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ABSTRACT 
 

The concept of ‘Workplace’ has evolved through many stages in responding to various challenges 

and developments that has taken place in the world. The COVID-19 pandemic is the most recent 

challenge that has forced the entire globe to change their typical ways of performing tasks at 

workplace. While all the workplace types are currently facing this challenge due to physical 

distancing measures, agile workplace strategies such as Activity Based Workplace (ABW) have 

started to receive many complaints against their ‘non-territorial’ principles. In addition, businesses 

were forced to move towards ‘Working from Home’ (WFH) remote platforms during the pandemic 

period to ensure business continuity which introduced many opportunities and challenges to the 

traditional ways of working. Although many stakeholders in the commercial real-estate sector are 

currently actively involved in developing solutions to re-activate the workplaces, this study argues 

that the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted ‘New Ways of Working’ (NWOW), workplace design and 

workplace culture on a larger scale which demands a deeper analysis than the short-term solutions. 

In addressing this timely requirement this research aimed to analyse the long-term impact of COVID-

19 on  NWOW with special reference to ABW. This ‘Triangulated’ research design mainly has used 

semi-structured interviews and an online questionnaire survey in collecting primary data and 

producing the main findings. In addition, findings published by other professional and academic 

bodies on this knowledge area were also reviewed to compare against the main outcomes of this 

study. 

 
According to the findings, the ‘Impact of WFH strategy on Workplace Flexibility’, ‘Impact on Activity 

Profiles and Physical Work Environment’, ‘Demand for Advanced Technology and Innovation’ and 

‘Impact of Leadership in driving the Workplace Culture’ are the global themes extracted and 

expected to become the most important factors to consider in designing the future workplace 

strategy. ‘Distributed’ and ‘Hybrid’ working trends are expected to further accelerate with the 

impact of COVID-19, therefore in long run the concept of ‘workplace’ and ‘how we work’ will need to 

be revised by each organisation to address the future ‘unpredictability’, improve ‘adaptability’ and 

‘resilience’. Knowledge workers will continuously develop the relationship with the physical and 

virtual workplace environments. Under these circumstances, the concept of ABW that facilitates 

combinations of working styles including ‘remote working’ will become more popular among the 

organisations due to its ‘flexibility’. However, the degree of impact   and the required level of change 

will be specific to each organisation and industry, which demands case by case assessments; thus the 

overall change on the physical workplace will be gradual. In conclusion, the concept of ABW should 

be considered as a ‘journey’ in facilitating the positive change, not as a ‘destination’. 

 
Key Words – New Ways of Working (NWOW), Activity Based Workplace (ABW), Working from Home 

(WFH), COVID-19, Hybrid Workplace, Distributed Working, Knowledge Working 
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1- INTRODUCTION

It is evident that prevailing political, social, economic conditions and the development of technology 

had become the main triggers of evolution in the form and use of the office spaces since the ancient 

Greek, Roman and Egyptian civilisations (Rassia, 2017). This evolution was accelerated following 

the Industrial Revolution in the 18th century (Rassia, 2017) and the change of managerial interest 

from ‘Task Working’ towards ‘Knowledge Working’ in the 20th century (Hascher et al., 2002). 

‘Non- Territoriality’ has become a major feature under New Ways of Working (NWOW), where 

knowledge workers have become more autonomous and interactive (Duffy and Powell, 1997) 

with switching more between different activities, co-workers, tools, and locations (Mark et 

al., 2005). The ‘Knowledge Worker’ increasingly initiated to produce, implement, experiment, 

share, and transfer knowledge via modern technology, interaction and collaboration 

(Fitzpatrick-Ramirez, 2014). This trend led towards the design of Activity Based 

Workplaces (ABW). ABW is a workplace transformation strategy that provides opportunity to 

the workers to switch between work settings based on their choice to support the specific 

activities rather than occupying at a designated desk. It was found that workplaces were not 

functioning at their full occupancy for most of the time during a day, due to different activity and 

mobility patterns of the workers, hence in ABW the number of ergonomic desks provided in 

the office are less than the total staff number (Vos and Van der Voordt, 2001; Cushman & 

Wakefield, 2013). ABW is increasingly being implemented in the modern workplace to 

achieve strategic values such as corporate image, productivity, satisfaction, flexibility and 

reducing occupancy cost (Appel-Meulenbroek, Groenen and Janssen, 2011, van den Berg et al., 

2020, Skogland, 2017). It is one of the aspects under NWOW, which continuously evolve in 

search of flexible and better ways of performing tasks while anticipating the future challenges 

(de Kok, van Zwieten and Helms,2016). This radical transformation from a ‘sedentary’ work 

style in which a person was given a designated workstation, towards a ‘nomadic’ work style 

in which a person was required to move between work settings (without having a  designated 

workstation) in performing various tasks has captured many positive and negative feedback from 

different user groups in the world (Brunia et al., 2016). 

The COVID-19 pandemic offered many challenges to organisations and exposed many weaknesses in 

the traditional ways of working that have been present in the businesses for a longer time (de Lucas 

Ancillo, del Val Núñez and Gavrila, 2020). Organisations were forced to change the typical ways they 

operate, to maintain ‘physical distancing’ along with the re-defined role of ‘workplace’ in producing 

the business outcomes and successful careers (McKinsey, 2020b; World Economic Forum, 

2020b). While all the workplace design trends are challenged to take actions against the spread of 

the virus, the ‘non-territoriality’ and the ‘switching behaviour’ of ABW environments became widely 

criticised policies as they contradict with the hygiene and physical distancing measures. In 

addition, ‘Remote Working’ has become a compulsory practice during this period regardless of any 

prior acceptance or rejection (Hu, 2020) which has brought in further changes to the typical ways 

of working. With all these developments in the workplace and ways of working, maintaining 

employee wellbeing and facilitating cultural transformation towards the NWOW have also become 

important action items in creating the workplace strategy. 

As a response to these challenges, stakeholders in the commercial real estate sector are 

already actively involved in finding short term solutions to rectify the existing workplaces 

including ABW 
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environments to maintain physical distancing and make them ‘COVID-safe’. Due to the temporary 

reduction of new and active COVID-19 cases authorities eased the regulations and many 

organisations started to draft and implement ‘Return to Workplace’ strategies to bring their 

employees back to the workplace. However, currently certain countries and some specific states are 

forced to re-impose further lockdowns and strict restrictions due to the rise of new COVID-19 cases, 

which again severely challenge the business institutions (Cirrincione L et al., 2020) to operate and 

sustain the economy.

