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A brief history of work

Throughout human history, how the world’s population has worked has 
evolved and what we are seeing today is the latest – and probably fastest 
– iteration of that evolution. For most of recorded human history the vast 
majority of the world’s population was engaged in farming, with subsequent 
changes moving through mechanisation in the 18th century that drove workers 
into centralised mills; the Industrial Revolution harnessed steam and made 
mass production possible; railroads and canals linked industrial hubs while 
steam-powered ships transformed international trade. 

The working family unit initially survived as teams in newly built factories, 
but in time it was overwhelmed by the factory system and the division of 
labour, as first proposed by Adam Smith in Wealth of Nations (1776). In the 
early 1800s, work became a job as bureaucracy helped to define roles and 
responsibilities and more clearly demarcated personal and work property. 
Specialisation followed, and by 1850 only 22% of the British workforce was 
employed in agriculture.

The office was born at the beginning of the 20th Century when the telegraph 
and the railway left large companies with central headquarters. Early offices 
were ‘paperwork factories’, with clerical staff accounting for one-third of 
workers, sitting in rows, all facing the same way. Work was mechanised by 
the typewriter and the adding machine, later the telex, telephone, rolodex, 
fax machine and PC. By 1956, the number of white-collar workers in the US 
overtook the number of blue-collar workers for the first time. The office evolved 
over time including efforts to humanise it – executives did not sit on different 
floors, open-plan offices became the norm, cleaners were outsourced. You 
could no longer smoke (or drink à la Mad Men) at your desk, but it was still 
the place where white-collar work was done.

In the 1970s, people began to reconsider the relationship between 
home and the workplace, helped by the combination of computers and 
telecommunications. However, so-called telework was dead in the water 
ahead of the PC, smartphone and of course, broadband internet. As those 
technologies proliferated, they began to democratise the means of (office) 
production. At the same time, offices, and commuting, were becoming more 
expensive and less comfortable, with typical office density falling to 8m2 per 
employee. The combination of the two, married with WiFi, presaged a boom 
in coffee shops – cost effective ‘third places’ that were neither work nor 
home – monetised via coffee. While only 5% of the UK labour force worked 
from home on the eve of the pandemic, 13% of people worked out of a 
coffee shop every day, 80% have done so at least once and as many as one 
in three people had even attended a job interview in one. As such, the rise of 
the coffee shop provided the foundation for working from home (WFH) during 
COVID-19. It also made clear that the office era was coming to an end.

 

Hybrid Work “It’s an aberration that we are going 
to correct as quickly as possible,”

-David Solomon, CEO Goldman Sachs

“The office was born at the beginning of the 
20th Century when the telegraph and the 
railway [left] large companies with central 
headquarters. Early offices were 'paperwork 
factories', with clerical staff accounting for one-
third of workers, sitting in rows, all facing the 
same way.”
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No going back

Despite the many negatives associated with lockdown, a recent McKinsey 
survey revealed that 80% of people had enjoyed WFH while 69% believe 
they have been at least as productive as previously. They have enjoyed the 
more flexible hours and the lack of commute which has saved time (the 
average commute is 59 minutes/day but nearly two hours/day in large cities) 
and money (up to 10% of net income in London, but as much as 20% of 
net income after housing costs). Whatever their reasons, only 12% want 
to return to full-time office work while more than 72% want a hybrid 
remote-office model going forward. Half of workers say they will leave 
their jobs if they are not offered flexible work.

Companies will find it hard to say no, nor should they. Upgraded cloud-based 
systems have already supported large-scale remote work while employees 
have worked exceptionally hard during the pandemic. In the UK, workers have 
increased their working week by almost 25%, while surveys reveal that home 
workers take shorter lunch breaks, work through sickness and – as the split 
between work and leisure time becomes blurred – are “always on”. Akin 
to returning servicemen after WWII, employees post-COVID-19 will 
demand a different deal from their employers based on trust. They are 
unlikely to be disappointed – nearly half of UK companies are already planning 
on enabling more home and hybrid work over the next 6-12 months.

The best of both worlds

While some technology companies like Microsoft and Google have said they will 
support remote work indefinitely, hybrid work is likely to follow the approach 
that Deutsche Bank is said to be considering – allowing most employees to 
permanently work from home two days a week but be in the office for the 
other three. This ‘best of both worlds’ approach combines the efficiencies 
and focus associated with remote work, with the social interactions, creativity 
and serendipity associated with the office. We know it works because the best 
companies already do it. According to a pre-pandemic US workplace survey, 
employees in the most innovative organisations only spent 74% of their time 
in the office (equivalent to 3.5 days/week) compared to 86% at the least 
innovative companies.

