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TRADING IN CITY LIFE
The coronavirus pandemic presented
the world with many unprecedented
challenges. Amid the loss and human
pain, old habits were challenged.
People found themselves with the
freedom to try new ways of working.
Prominent among these was the
necessity of working from home.
Society got to spread its wings and see
its addiction to city life from a new
perspective. Many are left wondering
why this idea wasn’t tried before.

It's not like working from home never existed before 2020,
but it did not take hold as a viable alternative for many until
the pandemic took hold. Before then, people really needed a
good excuse not to go into the office to work. More openminded HR departments have long touted working from
home as a viable option, but usually one offered to staff in
policies that required agreement by line managers. Lack of
manager agreement and general office cultural pressure has
led to the idea remaining largely theoretical. However,
necessity being the mother of invention, this has now all
changed and the working from home model has quickly
become the norm for many people working compatible jobs.

The biggest resistance to
change was always in the mind
of those who had an instinctive
fear of the unknown.
Not wanting to change a norm is an understandable instinct.
If no other department is doing it, and there is no pressing
reason to be the first, managers understandably don't want
to take the risk of allowing revolutionary change and then
becoming a target when it all goes wrong. But destiny has
stepped in and taken a hand in making that change
necessary and working from home quickly became the social
accepted default. This is timely. Pressure to conserve fossil
fuel consumption makes driving to work something all
governments want to minimise, and eventually consign to
history. Electronic commuting is one of the most effective
steps we can make in that direction. But of course any new
way of working doesn't come without its challenges and risks.
This paper will focus on how modern technologies can be
utilised to minimise these risks and to enable employees to
work just as effectively from home as they were when they
were commuting each day. We have all been looking for
reasons to be hopeful and carbon savings have turned out to
be one of the hidden benefits of the public health
emergency.
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CHALLENGES FOR MAKING THE CHANGE
In truth, the main barriers to working from home are cultural
and psychological. Even in medieval times an administrator
living in a village that had horsed messengers regularly
running through it would have been able to be a remote
worker!
By the Victorian era, with a fully developed postal service and
the arrival of the telegram, things were easier. By the age of
the electric typewriter, teletype and telephone, the
technology was definitively in place. In the current time of
broadband Internet, live chat, home printers, scanners and
videoconferencing, any technical impediment has truly been
eradicated.
However, justified questions around trust, and maybe a little
paranoia ladled in, mean managers may still have questions
about allowing their teams to work from home. We hope the
solutions we provide here will be supportive of this change
that all ecologically-minded people desire to see.
Redkite Kinetics is a cable car company based in Zurich with
a long history of providing cable car solutions throughout
Europe and the world. It has a staff of 300 full-time
employees in Zurich and field engineers and sales people
travelling throughout the regions it caters to. It was chosen
as a typical multi-faceted modern company as a focus for
this study.
Until the pandemic, all its Zurich staff worked from their main
office, with only occasional bouts of working from home in
the event of there being a physical impediment to travelling
into the office. Apart from these rare exceptions, the
expectation was that people would make the trip to be seen
in the office and benefit from the open office environment.
The perceived benefits of this environment were sharing of
information, easy of communication, centralisation of
resources, and informal collaboration on tasks and projects.
With the pandemic this all changed and solutions had to be
quickly found to enable staff to work from home. Many
issues that were expected to be problems were not and the
transition turned out to be far smoother than even the most
optimistic had expected.
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TRUST, A MAJOR ISSUE IN AUTONOMOUS WORK
When it comes down to it, not having the available
technology was always an excuse to say ‘no’ to the many
employees who had wanted to work from home. Even when
the policy was in place, gaining permission was a major
stumbling block. Now fate has twisted the hand of decisionmakers and those prejudices have been put to the test.

When what was down to
management discretion
becomes company policy, we all
get to see change.
SAYING GOODBYE TO MICRO-MANAGING
As much as open-offices have been promoted as sources of
inspiration, creativity and team work, in truth many find them
distracting and stressful and somewhere where no one can
escape the gaze of mistrusting middle managers and, at
times, unhealthy colleague competitiveness. Many have
discovered that the pandemic has provided the opportunity
to actually concentrate on tasks in a more tranquil
environment where one is less likely to be interrupted.
Contrary to management fears, the result of this newly-found
freedom is more efficient working and more consistent work
standards than had been the norm before the shift to
homeworking. It remains to be seen if these changes in
working patterns will be permanent but the case for putting
trust in employees to work from home seems firmly to have
been made.

TECHNOLOGY LENDS A HELPING HAND
Although the major barriers have proven to be psychological,
technology can help to reassure overseers and enhance
existing working practices. It is legitimate for businesses to
want to monitor progression of tasks and to track
productivity. No management cycle is complete without
sampling and no project management can take place without
regularly feedback on tasks. Redkite had longed use such
software so the transition was a natural one.
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THE LOOMING QUESTION
The question that remains to be settled is if new ways of
working will stick once the public health system returns to
normal and the option is there to return to the old
established ways. The issue has been charged with so much
emotion, it was decided a statistical study could bring some
scientific focus and obtain results that could inform future
decision-making. These results are presented here.