1.1 – Research Question 

Is the COVID-19 pandemic an assessment of the adaptability and the resilience of the workplaces 

and organisations beyond the short-term vision? 

1.2 – Research Aims 

Overall Aim- 

The overall aim of this study is to investigate the long-term impact of the COVID-19 global pandemic 

on the NWOW; with special reference to ABW environments. 

Specific Aim- 

The specific aim of this study is to investigate the impact of COVID-19 on the relationship between 

the knowledge workers and the physical workplace. 

1.3 - Contribution 

The knowledge created in this study contributes to the sector of Workplace Strategy, which would 

assist the commercial real estate, workplace designing, cultural change management industries and 

different workplace user groups in understanding the main considerations in projecting the future of 

NWOW due to the impact of COVID-19. 
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2- LITERATURE REVIEW

In achieving this study objective the Researcher has performed a literature review to investigate 

relevant findings published by other authors. There were check lists, return to workplace policies 

and strategies to make workplaces COVID-safe published but there were limited empirical studies 

published during this period regarding the long-term impact of COVID-19 on NWOW. The discussion 

on the workplace culture, leadership, wellbeing, and collaboration were significant in this literature 

review. 

During this shorter period, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused many changes in the workplace 

physical environment and on the perception of working. Many industrial revolutions have happened 

in the history due to the advancement of technology and it is believed that currently we are facing a 

fourth industrial revolution in the 21st century where all paradigms are shifting towards 

technological advancement, artificial intelligence, and automation. The revolution has fundamentally 

changed the perception of the working environment of organisations (Bangash, 2020). Hence, the 

COVID-19 pandemic has been considered as a catalyst to re-invent the future work and accelerate 

the changes in the workplace. According to (Kniffin et al., 2021) the pandemic is impacting the 

workplace in multiple ways; therefore, he proposes to analyse the future implications based on 

three  main sections such as a) Emergent changes in work practices, b) Emergent changes for 

workers and c) The importance of moderating factors. Under ‘emergent changes in work practices’ 

the author highlights the importance of virtual leadership and management due to the rapid trend 

towards virtual working methods. Health, wellbeing, unemployment, and inequality are seen as 

‘emergent changes for workers’ along with the social isolation caused by this pandemic. 

Demographic factors and individual differences could not be ignored in this changing environment 

thus, the authors considers these as the critical ‘moderating factors’ that will be important to 

consider in NWOW (Kniffin et al., 2021). Furthermore, the importance of new policies, strategies and 

leadership styles in the workplace were widely analysed during this COVID-19 pandemic period. 

Eventually, creating a collaborative and a supportive environment are considered to be critical 

‘workplace’ factors as explained by (Shaw et al., 2020). Thus, the physical workplace will require 

modifications to cater to the demand to be ‘flexible’ and ‘adaptable’. 

There were few publications done on the medical perspective of workplace change and the 

important factors in establishing the ‘Sense of Coherence’ (Roskams and Haynes, 2019). The 

‘Salutogenic’ medical model has a strong impact in analysing the impact of COVID-19 on NWOW and 

‘Sense of Coherence’. Under this concept health and well-being are critical factors that need to be 

considered in managing ABWs, specifically in this changing environment. According to the authors, 

knowledge worker engagement needs to be increased to improve the ‘Meaningfulness’ of the 

workplace transformation and increased leadership support is demanded to improve ‘Manageability’ 

of the working environment. Enhancing communication and collaboration is considered to be critical 

strategies to improve the ‘Comprehensibility’ in the workplace environment (Wijk, Bergsten and 

Hallman, 2020). Hence, considering the medical perspective will be    highly important in creating any 

new safe workplace environments in the future and modifying existing workplaces to adapt to the 

changing external conditions such as pandemics. 
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Culture is considered  a main part of the workplace under the future ways of working. Specifically, 

the ‘autonomy’ and ‘control’ of knowledge workers are becoming increasingly important factors 

under NWOW and the physical workplace needs to reflect these changes. The changed role of 

knowledge workers that has occurred due to the accelerated virtual practices needs to be facilitated 

through the workplace culture. Finding the right balance between the overly tight and loose cultures 

will be an important driving factor in NWOW (Kniffin et al., 2021). Hence, the cultural flexibility in 

workplace environment is an essential factor in creating the future workplace. 

Further relevant findings in the existing literature will be presented under the ‘Findings and Analysis’ 

stage of this study. 
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3- STUDY DESIGN

NWOW have received increased attention during the last twelve months due to the rise of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. There have not been many studies conducted in this research area yet; hence 

limited empirical evidence is available. This research sheds light on the future of NWOW which 

will be a study area that undergo continuous developments. Literature predicts significant changes 

in the workplace strategy, but the extent and speed of transformation are yet to be investigated. 

Due to the ambiguity that we currently experience on the future direction of NWOW with the 

impact of COVID-19, the Researcher argues that a single research methodology will not suffice the 

aim of the study. The Researcher followed a ‘Triangulated’ research design which uses multiple data 

collection methods, recruiting participants with different roles, responsibilities, and preferences to 

achieve the aim of the study. ‘Triangulation’ helps to reduce the dependence of findings on one 

source of data, and thus ensures the reliability of the study (Babapour, 2019). The study mainly 

depends on a qualitative analysis of the data collected through primary and secondary sources due 

to the need to produce specific outcomes. 

3.1 - Data Collection Methodology 1 – Semi Structured Interviews 

As the first method of primary data collection, semi-structured interviews were conducted based on 

two different sample groups. The semi-structured interviews were video recorded using Zoom and 

Microsoft Teams online platforms with the consent of the participants. The Researcher formally 

invited via email the specific companies and the participants for semi-structured interviews with the 

Participant Information and Consent Form explaining the project aim, benefits of the project, 

participant involvement, confidentiality, and data storage method (Appendix 1). The two sample 

groups represented specific stake holder categories in the commercial real-estate sector. The 

Researcher has used two separate interview questionnaires using a similar interview structure but 

with minor differences to capture the different perspectives from the two sample groups. 

The interviews were transcribed using the professional service of Rev Speech to Text Services. The 

choice of semi-structured interviews as the major data collection method was motivated by the 

need to address a pre-defined set of research areas allowing retrospective elaborations, reflections, 

and futuristic visions on  NWOW and ABW by the participants. 