All change

As the locus of work changes (agriculture to factories to offices – to hybrid?) we 
should expect significant direct and indirect impacts across myriad industries. 
These are likely to accelerate or exacerbate trends that were already in place 
pre-pandemic, as well as potentially create new ones. What follows is an early 
effort to identify some of the most important changes that hybrid work will 
bring – a working template of the future, if you like.

 

Source: https://knoema.com/infographics/kchdsge/number-of-star-
bucks-stores-globally-1992-2020

“This ‘best of both worlds’ approach combines 
the efficiencies and focus associated with remote 
work, with the social interactions, creativity and 
serendipity associated with the office. We know 
it works because the best companies already do 
it.”

https://knoema.com/infographics/kchdsge/number-of-starbucks-stores-globally-1992-2020
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Less office space?

The trend towards less fixed office space was already in place pre-pandemic, 
with companies shrinking footprints to less than one desk per employee. 
However, COVID-19 has proven, in a way only a crisis can, that companies 
can get by with less office space; UK office occupancy rates ended 2020 
well below 10%. Occupancy will recover once vaccines allow workers to 
return safely to their offices, but the amount of space required will depend 
on the interplay between hybrid work and reduced density (due to social 
distancing). According to McKinsey, office-space decision-makers expect time 
worked in main and satellite offices to decline by 12% and 9% respectively 
with remote work forecast to increase to 27% of work time. Cushman & 
Wakefield expect a net loss of 95 million square feet of commercial property 
in 2021 with the market unable to recover pre-COVID-19 levels until 2025. 
Uncertainty about future office needs has seen average lease length in the 
US fall from nine to seven years. Potential cost savings for companies are not 
trivial, estimated at between 25-43% within the next 2-3 years. However, 
these savings may be driven by relocation to cheaper second-tier cities rather 
than a significant reduction in overall space – only time will tell.

The de-urbanisation arbitrage

The migration away from metropolises towards smaller towns and gateway 
communities (aka ‘Zoom towns’) during lockdown may gather pace post-
pandemic as hybrid work frees urban dwellers from their daily commutes 
while allowing them to arbitrage wage differentials (40% higher in the top 
15 US metro areas compared to other metro areas) and property prices (3x 
higher in the top metro areas). Additional cost savings associated with de-
urbanisation include travel, childcare and education. With people also placing 
a premium on outside space post-lockdown, urban populations may shrink 
after decades of growth that has seen London’s population increase from 
seven million in 2000 to around 9.1 million people last year. PwC believe more 
than 300,000 people might leave London this year, which would represent 
the first annual decline since 1988. However, an August 2020 survey carried 
out by the London Assembly revealed that 14% of Londoners want to leave 
the city as a result of the pandemic – not dissimilar from the 20% that left the 
capital over four decades after WWI.

Mass transit in reverse

The pandemic has dealt a body blow to mass transit systems across the world. 
Lockdown has seen passenger volumes collapse; Transport for London (TfL) 
has suffered a c90% reduction in income while New York City’s MTA has only 
recaptured one-third of its pre-pandemic volume. TfL has a £2bn shortfall this 
financial year while the American Public Transportation Association (APTA) 
estimates that US transit agencies face an aggregate c$49bn shortfall by the 
end of 2021. 

 

Less Time at the Office

Source: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/sys-
tem/uploads/attachment_data/file/852652/annual-bus-statistics-2019.pdf

Source: Statista

Office vacancy rates in British city centres Q4 2020

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/852652/annual-bus-statistics-2019.pdf
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While the past year has devastated their financials, mass transit systems were 
in decline long before the pandemic. In London, bus travel reached its peak in 
2014 while in 2018 New York’s subway carried 2% fewer people on weekdays 
than the previous year and its buses 6% less. All the growth in UK travel has 
been captured by cars, vans and taxis. Ride-sharing companies such as Uber 
and Lyft have certainly played their part, with one US study suggesting that for 
each year they enter a market, rail and bus travel decline by 1.3% and 1.7% 
respectively.

