ownership in the 
team – or perhaps it was always there, 
and we managers just didn’t see it,” re-
calls Sandra Raßfeld from Thermondo. 
Employees are not only committed to 
their work, they also take on responsibi-
lity, despite reservations at management 
level. Self-organisation – the distributi-
on of responsibility – and a change in 
management requirements happened 
overnight. “Working in the Corona pan-
demic has been a bit like a boot camp of 
‘on the job’ leadership development.” 
(‘Working in the Corona Pandemic – To-
wards the New Normal’, Fraunhofer 
ILO, 2020)

To make hybrid work successful in the 
future, leadership must be redefined 
and established. Lenka Kaciakova, VP 
Human Resources at mobile games de-
veloper Wooga, puts it this way: “People 
managers definitely need to rethink 
how to manage a remote team, how to 
inform, how to document information 
flow. They just need to put much more 
effort into consciously building trust 
with team members, so that they proac-
tively share their concerns with mana-
gers.” Leadership logic is moving from 
push to pull.

Employees must actively demand help 
and feedback because managers no lon-
ger have any insight into their actions 

and can only control a digital section at 
best. 46% of those we surveyed said that 
they see the increased autonomy and 
personal responsibility as the main ad-
vantage of remote working. At the same 
time, 18% of employees in small compa-
nies with 10 to 49 employees feel that 
they are less trusted in the home of-
fice.

The challenge of ‘letting go’ and hand-
ing over responsibility is observed by 
many of our interviewees, including the 
personnel manager of a large health in-
surance company: “The leadership issu-
es were there before, but with remote 
work we definitely need to lead more 
consistently, clearly and transparently 
now.”

Leaders of hybrid teams face different challenges, 
therefore, and often more frequently than ever. It is 
necessary to have trust, to make the implicit explicit, 
to consciously and actively connect team members, 
to proceed in an agile manner and to learn together 
(cf. Crushman & Wakefield, 2020). Companies need 
to support their leaders in consciously reflecting on 
this need and in training the corresponding compe-
tencies. Miriam Schilling, personnel manager at the 
outdoor sports supplier Vaude: “I believe that it is a 
good time to say: I am changing my behaviour. I‘m 
changing how we work together.”

Promote trust and acceptance of responsibility in teams. Team 
workshops on strategy, decision-making processes and feedback 
culture lay key foundations.

Offer coaching on leadership attitudes. Reflection on leader-
ship styles helps to actively create a new, people-oriented  
leadership culture.

Provide methodological tools. Hybrid teams require new techniques 
and tools for facilitation, dialogue, task management and creativity. 

1.
2.
3.

Our recommendation

Do you feel that you are given 
the same level of trust when 
working at home or remotely 
as in the office?

Question from the survey conducted, 
broken down by company size

2-9 employees    

5% 86% 9%

10-49 employees            

18% 75% 7%

14% 82% 4%

50-249 employees

10% 86% 4%

250-999 employees

14% 82% 4%

1,000-9,999 employees            

12% 85% 3%

10,000 employees or more            

No, less.

Yes.

No, more.
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Thesis 08 | Diversity

Hybrid work & equality 
– one step forward and 

one step back?
Granted: This has been the most chal-
lenging thesis of them all. Because we 
have noticed from study information 
and personal experience that hybrid 
work has noticeable effects on diversity 
and equality. That said, causes and ef-
fects are difficult to grasp and cannot be 
interpreted clearly using our data, and 
this is a complex and sensitive area ge-
nerally. We are therefore sharing some 
of the observations we have discussed 
on the opportunities, and also risks, 
which need to be delved into and better 
understood far beyond this study.

Starting small, hybrid work has an ob-
servable positive effect on equality in 
everyday meetings as the HR manager 
of a large IT company describes: “Befo-
re Coronavirus, there had always been a 
two-tier society in meetings: those who 
had to work in the office and those who 
were there digitally under an alternative 
working model and were at a disadvan-
tage in conversation. That’s now over 
with.”

So remote meetings are not only more 
natural, but technology can also level 
out differences: on a screen, we’re all the 
same – big or small, loud or quiet, ta-
king up space or ceding space. The video 
tile always has a standard size, and the 
mute button is power. There is potential 
in that. And there is no doubt that fle-
xible working hours and locations (see 
also our Thesis 4 on Flexiwork) make it 
easier to reconcile different lifestyles or 
childcare, for example, with participa-
tion and one’s career. This is also con-
firmed by our survey data, that shows 
hybrid working models are particularly 
popular with women and minorities. A 
step in the right direction?