3.1.1- Method 1.1 

Through the first approach, the study reviewed the future of NWOW from the perspective of the 

professionals in the Architecture and Workplace Designing sector through four semi-structured 

interviews. The sample for this research approach comprised of the winning Architecture/Design 

practices in the Australian Interior Design Awards (AIDA) under the ‘Workplace Design’ category 

during the last five years (2016-2020). A workplace designer nominated by each company 

participated in a 30-minute semi-structured interview (Appendix 2). 

Semi-structured interviews with the Architecture / Design practices were mainly based on three pre-

defined subject areas namely, ‘Impact of COVID-19 on the Activity Based Workplace (ABW)’, 

‘Emerging working styles during the COVID-19 pandemic’, and ‘Sustainability and Workplace 
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Resilience beyond the COVID-19 pandemic’ in achieving the project aims. The semi-structured 

questionnaire used under method 1.1 is attached with this research report (Appendix 3). 

 
 

3.1.2 - Method 1.2 

 
Through the second approach, the study reviewed the future of NWOW from the perspective of the 

professionals and academics in the fields of Commercial Real-estate and Workplace Strategy 

specifically on ABW environments through four semi-structured interviews. The participants were 

selected through ‘snowball’ sampling method, from the scholars and professional bodies that 

actively take part in conducting workplace related academic research, commercial research, 

education and creating workplace strategy. Due to the limitation in time to complete the study, the 

Researcher has invited four of the most prominent personalities representing different global 

institutions. (Appendix 4) 

 
The duration of the semi-structured interviews was between 45-60 minutes. The questions were 

mainly based on four pre-defined subject areas namely, ‘Impact of COVID-19 on the ABW’, ‘Emerging 

work styles during the COVID-19 pandemic’, ‘Resilience beyond the COVID-19 pandemic’ and the 

‘Holistic Approach towards the future workplace’. The semi-structured questionnaire used under 

method 1.2 is attached with this research report (Appendix 5). 

 
The interview material produced by method 1.1 and method 1.2 were analysed with an iterative and 

inductive textual analysis according to the guidelines of qualitative thematic analysis introduced by 

(Attride-Stirling, 2001) (Figure 01). Through the first reading of the interview material the Researcher 

identified ‘basic themes’ discussed in the semi-structured interviews and then categorised them in 

to ‘organising themes’ following iterative reading of transcripts, exclusion of irrelevant data and 

identification of recurring themes. Following further review on the ‘organising themes’ based on 

their characteristics, the Researcher has categorised them in to four ‘Global Themes’ for detailed 

analysis in this research project. 

 
1-  Impact of Working from Home (WFH) strategy on Workplace Flexibility. 

2-  Impact on Activity Profiles and Physical Work Environment 

3- Demand for Advanced Technology and Innovation 

4- Impact of Leadership in driving the Workplace Culture. 

 
Quotations were extracted to illustrate the identified ‘organising themes’ and ‘global themes’. These 

are presented in this study with the interviewee number behind the quotation during the discussion 

of findings and analysis. 
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Figure 01: Thematic Networks; an analytic tool for Qualitative Research (Attride-Stirling, 2001) 

 

 

3.2- Data Collection Methodology 2 – Online Questionnaire Survey 

 
Through the second primary data collection method the study analysed the future of NWOW from 

the perspective of the ‘users’ of ABW environments via a short online questionnaire survey. During 

this pandemic period, many public and private bodies conducted number of surveys to assess the 

impact of COVID-19 on different sectors. Due to this reason, people have been under pressure in the 

recent past to participate in multiple surveys in addition to facing the impact of COVID-19 on general 

lifestyle. Hence, the Researcher found it challenging to conduct the survey through employees in one 

particular company that operates in an ABW environment. Instead, the study has used the ‘snowball’ 

sampling method which enabled to take the participation of workers from many public and private 

sector companies that operate in ABW environments. The Researcher invited them to participate in 

the survey via email along with the online survey link and the Participant Information and Consent 

Form. 

 
The purpose of this survey was to get an initial understanding about the participants’ perspective on 

the ‘Productivity’ in WFH, ‘Satisfaction’ in WFH, preferred mix of working styles in the future, most 

critical hygiene related considerations in the workplaces and the need to alter the current workplace 

designs. Therefore, the survey was only limited to five basic questions. 42 participants took this 

online survey, and the results were analysed using basic quantitative methods to generalise the 

findings and discuss against the arguments built through the semi- structured interviews. 

 
3.3 - Data Collection Methodology 3 – Literature Survey 

 
In addition to the above-mentioned primary data collection methods, this study has collected 

secondary data by reviewing the literature and the research reports published by reputed 

commercial research companies and academics related to the area of NWOW and future workplace 

strategies. 
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4- FINDINGS & ANALYSIS

This section includes review of the ‘global themes’ that were produced out of the semi-structured 

interviews under method 1. The study uses the results of the questionnaire survey under method 2 

and relevant extracts from literature to compare against the arguments raised by the interviewees. 

4.1 - Impact of Working from Home (WFH) Strategy on Workplace Flexibility 

Impact of WFH trend on the NWOW was the mostly discussed subject by the interviewees during the 

interviews. Remote working was not a new strategy to certain organisations even before the COVID- 

19 pandemic, which was explained by the interviewees based on their own context. 

‘We are more used to teleworking. And some organisations here don't have any issues with it, 

because they already did that anyway, so everybody was already used to it.’ (5) 

For many organisations WFH was not considered as a feasible working strategy due to various 

reasons such as negative industry beliefs, strong attachments to the traditional ways of working, lack 

of technological advancement and resistance for change. However, the COVID-19 pandemic forced 

all non-essential businesses to work remotely from home to ensure business continuity and 

employee health irrespective of their previous experience, industry type or level of readiness to 

implement WFH. Hence, it is evident that WFH is having a major impact on the ways of working and 

the perception on virtual platforms. During the early stages of the WFH movement the businesses 

faced many difficulties in implementing and managing the remote platforms. But, according to the 

interviewees organisations and their users got better with the remote working strategy. There were 

many advantages and disadvantages of WFH identified by the employees and employers. Time saved 

in commute, ability to access larger audiences using online platforms easily, increased ability for 

focused working, flexibility and work-life balance were the common positive experiences explained 

by the interviewees. 