SETTING RESEARCH PARAMETERS
In order to obtain meaningful results, a strict focus was kept
on the core concerns of both management and other
employees. These priorities are not always in opposition.
There is a shared concern that the better the firm performs
as a whole, the better future everyone has to look forward to.
The main point of contention, even in forward-thinking
companies, is worker autonomy, performance monitoring,
assessment, appraisal, feedback and communication.

FEEDING RESULTS INTO PRACTICAL OUTCOMES
The findings of the study show that while the pandemic took
the remote working model to an extreme and the company
continued to function well through it, there are arguments for
returning to the traditional mode of working in some
circumstances. The question is in what areas this is likely to
be desirable. The fundamental thesis of working from home
has been proven. The key conclusion is that the model must
be flexibly employed. This flex will be determined by work
type, workload, position, personal situation, and demand,
amongst other factors.
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HOMEWORKING WINS AND FAILS
Fails may be too strong a word, but Redkite employees and
managers alike reported occasionally lower levels of
collaboration, uncertainty about business development
direction, and a lack of opportunity to discuss ideas
informally compared to pre-pandemic performance. However,
it was commonly felt that these issues could be improved
with practice.
Areas where respondents reported improvements were tasks
requiring sustained, tightly-focused, concentrated tasks - such
as writing reports or carrying out complex calculations. Staff
also reported satisfaction with more flexible working patterns,
better energy levels from being able to avoid the commute, a
healthier lifestyle with more opportunity for rest and exercise.
Also, workers said they benefited from more opportunity for
mixing with people outside of the normal work environment.
Technical gains were an entirely digitised method of working,
a more efficient work environment compared to the
disorganised nature of hot desking, easily arranged online
meetings with colleagues and customers at distance, greater
utilisation of mobile group chats, and lower levels of fatigue
due to the ability to take ‘browsing breaks’ while still
maintaining discipline.
Improvement reported

Deterioration reported

SOLO TASKS

SOLO TASKS

GROUP TASKS

GROUP TASKS

9%
24%
52%
6%
30%

42%

21%

8%
NON-MANAGERS

MANAGERS

NON-MANAGERS

MANAGERS
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Percentage of staff who preferred
homeworking to the office

100%
80%
60%
40%

83%

20%

30%
0%
Non-Managers

A major finding
was that it
became obvious
that nonmanagers much
preferred working
from home
compared to
managers.

Managers

Managers like to watch, and those under them
don’t like to be watched
This is one of those studies where scientific research confirms
what most people already know. Managers like to monitor
their team members while those team members usually don’t
like this observation. A major outcome of the pandemic is
that managers’ assumptions do seem actually to have been
based more on paranoia than reason. However, no staff
would argue that they should be employed regardless of
results. What is unanimously agreed is that some form of
monitoring needs to take place. This is where technology
may fill the gap created when most people are working from
home.
Various tools exist that can help team members keep in
touch with managers and each other. In the following pages
we will go through the options, discuss major merits and
limitations, and make the point that there is no ‘one-size-fitsall’ solution. Like so many operational decisions, what is
optimal will be dependent on local circumstance, needs,
culture, personality and resources. It is also the case that no
formula can be created to suit every local need. A bit of
creativity will be required along the way.
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5 TECHNOLOGIES TO OVERCOME THE
WORK-FROM-HOME CHALLENGE

1

The Mobile Phone - The ubiquitous
smartphone enables multiple
technologies, including calls and
texting. What used to require many
different devices can now all be done
on one.

2

The Laptop Computer - The laptop
quickly overtook the desktop as the
preferred full-sized keyboard device
and enables word-processing,
emailing, use of spreadsheets,
databases, chat and an almost
limitless number of apps.

3

Project Management Software - The
above two solutions are the hardware.
Where companies can really get
creative is software. Project
management packages enable coordination of tasks across teams.

4

Video Chat Platforms - Few office
workers would feel comfortable
with ‘always-on’ video monitoring,
but video chats can help employees
feel less isolated and can reassure
managers.

5

Enhanced Security Measures Allowing staff to work from home
opens up all kinds of questions
about devices and access. With
tailored security measures, workers
and companies can feel safe.
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COMPOSITION OF THOSE WHO WOULD
PREFER TO CONTINUE WITH HOMEWORKING
HR

15%

IT
31%
26%

Finance
Operations/Admin

7%

21%

Sales/Marketing
(adjusted for totals in each role type)

PEOPLE-FOCUSED ROLES
The explicitly people-focused roles that were considered were
HR and commercial (sales/marketing). There was quite a
significant difference between the two, but this was not
entirely surprising. HR had a much stronger bias towards
working physically in the office, but with the inherently
inward-looking nature of HR this could have been reasonably
expected. HR is a company’s ‘introspection department’
concerned with organisational self-assessment and selfawareness. The people-focused roles that are outward
focused are the commercial ones, namely sales and
marketing. These roles are outwardly directed, concerned
with finding new external relationships and managing existing
ones. Traditionally many of these roles were at least partly
field-based anyway, so although now these contacts often
take place virtually via telephone and digital marketing, the
location-independent spirit lives on.