There is a further striking aspect to our 
survey with regards to gender differen-
ces: men more often work in the study, 
while women are more likely to set up 
their home office elsewhere in the home. 
The extent to which this is based on the 
availability of such a room, individual 
preferences or roles and assumptions, is 
not clear from our data. For this reason, 
it is better to consider the studies on the 
structural level, which urges caution: 
because hybrid work seems to simulta-
neously exacerbate existing differences 
and even undo progress towards equa-
lity. The McKinsey study ‘Vision for the 
Post-Pandemic Workforce’ from 2020 
shows remote work is mainly feasible 
for workers in academic, managerial 
and professional positions. Simpler ac-
tivities or social contact professions are 
often tied to physical places and mee-
tings, and are therefore excluded from 
this degree of flexibility.

According to the McKinsey study, this 
unequal distribution regarding edu-
cational level is compounded by the 
fact that women in particular work in 
contact occupations such as nursing → 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hybrid work sometimes has contradictory effects on 
diversity and equality, and these need to be addres-
sed. We must be careful how we can exploit the op-
portunities and minimise the risks. For those who 
are free to choose their working model because their 
job or employer allows it, hybrid work offers freedom 
and self-fulfilment. The challenge for teams, compa-
nies and our society is rather to make this freedom of 
choice accessible to as many people as possible, and to 
develop methods of compensating people according 
to their different environmental conditions.

Create transparency and awareness of structural inequalities and 
their effects. This is the first step towards not reinforcing them.

Regularly evaluate how your hybrid work models promote or hinder 
equality and share this with other companies – many organisations 
face this challenge.

Link your diversity and hybrid work initiatives to develop inclusive 
and creative solutions with stakeholders.

1.
2.
3.

Our recommendation

Which statement is most 
applicable to you?

Question from the survey conducted

0%

I‘m freaking out, 
remote work is not 

for me.

I think remote work is 
super great – I never 

need a permanent 
office again.

I would like to see a 
hybrid model of office/
workplace and remote 

work in the future.

3%

82%
87%

100%

15%
12%

0%1%

Where do you work when 
you work remotely?

Question from the survey conducted, 
excerpt of the answer options (multiple choice) 

At home 
in the study

At home in 
the kitchen, living room 

or bedroom

47%

71%
75%

25%

68%

42%

male (n=210)

female (n=234)

other (n=4)

or the education sector. Role-rela-
ted demands and remote working 
are rarely compatible. And so pre-
cisely for those who would not only 
wish for hybrid work, but also gain 
freedom by it, are prevented from do-
ing so by environmental conditions.  
A step backwards? •
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Thesis 09 | People & Culture

Shaping the  
employee experience –  

creative formats for  
digital working

Before the pandemic, designing the em-
ployee experience was a central task for 
HR departments. Lockdowns put this to 
the test.

In our interviews, several executives 
shared their experience of how challen-
ging it is to onboard new hires remote-
ly. Feeling part of the team is extremely 
difficult if you don’t find a point of con-
nection with similarly minded collea-
gues at a new job, at the team lunch or 
in the hallway. In some cases, this can 
even lead to resignations after just a few 
weeks. – The diagnosis: foreign body 
sensation.

It turns out that almost all touchpoints 
of the employee experience need upda-
ting for hybrid work. In addition to hi-
ring and onboarding or offboarding, our 
analysis shows elements such as per-
sonal development, career planning or 
feedback/performance need a particular 
rethink. On the other hand, deliberate 
changes can quickly produce positive 
results. The HR manager of a software 
company explains how she successful-
ly digitised the onboarding process for 
thousands of new employees, making 
it more efficient and innovative: “We 
have invested significantly in the most 
important touchpoints of our employee 
experience, created new touchpoints, 
and improved existing ones. We can 
tell it’s paying off: our Employee Expe-

rience Score, which we’ve been measu-
ring for years, is currently at a record 
high.”

As the office can be increasingly less re-
lied upon for culture- and identity-crea-
ting moments (see Thesis 2), there is a 
new desire for digital cultural formats 
as well as new tools that record and ana-
lyse feedback and needs through pulse 
checks. People analytics apps are boom-
ing: the Berlin-based company Peakon, 
for example, was recently sold to the 
US cloud service provider Workday for 
700 million US dollars. Microsoft has 
developed Microsoft Viva, a new all-in-
one platform that works in combination 
with MS Teams and partners with exter-
nal service providers.

No hybrid work without a hybrid employee expe-
rience. HR teams are faced with the task of adapting 
their touchpoints to the new working day and have 
the opportunity to completely rethink outdated ap-
proaches. Continued employee retention in a digital 
world must be the backdrop of any consideration – 
and through the complete lifecycle journey.