‘So, it has been really good for us because previously we'd just do stuff on the phone, and now, 

committing to Zoom as a software, for instance, has allowed us to have meetings both internally and 

externally really easily.’ (1) 

‘And I think that on those days when I'm designing something, I can quickly have a 10-minute call 

with someone and show them something that I'm working on a screen, and it short circuits that 

whole thing of having to organise a meeting when both of you are free in a week's time, driving there 

for half an hour.’ (1) 

‘I gave three webinars on the same day. I gave one in the UK, I gave one on the East Coast of the USA 

and I gave one on the West Coast. There is no way if I had to fly that distance, I could have done that 

in one day.’ (6) 

Decrease in transportation to the workplaces during the pandemic has had a positive impact on the 

environment in China and Europe as it has recorded a meaningful reduction in the pollution and 

usage of fossil fuel (Pandey, M., 2020). 
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(Leesman, 2020) conducted  research with  more than 145,000 workers on ‘Home Working’ and 

more than 800,000 workers on ‘Office Experience’ across more than 80 countries in the world. More 

than 54,000 workers participated in both surveys. According to their findings ‘Home Working’ has 

shown a higher L-mi than the office experience. L-mi is a rating of how a working environment is 

supporting employees. Specifically, more than 50% of the participants have said that home working 

experience is better for activity profiles such as ‘Highly Individual’, ‘Individual’, ‘Balanced’ and 

‘Collaborative’ than office experience. According to the findings only  ‘Highly Collaborative’ activity 

profile was well received in the office experience than home working experience (Leesman, 2020). 

Despite largely positive feedback and empirical evidence on the WFH experience, there were many 

negative implications raised by the interviewees in this research. Blurred working boundaries, 

incompatibility of remote working with the condition and available facilities at home, difficulties in 

communication, collaboration, interaction, and unavailability of appropriate technologies were the 

common negative experiences cited by the interviewees. 

‘Communication becomes a lot harder because there's not the visual thing of everyone being in the 

same room, seeing what each other is doing’. And I think that thing whenever I am so anxious and 

you're not in the same room together all the time it's just tricky because I think the anxiety plus the 

remoteness is a bad combo.’ (1) 

‘I think organisations are going to lose a lot of brainstorming and other creative processes if they 

choose for too much home working. The extroverts are dying right now. They get energy from being 

among a crowd, so they like being in the office.’ (5) 

‘I think the challenges that we've seen in the data is around social interactions.’ (7) 

‘Inequalities’ could occur due to remote working practices as all the workers in an organisation may 

not be in a position to experience the autonomy due to lack of experience in the industry and lack of 

accessibility to the right resources. 

‘…but for anybody that is new and particularly someone who maybe a recent graduate, it would be a 

very, very challenging way to be integrated into the workplace.’ (4) 

Consistent to this finding, according to (Reuschke and Felstead, 2020) ‘Spatial and Social Inequalities’ 

are significant in the WFH practice. Under  ‘Social Inequalities’ the authors emphasise that every 

industry is not suitable to WFH  as many low-skilled, high service, and labour- intensive organisations 

need their workers to be in the workplace to perform successfully. Therefore, certain workers in 

these industries cannot benefit from the WFH strategy. Under ‘Spatial Inequalities’ the authors 

emphasises that some places may be better able to adapt to WFH depending on the geographical 

area due to the availability of services required for this strategy (Reuschke and Felstead, 2020). 

Further analysis shows that not having proper facilities and the household circumstances strongly 

impact the success of remote working (Reuschke and Felstead, 2020). 
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Although the WFH strategy is expected to create work-life balance, there are valid complaints 

against WFH due to blurred home-work boundaries, as identified by the interviewees. 

‘They never turn it off and some people struggle to turn off. Some bosses struggle to know what the 

appropriate boundaries for asking for things.’ (2) 

Consistent to this finding, according to the ‘Border Theory’, transition towards WFH sometimes 

complicates the work-life balance as the borders between the home and work are blurred for 

remote workers. Due to the inability to ‘switch off’, many workers have faced problems with ‘spill 

over’ of work into non-work life (Felstead et al., 2017). With the accelerated WFH trend in the 

current working styles there is a risk of negative work-home spill over which could adversely impact 

the well-being of knowledge workers. 

Certain findings of the online questionnaire survey conducted under method 2 of this study align 

with the previously explained findings of (Leesman, 2020) on the highly individual focused work. 

According to the online questionnaire survey analysis reflected in Figure 02, 21 (50%) participants 

have said that they experienced slightly increased productivity and 13 (30.95%) participants have 

said that they experienced significantly increased productivity in ‘Focused / Concentrated Work’ in 

WFH compared to working from the office.  17 participants (40.48%) have experienced slightly 

increased productivity in ‘Internal / External Meetings’ at home. 27 (64.29%) participants have 

experienced similar productivity in performing ‘Collaborative/Teamwork’, and 18 (42.86%) 

participants have experienced similar productivity in performing ‘Internal / External Meetings’ at 

home compared to the office.  These results reflect that companies and employees have adapted to 

the WFH strategy and engaged better virtual meeting/ collaboration tools and policies during this 

period. 

In addition, 33 (78.57%) participants have experienced slightly reduced productivity in ‘Social 

Interaction / Activities’, while 26 (61.9%) participants have experienced slightly reduced productivity 

in ‘Knowledge Sharing / Learning’ work in WFH compared to working from office. That is the biggest 

concern with WFH as knowledge sharing and social interaction are the major features in the 

knowledge economy and future workplace. These findings reflect that certain important activities 

need a physical workplace to perform. 

According to (Figure 03) the majority of the participants  experienced slight or significant increased 

satisfaction on ‘Overall Productivity / Efficiency’ (32 – 75.98%) and ‘Work-Life Balance’ (28 – 66.67%) 

at home compared to the office. This shows the positive impact of the WFH strategy for both 

professional and personal perspectives of a worker. The significant number of participants who were 

equally satisfied at home and the office in ‘Overall Productivity / Efficiency’ (16.67%), ‘Work-Life 

Balance (26.19%), ‘Mental Health’ (45.24%) and ‘Physical Health’ (50%) reflect the ‘Adaptability’ and 

‘Resilience’ exhibited by these companies and workers. The reduced satisfaction in ‘Physical Health’ 

(38.1%) and ‘Mental Health’ (30.95%) of some workers are major concerns in the WFH  strategy that 

need to be investigated further in establishing employee well-being. 
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Figure 02: Perceived ‘Level of Productivity’ in WFH, compared to working from office. 