With high fixed costs, declining volumes and inflexible labour, the pandemic 
has laid bare the financial fragility of public transport/mass transit systems. 
Hybrid work will deliver the coup de grâce as passenger volumes reset 
meaningfully lower, with fewer journeys to work and a greater preference 
for individual transport modes where possible (thanks to social distancing 
and fear). Avoiding a downward spiral of higher fares and/or reduced service 
leading to lower volumes will be difficult.

Cities struggle

If Yuval Harari is right – that large-scale flexible co-operation explains why 
humans are “masters of the world” – then cities are our palaces. They are 
where people gravitate towards to find work (and play) in an increasingly 
interconnected world and where specialisation is most cherished. They have 
become our economic, political and cultural hubs while metropolises represent 
the apogee of globalisation.

Loss of commuter traffic due to hybrid work will transform cities. 
KPMG estimate “the loss of commuter flow could range from over a tenth to 
under a third” of where it stood pre-COVID-19 as up to 27% of office work 
is performed from home. This sobering analysis does not take into account 
de-urbanisation nor the resulting skew towards lower income populations. 
Cities may change shape with the centre hollowed out as per the post-
industrial experience. Retail (at least in city centres) is likely to bear the brunt of 
this with consolidation, downsizing and repurposing inevitable. Retail property 
valuations are already at/around 50% of their previous peak and, in some 
cases, much lower reflecting the absence of obvious buyers. The severity of 
the readjustment depends on how much of the shift to online grocery persists, 
with penetration having risen from 6.5% pre-COVID-19 to c15% today, as 
grocery represents 50% of the overall UK retail market.

Less tourism also represents a meaningful challenge to large cities in the post-
pandemic world with the sector, both domestic and international, contributing 
4.4% of GDP and c21% of service exports in OECD countries. Despite huge 
pent-up demand for travel, the rate of recovery depends heavily on vaccine 
rollouts and countries agreeing a new modus operandi for international travel. 
Some cities, such as Florence, have used the crisis as an opportunity to move 
to a more sustainable model, away from large-scale tourism, but others, like 
London and New York, will be hard-pressed to do that. In 2011, London 
accounted for >50% of the total spent in the UK by international visitors. 
Loss of international travellers will hurt; Chinese tourists are said to account 
for one-third of sales in European shopping capitals while 50-60% of sales at 
Selfridges are made on foreign credit cards.

While tourism will more than fully recover with time, business travel may 
not. The vast majority of management teams we have spoken to recently have 
been positively surprised by how productive they have been without costly and 
environmentally damaging international travel. 

Source:  https://www.ynharari.com/topic/power-and-imagination/

“Hybrid work will deliver the coup de grâce as 
passenger volumes reset meaningfully lower, 
with fewer journeys to work and a greater 
preference for individual transport modes where 
possible.”

https://www.ynharari.com/topic/power-and-imagination/
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We feel the same – we are keen to meet with our companies again in person, 
but our virtual meetings and conferences are nearly as good. We can also do 
a lot more of them while being away from home less. However, the biggest 
impact will be felt in the internal travel category which explains c40% of 
business travel and has been well-served by videoconferencing during the 
pandemic. Cross-border business events are also unlikely to fully recover 
as virtual solutions and e-marketing alternatives have worked well in their 
absence. This does not bode well for conferences, exhibitions and trade 
fairs – worth a combined c£30bn to the UK in 2019. Globally, the larger 
business events industry – worth $1trn in direct spending and dominated 
by large cities such as Orlando, Las Vegas, London and Barcelona – looks ripe 
for technology disruption.

Greener cities…

Cities will not go down without a fight. They cannot – almost half the 
world’s population live in them, and within the OECD they explain c55% of 
the population, 59% of employment and 60% of total GDP. London alone 
explains c23% of UK GDP. Cities have certainly adapted before; the template 
that many will follow this time was well articulated by a spokesman for Sadiq 
Khan, Mayor of London, when he said: “the capital will recover to become 
cleaner, greener and fairer”.

One of the few positives from lockdown has been the reduction in global 
carbon emissions which declined by 7% in 2020 – the largest absolute drop 
ever recorded and the largest relative fall since WWII. However, in large cities, 
declines were far greater, with New York experiencing levels of pollution nearly 
50% lower in April 2020 than the previous year. In Madrid and Milan, nitrogen 
dioxide levels decreased by c45% while in Paris they fell by 54%.