TECHNOLOGY/NUMBER ROLES
Finance and operations staff were fairly evenly balanced in
their preference for homeworking with finance being slightly
more likely to prefer it, likely due to it being a very ITfocused job. IT itself, however, showed a very strong
preference for being on-site, the most commonly cited
reason being that when things go wrong it is sometimes
urgently necessary to provide a manual fix.
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DEEPER ANALYSIS
It’s somewhat ironic that the option of being able to work
from home is made possible by modern information
technology, but that the IT department itself was the least
likely to want to take up the option. This is a roundabout way
of IT demonstrating what a good job it does of enabling
others to work more flexibly. IT has reached the stage of
becoming an almost invisible function where non-experts are
able to exploit it to work away from the office without having
to master technologies outside of their areas of expertise.

SPECIFIC TECHNOLOGIES
While the study distinguished between the various
technologies available, users did not generally consciously
make this distinction. Rather the hardware and software
available to staff was used in an intuitive and seamlessly
integrated way. It is possible to analyse the options available
in such a granular way that it could be argued that hundreds
of technological solutions are available to the average user.
However, we identified five main technical aids to the
practical challenges of working from home:

The Mobile Phone
Take-up has been so widespread that companies no longer
typically issue workers with work phones, meaning that their
use is cost-free to employers.

The Laptop Computer
Companies will sometimes allow employees to use their own
equipment for work, but providing laptops is still the norm
and involves significant purchase and maintenance costs.

Project Management Software
Covered by mass licence with moderate per capita outlay.

Video Chat Platforms
A vital technology now integrated into the computer itself.

Enhanced Security Measures
Background measures implemented by in-house tech teams.
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KEY FINDINGS
Managers were far more resistant to
working from home than other
employees. It is hoped that the results
of the study may reassure them that
productivity can be well managed with
modern tech tools.

Somewhat ironically, IT departments
were the least likely to want to work
remotely. This was due to the intense
pressure of having to fix urgent
problems where physical presence
could be required.

The tools available to today’s workers
are so familiar, they are accepted
seamlessly into daily workflow. The
days of technical barriers to remote
working are well and truly gone.

The more finance/admin focused a job
is, the more happy the person who
does it is likely to be with working
from home. Spreadsheet and wordprocessing jobs are easily done with a
laptop and an Internet connection.

Whether a job is a people job or not is
not in itself a reliable predictor of how
much someone doing it will warm to
working from home. HR professionals
tend to prefer the office, sales people
tend to prefer to work autonomously.
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CONCLUSIONS AND LESSONS
In a wider sense, this was an experiment forced upon the
world by unexpected public health circumstances, and while
pain and tragedy have touched the lives of so many people
during this time, some positives have been found in the form
of opportunities for change. Especially with regards to
working life.
The picture is mixed, there are no simple solutions or
conclusions, despite the very human urge to summarise
complex situations simplistically. The results of this and
similar studies, and the general human experience
throughout the pandemic, need to be interpreted with
sensitivity and subtlety.
There is a complex matrix of factors that influence how suited
any particular function will be to remote working. Relevant
factors include how technical a job is, how introverted or
extroverted it is and how system-critical the job is. Mixed into
this is individual personality and preference. Each case needs
to be looked at on an individual basis and thought about
closely.
The big question as the pandemic emergency fades and the
opportunity to ‘return to normal’ emerges, is whether or not,
or to what extent, to carry on with the new patterns of work.
This may be a period where what is ‘normal’ is redefined.

BIGGEST TAKEAWAYS
The standout finding from the homeworking experiment is
that the age-old desire of management to ‘micro-manage’
staff is not founded in evidence and logically, should be done
away with. The case for a more flexible approach to
employee autonomy has been proven. With project
management software and videoconferencing, backed up by
sound security systems, teams can continue to work well in a
more hands-off way. All powered by modern tech.
For more information on how the study findings could
enhance your ways of working, write to us at
questions@exocitylife.com. We will be only too delighted to
help you find the balance that works for you and your teams.
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Hurley Relocation started out in the 1970s
when companies began major relocation
projects in the first movements towards a
post-industrial service economy. While
moving away from transportation towards
technology over the years, the spirit of
finding new, exciting ways of working and
places to be in is still there. From helping
redesign office space to deciding on and
sourcing enabling technologies, we are
equipped with decades of specialist
experience to introduce you to new
horizons and crush unnecessary high-cost
office expenses.

ExocityLife is a new player in the remote
working field but has quickly established itself
as a major influencer with a string of high
profile studies in the field and with specialist
consultants with an unrivalled reputation.
Starting as a specialist research unit at Wamkiko
University, Hawaii, the company is now
headquartered in Texas with satellite offices in
Germany and Taiwan. Wherever you are located,
ExocityLife can deliver more insight than anyone
on how human factors can influence remote
work cost-reduction programmes and how they
can be used as a driver in motivating staff in
new ways of working.
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