According to these findings, the WFH experience has received both positive and negative feedback 

which demands further empirical studies specifically on different industries. However, according to 

the interviewees, the acceleration of homeworking trends during the pandemic will have   an impact 

in deciding their working styles in the future. Even though WFH will not be 100% effective in most of 

cases, a combination of working from office and home will offer many advantages to the workplace 

and workers. 

‘I think it can certainly work for partially, I think it can't work the whole time. Some people are more 

suited to it than other people.’ (1) 

The impact of WFH could vary based on the size, structure, operation, and culture in an organisation 

according to the findings of this study. Thus, there needs to be proper strategies and policies in 

implementing and managing WFH platforms in every organisation. 

‘It depends. And I think it depends on the organisational size. So, because I think there are definitely 

different features on organisational sizes’. ‘What I'm seeing at the moment is more than ever each 

organisation is quite different in how they are tackling this. And it has so much to do with how the 

organisation is structured and the leadership style.’ (3) 
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Figure 03: Perceived ‘Level of Satisfaction’ in WFH compared to working from office. 

Apart from the above positive feedback, the accelerated trend towards remote working has 

provided the opportunity to employers to recruit talents beyond their local boundaries.  It is 

predicted that there will be a potential increase in competition for certain job opportunities which 

will demand new human resources management policies in the organisations. 

‘It increases the competition for positions because it means that someone could work from a 

different city. So, the competitiveness for a position might not just be the local people and the people 

that are able to get to that location. You could just as easily potentially employ someone from a 

different country, from a different demographic, from a place that has lower living costs.’ (2) 

Simultaneously, having a proper WFH system as a part of a workplace strategy will increase the 

competitiveness of an organisation in attracting talents. 

‘And if you want good talent, it (remote working) is now going to become what people look for 

in organisations as well, I think.’ (3) 

This leads the discussion towards encouraging flexible working through remote working to further 

benefit the organisational strategy. According to the study, WFH was not successful for some 

workers due to reasons such as  family circumstances, poor physical environment and unavailability 

of ergonomic workstations and facilities. Yet, there is evidence to prove that future home buyers are 

now paying more attention to having an office space at home with proper facilities to improve their 

productive experience. 
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‘On a couple of the residential projects, they have prioritised the home office more. So, one client has 

insisted on having a home office that is more a totally enclosed room so that they can work in there 

at any time of the day or week, regardless of whether there're other people at home.’ (2) 

According to the findings, having a few small offices rather than one head office and creating co-

working hubs distributed across the main cities would become useful to improve the social 

connection, access to technology and knowledge sharing that workers previously lacked at home. 

Under this co-working concept, different companies in the same industry have started to share 

buildings and work in closer proximity, which encourages innovation (Reuschke and Felstead, 2020). 

Further, this distributed workplace concept helps to avoid the time waste in transportation. These 

strategies will reduce the pressure on the physical workplace of an organisation, lead towards spatial 

changes and reduction of office footprint as well. 

‘There's certainly a benefit if you need infrastructure that is different to your home, but you also don't 

need to necessarily going to the office for that social connection and collaboration in the same way 

then basically a co-working space near your home could be an option.’ (7) 

‘Rather than having one office, few smaller ones close to people's homes and people can come in and 

work from our co-working spaces.’ (8) 

‘I think there are some real positives. I think that there will be spatial changes and certainly the size 

of offices, I think, will go down dramatically after this.’ (1) 

Professor Alan Hedge explained that in New York most of the companies have gone down to 70% 

occupancy with the influence of distributed working, while still achieving large profits. He 

emphasised the importance of having a strong strategy behind the distribution. 

‘Look at what has happened to many of the companies in New York City. Those companies are doing 

very well and making large profits that actually found that distributing workers, if distributed well 

can be just as effective as a concentrated workplace.’ (6) 

Proving this argument, ‘Organisational Adaptation Theory’ explains that it is a benefit for the 

employers to offer different working arrangements to  knowledge workers to better suite their 

personal and local circumstances and it increases the workplace flexibility as well (Felstead and 

Henseke, 2017). Also, Professor Alan Hedge suggested that since the hotel industry has collapsed 

due to COVID-19 in most of the countries, it is an opportunity to re-purpose the hotel rooms as 

distributed workplaces. Further, he explained that the challenge to the architecture industry will be 

to re-purpose spaces as the concept of distributed offices is going to grow in the future. 

‘And I think that's what you're going to see with a lot of companies that the headquarters’ central 

office is going to shrink, distributed offices are going to grow but they're not going to be huge and so 

the work of the designer is going to be re-purposing spaces.’ (6) 

The analysis of the first global theme sheds light on ‘hybrid working’ and ‘distributed working’ as 

influential factors on  NWOW. This will be further discussed through the findings under the second 

global theme of this analysis. 
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4.2 - Impact on Activity Profiles and Physical Work Environment 

The findings under the second global theme have clear links with the WFH experience analysed 

under the first global theme. With the success and opportunities experienced by the employers and 

employees in WFH during the COVID-19 pandemic, it is predicted that the reduced demand for 

physical office space will have a major impact in short term. Hence, identifying the specific activity 

profiles and how they want to perform these activities are critical factors in deciding the future 

workplace strategy. 

During  periods of the pandemic some workplaces implemented a return to workplace strategies, 

using  increased  gaps between work settings to comply with the physical distancing measure, which 

is known as ‘de-densification’. Hedge argues that de-densification could be a successful strategy if 

the viruses, including COVID-19, transmit only via droplets and touching infected surfaces. According 

to Professor Alan Hedge,  COVID-19 transmits through aerosols as well. 

‘You cannot deal with this virus just by reducing occupant density. It would make sense if this virus 

was only transmitted in droplets.’ (6) 

Hence, he argues that de-densification and sneeze guards are just temporary ‘Band-Aids’ and needs 

long term solutions to the workplace strategy with a broader vision. Proving this argument, it (de- 

densification) is recognised as a method to minimise the spread of germs in a workplace 

environment but maintaining culture and human interaction will be challenging with this strategy 

(Patricia, 2020). According to the research outcome of (Leesman, 2020) that was explained under the 

first global theme, WFH was found to be well received in performing ‘Highly Individual’ and 

‘Individual’ activities. Therefore, the ‘home office’ has provided an additional option to the working 

styles and could be considered as a main part of the future workplace strategy as explained by the 

interviewees. 