While emissions will rebound with reopening, there is real desire on the part of 
policymakers and citizens to build on pandemic gains. In London, the Mayor’s 
Green New Deal aspires to make the capital a zero-carbon city by 2050. At 
c20% of global emissions, surface transport (roads and rails) will be a focus 
for any city looking to reduce its carbon footprint. Electric and hybrid vehicles 
will help, but one study suggests that meeting targets would require nearly a 
60% reduction in car mileage, even if all cars were low emission by 2035. As 
such, green taxes are likely to be intensified to reduce the number of journeys 
taken by car or motorcycle which in London account for 37% of all trips. 
Cities around the world are also promoting cycling as a cleaner and healthier 
alternative, attempting to build on the great bicycle boom of 2020. This has 
taken the form of generous subsidies and the creation of extensive cycle lanes 
which, whether by design or not, also discourage car use via increased traffic 
and journey times. If this is a covert war on motorists, it is being fought more 
openly in Paris where >70% of on-street parking spaces are expected to be 
removed to make more space for cycling.

…funded by less traditional infrastructure spending

With states and cities facing massive budget deficits, one way to help fund 
green initiatives might be to reallocate funds away from roads and rails. 
In the UK, £27bn has been earmarked to reduce congestion on roads while 
phase two of HS2 is currently expected to cost c£100bn. These programmes 
are said to be based on growth of 1% per year but, as previously discussed, 
traffic is likely to decline post-pandemic. According to the President of the AA 
– the UK’s largest motoring association – infrastructure funds might be better 
spent on broadband (to support home working) because if commuters spend 
just one day a week working from home, or commute later, “the roads will be 
as empty as they are in the school holidays”.

Source: https://www.carbonbrief.org/global-carbon-project-coronavi-
rus-causes-record-fall-in-fossil-fuel-emissions-in-2020

“Infrastructure funds might be better spent 
on broadband (to support home working) 
because if commuters spend just one day a week 
working from home, or commute later, “the 
roads will be as empty as they are in the school 
holidays.”

https://www.carbonbrief.org/global-carbon-project-coronavirus-causes-record-fall-in-fossil-fuel-emissions-in-2020
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Likewise, rail traffic could fall dramatically post-pandemic. Before 
COVID-19, nearly two-thirds of all UK rail journeys started or ended in London 
and over half of all journeys in England were for commuting. In London, 
more than half of commutes are taken between 7.00-10.00am. As the chart 
opposite shows, load factors are only c5% above capacity during the morning 
commute (c2% outside London). If hybrid work reduces daily demand by 
c10%, trains will operate below capacity all day. On a more prosaic note, 
ticketing may need to be overhauled as part-time working makes season 
tickets unviable while built-in pricing escalators (that underpin the appeal 
of many infrastructure investments) will look increasingly anachronistic and 
insufficient relative to volumes lost in a post-pandemic world.

Passengers in excess of capacity (PiXC) by city: 2015

Source: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/590675/rail-passengers-crowd-
ing-2015-revised.pdf

Source: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/sys-
tem/uploads/attachment_data/file/761352/rail-factsheet-2018.pdf

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/590675/rail-passengers-crowding-2015-revised.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/761352/rail-factsheet-2018.pdf
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As we spend more time at home (and much more of an average weekday) 
the locus of our lives will change. The most obvious manifestation of this to 
date has been the “trillion-dollar reallocation of capital from commercial 
to residential real estate”. This has taken many forms, including higher 
property prices, soaring demand for building materials and a home capex 
boom. Some tech companies have already been direct beneficiaries of this 
reallocation – one that looks likely to persist as we spend more time at home 
(and as our homes become places where we also work). Over time, the useful 
lives of items like home appliances and furnishings will shorten at the expense 
of their office equivalents.

It is a small world after all

During the pandemic, suburbs have fared well relative to city centres as we 
have spent more time where we live, rediscovering simple pleasures and our 
high streets. This trend may accelerate once lockdown ends as city centres 
struggle to fully recover and as hybrid work becomes more embedded. A new 
urban planning model is already being developed around localised living – a 
so-called ‘city of proximities’. Paris is leading the localisation charge with its 
mayor pushing the idea of the ‘15-minute city’ where “Parisians should be 
able to meet their shopping, work, recreational and cultural needs within a 
15-minute walk or bike ride”. While Paris is unusually dense, other cities such 
as Madrid, Milan and Seattle have announced plans to copy its approach.

