
 

Deal-making in a virtual world - the working environment
post-Covid-19

It is difficult to lift one's gaze from the immediate, dramatic impact that Covid-19 has on our working lives and look towards
the horizon to see what lies ahead. Looking around corners does not feature in the workplace triage in which we are
engaging at the moment. And to be fair, there are many businesses or services who are so deep into dealing with the crisis
that no one can blame them for not taking a minute to consider the office environment six or 12 months in the future. For
those of us not engaged in essential services, however, perhaps now is the time to contemplate our working environment
post Covid-19.
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Employees are notoriously resistant to change. Whether the reasons relate to issues such as fear of loss of control,
concerns about one’s competence in a new environment, past resentments when it comes to work changes, or general
anxiety around the knock-on effects of change – we like to continue doing what we have grown accustomed to do. Covid-19
has gently nudged some people out of their comfort zones and it has absolutely obliterated it for others. Being forced to
dine on something that we were otherwise reluctant to taste is likely to have a significant impact on how we look at the
workplace menu post-pandemic.

Working from home

Previously the perceived preserve of millennials and the laid-back executives from sales, we all had to wrap our collective
heads around the virtual workspace when offices were shut, but clients still needed urgent assistance and deals still needed
to be finalised. And, like your first introduction to escargot, it may have been hard to swallow initially but most of us are now
converts who are as adept at connecting via Zoom as we are wielding our snail forks in a posh restaurant.

We have become accustomed to doing more electronically (and on our own) without the safety blanket of physical
documents with red pen mark-ups, flagged and well-thumbed textbooks or policies strewn around our offices and an adept
personal assistant to rely on. This is bound to have an impact on our willingness to continue with this experiment post Covid-
19. Even those of us who long for the camaraderie of the office, the joviality of the staff canteen and the recounting of the

14 May 2020By Johan Botes

https://www.bizcommunity.com/
https://www.bizcommunity.com/Search/196/610/s-Johan+Botes.html
https://www.123rf.com


weekend around the water cooler are likely to remember the benefits of our enforced working from home scenarios. I can
see myself working from home at least a day or two per week going forward, now that I appreciate the increased levels of
concentration and productivity possible when knuckling down in sleep shorts and a T-shirt in front of your laptop, to churn
out work uninterrupted.

I have not read any articles about people missing their daily commute to and from work. If you do, it may be more of an
indictment on your home situation that the joy of the commute. However, many employees have seen an increase in their
productivity where they now need not wake up at the crack of dawn, spend inordinate amount of time commuting, then put
in a full day at the office only to repeat the same commute in reverse. If you previously spent one hour every workday
commuting, and you now add 30 minutes’ productivity to your typical output due to the absence of your commute, that
amounts to the equivalent of between two and three weeks’ work per year. You can effectively go on leave without having to
increase your work output or targets, as you have already made up that productivity by using just half the time you saved
by not commuting.

What the research says

Working from home is likely to have a fair impact on workforce planning going forward. It may be that more businesses buy
into the vision of requiring smaller brick and mortar premises as they expect staff to share office space as and when they
come to the traditional office. A small allowance to assist employees to set themselves up in a home office may make
financial sense when contrasted with lease costs – typically one of the major cost elements in most businesses. However,
as a recent study by the National Bureau of Economic Research - Does Working From Home Work? Evidence from a
Chinese Experiment - has shown, not all employees who volunteered to work from home remained enamoured with the
idea. Although they reported a 13% increase in productivity, around two-thirds of the control group opted to return to the
office at the end of the nine-month experiment.

The same study also found that employees who performed well during the period of remote working were keen to continue
working from home. Staff members with relatively poor performance during the same period mainly opted to return to work
at the conclusion of the programme.

Employees who work from home reported higher work satisfaction and reflected more positively in the attitudinal survey
done as part of the same study. Attrition also fell by more than 50% for the group working from home. Workers did express
concern about being out of sight, out of mind, with promotions for the work from home group falling by 50%,
notwithstanding the increase in productivity and positive disposition. Many also commented on the lack of social cohesion
and interaction when working remotely.

These (and other) studies and anecdotal evidence could assist employers in building the workplace for the future. The key
seems to be in being able to unlock the positive results of the work from home experience whilst managing the downside.
Businesses that have their finger on the employee pulse may have a strategic advantage in finding those initiatives that will
resonate with their teams as they seek to manage the gloomy financial future COVID-19 has created.
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