‘Given that people have their own kind of home office now as well, which just becomes another 

setting really in the spectrum of settings you can choose from of where you want to work.’ (3) 

Consistent to this argument the ‘Model of Flexible Firm’ explains that treating parts of the workforce 

differently, to increase numeric and functional flexibility is a strategy that offers autonomy to the 

workers in deciding ‘when’ and ‘where’ to work (Felstead and Henseke, 2017). 

Office occupancy is predicted to see a reduction due to the growing interest in WFH. Under these 

circumstances organisations will not need to maintain the same amount of work points in the 

available real estate and will influence  re-vision of workplace strategies, not necessarily from the 

financial perspective. The proportions of days/hours WFH and days/hours working from office are 

specific to each role in an organisation based on their particular duties. 

‘I think they were assuming that they could have 80% of the desks if they moved to an agile 

workplace where some people were either working at hot desks or from home.’ (2) 

Even if reducing the office occupancy is predicted in the future workplace, this will strongly depend 

on the size of the organisation and the number of staff occupied in the workplace as well. 
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Interviewees explained that this occupancy level change will mostly impact  larger organisations who 

occupy  multiple floors and multiple buildings, as they have to manage a higher staff density. The 

impact on  smaller and medium size organisations would be minimum in comparison. 

‘I think more than smaller and medium-sized companies, having 100 or 200 employees, and maybe 

one building, I'm not sure that they see this as a trigger to change a lot. I think we also see here now 

that they go to the office much more.’ (5) 

‘The value of a physical space, you can’t still kind of underestimate that. But I do think particularly 

maybe for large organisations, because everything is a scalable volume, there might be opportunities 

where           they might see a reduction.’ (3) 

Further to this argument on the reduction in workplace occupancy levels, the Principle of BVN, Sally 

Campbell explained that previously in office designs a considerable portion was dedicated 

workstations or shared desks which will now see the opportunity to be constricted if workers re-

think  coming to the office consistently. There is an opportunity to re-configure these saved spaces 

for something better to attract workers into the workplace. This argument could be connected with 

the Leesman’s research (Leesman, 2020) finding which explains that the physical workplace is well 

received in performing ‘Highly Collaborative’ activities than from home. It is a challenge to decide 

whether organisations want to use this saved space to improve  collaboration facilities in the 

workplace, since workers will more often come to the office for highly collaborative, problem solving 

activities, as face-to-face interaction in the physical workplace better supports those activity profiles. 

‘But does that real estate then go into the side where you amp up your collaboration spaces? 

Because that's why people are coming back to work and to resolve complex problems.’ (3) 

In contrary, even if we anticipate workers WFH to perform highly focused activities and practice a 

hybrid work model, is it feasible to reduce the focused rooms and concentrated workstations in the 

physical workplace? The third question asked in the online survey regarded the participants’ 

preferred balance of working styles in the future workplace. The purpose of this question was to 

understand the proportions of WFH and the office that are expected in future workplaces. 

Participants’ response to their preferred WFH ratio varied. The ‘mean’ analysis  reflects that workers 

prefer to work 63.17% of a typical week from the office and 35.52% of a typical week from the 

home. This reflects the signs of the expected hybrid workplace from  knowledge workers and that 

the importance of the physical workplace could not be completely ignored (Figure 04). 

Further, the findings of the questionnaire survey clearly support the above arguments regarding the 

requirement for focused/ concentrated as well as collaborative work settings in the physical 

workplace. The WFH strategy has slightly reduced the perceived productivity of certain workers in 

performing Focused/ Concentrated and Collaborative/ Team activities (Figure 02). Certain 

participants have experienced reduced satisfaction in Overall Productivity/ Efficiency, Work-Life 

Balance, Physical Health, and Mental Health in WFH according to (Figure 03), which emphasise that 

WFH is not the perfect solution always for all  workers. 
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CWH- 1.31% 

Working from the Office - WFO (%) 

Working from Home - WFH (%) 

Remote Working from Co-Working 
Hubs or any other medium-CWH 
(%) 

Figure 04– Preferred balance of working styles in performing duties as a percentage on a typical working 

week in the future workplace. 

How could organisations face the challenge of designing the hybrid workplace? This could become 

an organisation specific challenge to answer. Under the hybrid work model, workers will have 

flexible schedules and  will decide to come to the office on the days that suit their  task schedule or 

based on pre-planned days agreed with  management. Schedules of all  workers could vary and 

may not necessarily align with each other. Hence, on the days the workers come to the office, they 

still will require spaces to perform highly focused tasks as well as collaborative activities. Dr. Rianne 

Apple-Meulenbroek suggested that offices should not have to change that much and will need to 

have more communication oriented spaces. 

‘Even if we do more concentrated work at home, which I do expect in the future, that more people 

will be taking a day or two at home and doing a lot of the concentrated work there, I think we still 

need the concentration rooms that we have at the office as well. Your day is not a day full of 

meetings, or a day full of concentration. I think it's healthier to alternate between these.’ (5) 

Supporting this argument, the Chief Insights and Research Officer   of   Leesman, Dr. Peggie 

Rothe explained that individual concentrated work should be still facilitated in the office 

environment for reading, thinking and highly focused activities and we will not see workplaces only 

facilitating collaboration. 

‘However, the big warning that I guess put out there is it does not mean that the workplace doesn't 

need to support the individual work. I hope we're not going to see a workplace design in the future 

where the office is just supporting collaboration.’ (7) 

During the COVID-19 pandemic many ABW environments were challenged due to its switching 

policy. Many workers started to work from the same desk throughout the work day without 

switching work settings and the ABW was not used as intended. As ABW is based on the choice of 

workers, if majority of  staff decide to use focused rooms the whole work day that will challenge the 

purpose and the number of those configurations. 