Having suffered a 10% lower footfall in the seven years pre-COVID-19, could 
the pandemic prove the saviour for the ailing high street? This is a (very) 
non-consensus view today with e-commerce in the ascendancy, mopping up 
demand with stores closed and social distancing/infection fears expected to 
hamper any recovery. Perhaps – as we spend more time and money closer to 
home again – we will buy our goods online while consuming services locally, 
at the expense of city centres. Lockdown forced us to spend more time 
with our neighbours; hybrid work will likely see us trend more to our 
neighbourhoods.

Redesigned homes

Many of us have spent the past year retrofitting our homes for remote work 
(and home schooling). However, as hybrid work becomes the norm, so the 
home of the future is likely to be reimagined. Spanish Flu (and the Free Air 
Movement it presaged) led to the use of over-sized steam heating systems 
in cities like New York so they could heat apartment blocks on the coldest 
day of the year with the windows open. The fashion for painting oversized 
radiators with bronzing paint began after that pandemic as a way to reduce 
their ability to radiate by 20%. Today, roughly 80% of residential buildings 
in New York City are still heated by steam. There is no obvious consensus yet 
about how our post-pandemic homes will look aside from the need for more 
dedicated places to work (and therefore less open space) and fast internet as 
a prerequisite. 

 

More Time at Home “How we spend our days is, of 
course, how we spend our lives”

- Annie Dillard

Source: https://marker.medium.com/scott-galloways-7-business-predic-
tions-for-2021-a96259c4441a

https://marker.medium.com/scott-galloways-7-business-predictions-for-2021-a96259c4441a
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However, design is likely to embrace zero-carbon which will involve different 
materials, renewable energy and more recycling/upcycling. Accounting for 
c14% of total emissions today, homes will need to become greener if we are 
to meet our commitment to achieving zero-carbon by 2050.

Habit forming

The pandemic has given us the time (and money) to reimagine ourselves. While 
many of the activities that have become popular during lockdown may fall 
away once the world reopens, habits formed that reflect the additional 
time we now have at home will likely persist. This includes pet ownership, 
where lockdown has transformed a nation of dog lovers into a nation of dog 
owners. The price of puppies has doubled during lockdown contributing to a 
c170% increase in dog theft in the UK.

Sales of Peloton exercise bikes have also increased by more than 100% as 
people have embraced home/connected fitness and cycling during 
lockdown. While publicly-traded gym companies such as Planet Fitness have 
seen their share prices rebound to pre-COVID-19 levels, behaviours are likely 
to take much longer to recover, not least because going to the gym (while on 
the way, at, or returning from work) feels incompatible with a hybrid world. 
Other activities like cooking for pleasure and golf – both of which require 
time – are likely to continue to fare well in a hybrid world. Meanwhile things 
that can be delivered – from Amazon parcels, take-away food and perhaps 
even newspapers (where something of a proto-revival might already be taking 
place) – should continue to benefit from more time at home. In contrast, 
weekend life is likely to become less home-centric, more active (having 
been cooped up for more than a year) and increasingly experiential – if nothing 
else, the pandemic should have taught us that life is short. More sport, more 
travel, more life.

Source: Pets4homes

“The pandemic should have taught us that life is 
short. More sport, more travel, more life.”
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While WFH abstracted work from the workplace, hybrid work is likely to 
transform what we mean by work, how we find, measure and value it. The 
need to support both remote and office work will lead to a (cloud-based) 
paperless office and widespread digitisation of work.

Nature of work

Lockdown has given us a good idea about what work will look like after the 
pandemic. We may work longer, but with more flexible hours and shorter, less 
discursive meetings. Work is likely to remain more transactional than it was pre- 
COVID-19. Office days will hopefully be fun but productive too as we make 
the most of days with colleagues. For hybrid work to be successful, we will 
need to be more judicious with our time, stratifying work between tasks that 
require face-to-face interactions and those where technological alternatives 
will suffice or are better solutions. Many activities will probably remain virtual- 
only because they are better that way. We could get to a stage where offices 
are where we go for camaraderie, to brainstorm, chill, meet clients and create 
a corporate culture while home is where we do our focused work.

On a personal note, I shall miss real-world parents’ evenings which may stay 
virtual forever. Not because of the impromptu drinks that often follow such 
evenings but because it means I’ll probably never get to meet my son’s form 
tutor in person – John Humphrey – a 1980s’ Charlton Athletic legend and one 
of my boyhood heroes.