Integrate a people analytics tool that – while respecting data pro-
tection – provides you with regular data on the mood, status and 
productivity of your organisation.

Develop a hybrid employee experience strategy defining touchpo-
ints in a hybrid work environment.

Design prototypes for the most important hybrid touchpoints and 
develop them into innovative solutions.

1.
2.
3.

Our recommendation

5 practical tips for hybrid onboarding

Onboarding new employees is one of the most important touchpoints in the 
employee experience that needs to be rethought for hybrid work. We have 
compiled five simple, practical tips from our analysis:

 

1. Onboarding package to be sent directly to incoming employees 
at home in a culturally fitting way. Digital set-ups such as smart 
phones and notebooks can be sent at the same time.

2. Digital welcome formats that connect various newcomers and 
make corporate culture a digital experience through gamifica-
tion.

3. Virtual Lunch-Dates to connect future employees and the exis-
ting team in one-to-one meetings, and to get to know each other 
personally.

4. Onboarding buddy to provide all newcomers with a set contact 
person to help them navigate the digital space.

5. Leadership toolkit for managers to design an onboarding ex-
perience tailored to the role and developed with a good mix of 
technical, cultural and content-based work.
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Thesis 10 | Communication

Empathic & conscious 
communication – 

essential for  
hybrid teams

Communication is key. While this has 
always been the case, hybrid set-ups 
give it a whole new dimension – it runs 
through each of our theses, therefore, 
and should be emphasised again here. 
Even hybrid working models can mean 
team members don’t meet in person 
for days or even weeks. Our quantitati-
ve survey shows that it is precisely this 
personal exchange with colleagues (74%) 
and managers (48%) that is missing in a 
hybrid work environment. Sandra Raß-
feld, CCO at Thermondo, sees this as 
dangerous: “The freedom you have wor-
king from home is great. But it also me-
ans that it’s easier for you to fall into a 
slump because you lack structure and a 
colleague who asks, ‘How are you doing 
really?’”

The random chat at the coffee machi-
ne, the brief update in the stairwell, or 
overhearing a frustrating phone call are 
all missing from the home office. Com-
munication must be designed even more 

consciously in hybrid teams, therefore. 
This is important for exchanging infor-
mation and functional – especially writ-
ten – communication, for which many 
digital tools are already integrated (such 
as MS Teams or Slack, see Thesis 5). 
Conscious communication is even more 
vital to facilitate informal communica-
tion, relationship-building with collea-
gues and, ultimately, protecting mental 
health. Lenka Kaciakova, VP Human 
Resources at the game company Wooga 
in Berlin, describes it like this: “There 
are just some things you don’t see, and 
will realise too late. That’s why we need 
to talk about it explicitly.”

The goal must be to create moments of emotional 
connection on a regular basis, because informal com-
munication shapes culture and is identity-forming. 
Less in-person activity and more digital meetings de-
mand a proactive design. “That’s why I hope we can 
change this extreme back into a healthy hybrid model 
that allows for both the flexibility of mobile working 
and the communication of values and culture within 
the company,” wishes Norbert Janzen, Head of HR at 
IBM. Another software company’s HR executive af-
firms: “Face-to-face exchange is an important social 
adhesive. In the office or on offsites, social batteries 
can be recharged allowing us to better communicate 
with each other digitally again.”

Never underestimate informality – even in leadership teams. Cohe-
sion and healthy motivation come from personal relationships, not 
from rational transactions.

Invest time in getting together informally. Check-in and check-out, 
team rituals, scheduled virtual coffee meetings, close-knit one-on-
one meetings provide the space for nuance.

Build trust in teams. Team development workshops on non-vio-
lent communication and high-performance teams promote  
honest exchange.

1.
2.
3.

Our recommendation

1. How frequently is 
employees’ well-being 
discussed in your 
company? 
 

2. How satisfied are 
you with your work in 
general?

Questions from the conducted survey,
combined analysis 

y-axis well-being 
x-axis satisfaction 

regularly

very  
unsatisfied

very  
satisfied

neutral

occasionally

rarely Ø

Ø

Ø

Of the participants in our survey, 82% are generally satisfied with their work (18% are dissatisfied 
or neutral). The evaluation also underlines that satisfaction correlates with how often employees’ 
well-being is discussed in the company. Check-ins, retrospectives, feedback rounds as well as special 
team meetings or surveys are cited as common mechanisms for an open exchange about well-being 
in everyday work.
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