WFH - 35.52% 

WFO- 63.17% 
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‘I hear organisations that they decide, if you come in that you use the same spot all day because of 

the hygiene measures. If that's so you do not do the activity-based working.’ (5) 

Hence, having various work settings for different activities and asking to switch between them is 

challenged. In responding to this argument Martijn Joosten, the Managing Partner of Veldhone in 

Australia explained that even if a worker owns a dedicated workstation under the traditional 

workplace concept or do not switch between work settings in ABW environments, it would still 

challenge hygiene practice if there were piles of files on their desks and if they were left 

uncleaned. In addition, common spaces in a workplace building such as elevators, toilets, kitchen 

areas, and meeting rooms are   the biggest risks as they get cleaned only at regular intervals during a 

day. The findings of the online questionnaire survey agree with this argument. In the fourth question 

of the survey, participants were asked to select their main hygiene related consideration in the 

current ABW (Figure 05). According to the findings for 43% participants the main concern is the 

‘cleanliness / hygiene of the toilets, elevators, stairways, lobbies and other public areas in the 

workplace or the building’. ‘Cleanliness/ hygiene of the shared workstations in the workplace’ was 

the second biggest concern in the ranking, as per 26% of participants. 

Cleanliness/Hygiene of the ‘Shared Workstations’ 

Cleanliness/Hygiene of the ‘Hub / Kitchen’ areas 

Cleanliness/Hygiene of the 'Toilets', ‘Lifts’, ‘Stairways’, ‘Lobbies’ and other common areas 

Cleanliness/Hygiene of the commonly used 'Equipment' 

Distancing and the arrangement of spaces 

Figure 05 – Main hygiene related considerations in the workplace 

To counter this, Joosten suggested, the ‘clean desk policy’ as a main principle of ABW needs to 

promote among the workers, to ensure better hygiene and create a safer working environment for 

workers. Joosten emphasises the importance in actioning these policies and etiquettes in an ABW 

environment which complements the COVID-19 etiquettes to ensure improved safety and hygiene. 
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‘I don't need to own it, but I need to make sure it's clean and I think in an activity based working 

environments you already have implemented etiquettes, how to treat this space and where are you 

silent and where are you able to eat. So, it's easier to add COVID etiquettes in terms of cleaning.’ (8) 

Further, Joosten explained that as ABW is a philosophy that supports multiple working styles in 

performing specific tasks, with the current trend, ABW should incorporate WFH as the starting point 

of making a conscious choice on the suitable work setting. 

‘Activity based working is better to start from home. Do I actually need to come to the office or if I go 

to the office where and what activity I need to do and with whom I need to work? So, it's so much 

more conscious choices as well.’ (8) 

According to these findings, it is evident that there are certain activities better supported at home 

while certain activities are better supported at office. Hence, the findings further suggest ABW as 

the adaptable solution in overcoming current situation and planning the future workplace. 

Interviewees suggested that perhaps the perception and fear are the biggest challenges against 

ABW. 

Activity-based working (ABW) is a concept that provides a variety of purposely designed workspaces 

to facilitate different types of tasks that needs to be performed by a knowledge worker. It 

encourages the workers to choose between locations to suite their tasks and promotes autonomy 

(Candido et al., 2019). Based on the analysis of the activity profiles of each organisation and the 

inclusion of remote working strategy to these activity profiles there will be changes to the purpose of 

the office which leads to changes in the proportions of each type of work setting. Interviewees 

suggested that this maybe a new version of ABW. 

‘But if we do think long term, I think again I guess the challenge is that people don't see that activity 

based could actually be the solution. Because what we're seeing in our data that we collected now on 

how people are experiencing working from home and also the data that we have from before of how 

people are experiencing their office environments, we're seeing that there's certainly benefits in 

working from home, there are certainly things that are better supported in the office.’ (7) 

In summary, the analysis of the second global theme sheds light on the characteristics of the ABW 

concept that could be adapted to increase the workplace flexibility and organisational resilience. 

4.3- Demand for Advanced Technology and Innovation 

During the data collection stage on  NWOW, the importance of having the right technology was a 

widely discussed subject by the interviewees. There was a few important findings on the role of 

technology in NWOW published previously. These were taken into consideration in analysing this 

third global theme of the study. 

Professor Alan Hedge explained that the concept of ABW was developed as a result of the analysis of 

different types of workplace activities and was not a strategy developed as a result of technological 

change. It was a result of a change in the perception on different ways of working in the workplace 

environment to increase the productivity through the stimulation of interaction and 

communication (Appel-Meulenbroek et al., 2011). Working remotely has always been a type of 



19 

working style planned under ABW strategy. A few decades ago, this would not have been a 

possibility due to basic computer technology, unavailability of internet and other infrastructure. 

During the pandemic, technology facilitated the demand for remote working more than ever in 

history, enabling the change to happen. 

‘The fact that we now could have lightweight technologies and secure networks and that we could 

work in multiple locations. Without that you know if computers were still like they were in the 1980s 

you'd be hard wired that been no activity-based working, so technology allowed that change to 

happen.’ (6) 

WFH was a new working strategy for most of the workplaces and some of these companies did not 

get sufficient time to prepare before lockdown restrictions started in different countries. It is evident 

that certain organisations had to undergo many infrastructure problems to activate the WFH 

platform. But gradually workplaces started to settle down with the online platforms to be able to 

perform their operations. 

‘Technologies, methodologies, and practices that really give individuals and businesses the 

confidence that this can work, that it is possible for people to work from home effectively.’ (2) 

It is important to have  infrastructure, a flexible structure, and the right policies in an organisation to 

enable such a transformation in digital technology. The most important factor highlighted by all the 

interviewees was that technology was always an enabler and just a tool that help organisations to 

perform. 

‘Technology is always going to be an enabler. It's a tool. It's never more than that, but it should 

always be a tool to help organisations to perform.’ (3) 

The needs to establish the right system to use the technology is a critical success factor. Apart from 

that, implementation, monitoring and continuous improvement are critical success factors in 

activating this strategy in the future (Pandey, 2020b). Simultaneously, the need to provide suitable 

infrastructure and more attention on cyber security will become important factors in facilitating the 

flexible working strategies under NWOW (Pandey, M., 2020). Specifically, the importance of having 

more collaboration and meeting spaces with the video conferencing facilities and etiquettes in a 

workplace was highlighted by the interviewees as distributed working will be one of the next trends. 