The paperless office – 45 years late

The so-called paperless office was first conceived in the mid-1970s and 
popularised by Wang Labs in 1983 when the innovative word processing and 
small business computer maker (self-styled as David to IBM’s Goliath) introduced 
its Office Image Processor (OIP). Priced at more than $15,000 and designed 
to “digitise entire documents and store them in a computer’s memory”, it 
heralded the paperless office – the office of the future. Predictably, the OIP 
never shipped and in 1992 Wang filed for bankruptcy. While predictions of 
a PC on every desk proved prophetic, advances in reprographics (printers and 
photocopies) instead saw the worldwide use of office paper more than double 
between 1980 and 2000. However, ‘peak paper’ occurred in c2007 as the 
“rise of the internet [ended] the correlation between paper and information”. 
Today, information is created and manipulated in electronic form “with paper 
serving mainly as an official record of the process”.

Remote work ended this status quo. The need to access files from anywhere 
will make paper records obsolete for everything but the most critical/sensitive 
documents. Just as COVID-19 greatly accelerated customer-facing interactions, 
so hybrid work may presage a wave of technology-enabled process 
automation and digitalisation. 

 

Transforming Work
“We all know that work will never be the same, even if we 
don’t yet know all the ways in which it will be different”

- Slack co-founder and CEO Stewart Butterfield

Source: FAOSTAT
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We believe hybrid work will require widespread adoption of cloud storage, 
unified communications, videoconferencing and contact centre software, 
workflow automation, collaboration and scheduling tools, digital forms and 
agreements, e-signatures, online procurement, invoicing and payments, 
security for distributed work and modern HR for policy enablement and 
monitoring, especially employee wellbeing.

Our interactions are likely to become increasingly digital too, obviating 
the need for paperwork and subsequent data entry; if that is the case, our 
datasets will explode in size and accuracy. Hybrid meetings can be recorded, 
indexed and automatically transcribed, the content becoming searchable 
and fed into project management tools for task assignment. Healthcare 
interactions will be captured via remote sessions (telemedicine) or in person via 
conversational AI that helps doctors streamline clinical documentation. In time, 
these datasets will augment prognoses and improve outcomes. Education is 
also likely to make greater use of digital tools too, facilitating richer content, 
gamification and greater class interaction. Like doctors, e-learning will allow 
teachers to focus on higher value work and leave what we used to call 
paperwork to AI. As this digital trove grows over time, work will become 
increasingly unitised and measurable while the value we derive from 
combining and surfacing datasets, applying AI and eliminating bad decisions 
will be far greater than anyone can imagine today.

The office of the future

As offices become places where we meet and collaborate, expect fixed desks 
to give way to hot-desking, collaborative hubs and open-plan areas that look 
more like home – or really cool coffee shops. Expect more meeting rooms too, 
all video-enabled and soundproofed (to accommodate those shouty Zoom 
calls). The timeline for and extent of this transformation will be influenced 
by the nature of an organisation’s work and will be frustrated by social 
distancing requirements while they exist. In short, as work digitises, offices 
are increasingly likely to look like tech company offices. Dress down, 
pets welcome, and full of cool and funky props to encourage interaction, 
brainstorming and (no doubt) longer hours. Think basketball courts, free food, 
table tennis tables etc. Think Google.

Gender neutral

Lockdown and home schooling is said to have hit working women harder than 
men as they are more likely to be primary care givers (75% of mothers with 
dependent children were in work, compared to 92% of fathers) which together 
with lower incomes (a combination of fewer hours worked and the gender pay 
gap) made them more than 5x more likely than men pre-pandemic to reduce 
their hours for childcare reasons. In Canada, the pandemic has seen female 
labour force participation fall from historic highs to 30-year lows. However, 
hybrid work may do more for female participation and gender equality 
in the workforce than any legislation could, similar to the WWII experience 
when the female US workforce near doubled. Today, women are very under-
represented in senior roles in part because they are considered more likely to 
prioritise their family responsibilities over their careers. Flexible work could 
obviate this trade-off, while early evidence suggests couples are sharing 
family responsibilities more evenly. The trends are already encouraging in the 
UK, with women recapturing more of their hours lost than men, helping to 
close the outstanding gap in hours worked.

Overall weekly hours worked in the UK 1971-2020, by gender

Source: Statista

Source: https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-cor-
porate-finance/our-insights/how-covid-19-has-pushed-companies-over-the-
technology-tipping-point-and-transformed-business-forever#

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/how-covid-19-has-pushed-companies-over-the-technology-tipping-point-and-transformed-business-forever#
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Productivity boom ahead?

Greater female workforce participation is likely to play a significant part in a 
potential productivity boom unleashed by automation and hybrid work. 
A significant topic in its own right, US labour productivity growth has averaged 
just 1.4% pa since 2004 – half the 1948-1973 rate. However, there was a 
productivity surge between 1995-2004 when a technology-led boom (the first 
internet wave) saw annual gains in excess of 3%. There are good reasons to 
believe we are on the cusp of another tech-driven productivity boom. Hybrid 
work will help us reduce unproductive time – less commuting/business 
travel, shorter lunches etc. In addition, days at home may eliminate time wasted 
waiting for deliveries, while scheduling software, and telemedicine, should do 
the same for GP waiting rooms. The ability to work remotely should reduce 
days lost to bad weather, tube strikes etc. More importantly, automation and 
remote work has the potential to transform service sector productivity via 
better stratification of work and the scaling of labour.

A pertinent example of this is telemedicine. It saves time – a typical session 
might be 8-10 minutes with around five minutes of wait time, compared to 
an in-office surgery visit which takes 121 minutes on average including 101 
minutes of commute and waiting room time. Telemedicine also saves money 
- $162 less than a visit to a primary care provider and $1,735 cheaper than a 
visit to an emergency department. The use of remote patient technology and 
virtual doctor visits should also significantly reduce the cost of chronic disease 
management (>85% of direct US healthcare spending) with annual cost savings 
estimated to be as much as $305bn. The Veterans Health Administration (VHA) 
used remote patient monitoring to reduce their annual patient cost to $1,600 
compared to >$13,000 for home-based primary services. Telemedicine should 
also help reduce specialist referrals with more than 200 million made in the 
US every year.

And this is just telemedicine. Just think what a plethora of game-changing 
technologies such as EV/AV, MRNA, reusable rockets, e-learning and AI might 
do to our productivity.

The digital divide

This long piece has focused exclusively on hybrid work and some of the 
changes it could presage. However, it would be remiss not to acknowledge 
that this new working modality only really applies to work that can be 
done remotely. As such, the greatest benefits of hybrid work will accrue to 
sectors like finance, management and IT and, in theory, advanced economies 
relative to developing ones. While McKinsey estimate that 29% of work could 
be done remotely with no loss of productivity, most of this work is done by “a 
highly educated, well-paid minority” of the workforce.

In contrast, “more than half the workforce…has little or no opportunity for 
remote work” – due to work being manual, requiring specialised machinery, 
being on location or making deliveries. Not only do these jobs often command 
lower wages but many are “at risk from…automation and digitisation” as well 
as a decline in commuters and business travel as one in four workers today 
work in the transportation, food service, cleaning and maintenance, retail and 
personal care industries. 

Source: https://www.wellington.com/en-gb/insights/labour-productivi-
ty-post-covid-boost-uk/

Source: https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/
whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-
countries

Source: https://laptrinhx.com/news/putting-the-great-stagnation-behind-
us-2AaE3xA/

https://www.wellington.com/en-gb/insights/labour-productivity-post-covid-boost-uk/
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-countries
https://laptrinhx.com/news/putting-the-great-stagnation-behind-us-2AaE3xA/


Polar Capital LLP 16 Palace Street, London, SW1E 5JD
T +44 (0)20 7227 2721    E investor-relations@polarcapitalfunds.com    

12

For non-US investor use only

Polar Capital Global Technology Team
June 2021

 

All opinions and estimates constitute the best judgment of Polar Capital as of the date hereof, but are subject to change without notice, and do not 
necessarily represent the views of Polar Capital. It should not be assumed that recommendations made in the future will be profitable or will equal the 
performance of securities in this document. A list of all recommendations made within the immediately proceeding 12 months is available upon request. Past 
performance is not indicative or a guarantee of future returns. 

As such, hybrid work risks accentuating inequalities at a social level in 
much the same way the pandemic has. The so-called ‘homework gap’ – the 
inability of low-income or rural students to access online educational resources 
during lockdown – is being addressed via funding for rural broadband and 
school provision of computers and hotspots. Likewise, governments may 
need to consider appropriate policy responses to ameliorate the digital divide 
exacerbated by hybrid work.

Ben Rogoff

4 June 2021

 
Source: Pew Research
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