‘I think it’s more collaboration and we need to step up and I think almost every meeting in the future 

is going to be with people from outside calling in, so you need to have really good etiquettes to be 

inclusive in your meetings and right technology.’ (7) 

According to literature review the experience from COVID-19 has created two types of collaboration 

spaces, namely physical collaboration, and virtual collaboration. These are interrelated and mutually 

enabling. Virtual collaboration is not expected to replace the normal workplace activities but to 

enhance the flexibility and borderless realm under NWOW (Hu, 2020). Enabling both the physical 

and virtual workplaces through technology is a major requirement in NWOW. 
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According to Hedge, flexibility has a rising importance in the NWOW, and he suggests that if 

workplaces need to be more agile in future, they will need to free themselves from ‘space’. 

Therefore, the advancement of technology during the pandemic was not only limited  to the WFH 

strategy, but also offered many opportunities in hybrid and distributed working models. The impact 

of these practices during this period will lead towards major changes on the perception on NWOW. 

‘I think that this pandemic isn't just a temporary phenomenon, it's not just a blip, this is a 

remarkable, and this is a major transition on how we think about the workplace.’ (6) 

Some of these innovations are already happening in certain parts of the world and according to 

Hedge the garden shed designed as an office, is becoming a popular concept in the United States of 

America (USA). This is an extension to the WFH concept as some households do not have the 

facilities and circumstances to implement remote working in their houses. Hence, this would enable 

knowledge workers to place their office in their gardens. 

‘What other things that started to happen here in the US is you know a lot of houses have garden 

sheds, well one of the products that's come on the market is called ‘Tuff Shed’. But it's now garden 

[sic] shed but is designed as an office.’ (6) 

ABW facilitates the specific ‘tasks’ but not necessarily the ‘individuals’ in a workplace. Taking the 

flexibility of a workplace to the next level, the findings of this study indicate that supporting the 

‘individuals’ along with the ‘task’ will become a new step in NWOW. 

‘But for my expertise, I think the main role of technology in a workplace would be supporting people 

individually better, giving them more choice and more freedom.’ (5) 

This would happen not only through providing freedom of choice in deciding ‘when’ and ‘where’ to 

work which is already a feature in ABW, but also to customise the space they work to match their 

own preferences. Dr. Rianne Apple-Meulenbroek explained the concept of a desk with inbuilt 

ventilators and local temperature control system that is being currently tested. Based on the 

personal preference of the worker they could customise the desk to their requirements and comfort, 

which will become a major step in personalisation in the ‘non-territorial’ ABW environment. 

‘We are trying out all these different technologies or are going to try them out and see if they can 

support personal preferences. And if that's the case, I think that would be a big gain from technology 

in the workplace, if they can suit the personal preferences of people better.’ (5) 

‘Affordability’ will become a major factor in deciding on this customised technology to meet 

personal preferences. Hedge explained about technology named ‘Personal Environments’ developed 

by a company in the USA that was retrofitted to the desk. Under this, the air was supplied to air 

vents which can control the air temperature, air flow and filter air locally at the desk. In situations 

similar to the COVID-19 pandemic, having the ability to filter  air at a desk could become very useful, 

but the high cost of this invention  is problematic. 

‘Unfortunate that (personal environments) was expensive and facility managers said we don't want 

to be dealing with all of that technology and so eventually all of that went away.’ (6) 
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This reflects the need in the future for a smarter but cost-effective innovation. Joosten believes the 

next office concept could be ‘no office’ with the development of technology. 

‘We often think next (office concept)  could be ‘no office.’’ (8) 

Hence, with the access to the right technology it is believed that physical space will become the least 

important in the process of a workplace and that technology will enable other working styles. This 

will change the perception on the concept of ‘workplace’ and ‘employee behaviour’ in the virtual 

and physical working environments. 

‘I think over time and that's what we have learnt from the Netherlands that space element becomes 

a little bit less important. Then there is more work to be done on the culture.’ (8) 

‘People need to have access to right technology and then the space has actually become the smallest 

in the whole process and an enabler to change that culture as well.’ (7) 

With the reduced importance of the physical workplace, the third global theme sheds light on the 

use of technology that will need to go through a major transformation due to the connection 

between the worker and physical, virtual workplaces. 

4.4- Impact of Leadership in Driving the Workplace Culture 

With  accelerated use of virtual platforms, managing  culture in the hybrid workplace has become a 

major requirement;  emphasised through the analysis of this study, which ranks  ‘Workplace Culture’ 

as an important feature in the NWOW. 

(Haynes, 2007) explains that the ‘office’ is constructed with the combination of the ‘Physical 

Environment’ and the ‘Behavioural Environment’. This interpretation of the ‘office’ needs to be 

updated in the current context where the ‘virtual environment’ has also become a part of the 

‘office’. Physical and virtual environments are interrelated in  NWOW, leading to the changes that 

happen in these two environments having a direct impact on  ‘workplace culture’. 

The role of  knowledge workers has changed significantly with the revised purpose of the workplace 

during the pandemic period. According to the findings, reviewing the organisational culture is an 

important action item under NWOW. With the acceleration of the WFH concept workers are 

required  to be more autonomous and to take control over ‘when’ and ‘where’ to work, specifically 

in the hybrid work models. This emphasises the need for workplace culture in facilitating the 

behavioural changes of workers more than ever. 

‘I guess previous research has shown as well that when you have autonomy, when you have control 

of what you're doing that is when you're performing the best when it comes within you rather than 

someone telling you what to do.’ (7) 

Specifically, the skills, etiquettes and disciplines that are required in performing tasks under WFH 

have garnered increased attention during this pandemic period. Knowledge workers and 

employers need to understand the changes in their roles and upgrading their relationship has 

become a very important part of  workplace culture under NWOW. 
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‘I think there's an element of self-discipline around that. Discipline around how you manage your 

relationships with your boss and your team. Just because they're sitting near a piece of technology 

doesn't mean you have to send them emails or call them outside of a particular window of time.’ (4) 

Aligning with this argument, according to the literature review there is an increased demand to 

prepare the workforce to transform into this hybrid workplace culture. Leadership needs to take 

initiative in connecting, adopting a system of skilling, re-skilling, up-skilling and multi-skilling people 

about the technology, hybrid workplace and etiquettes (Pandey, M., 2020). During the WFH 

movement employers have realised a demand to alter from traditional management approaches 

that have tried to control staff. A worker’s intention to constantly appear in the office to prove their 

productivity and efficiency, ‘Presenteeism’ was visible in certain traditional work models as found in 

the literature review, need to change dramatically with the implementation of WFH strategies 

(Kniffin et al., 2021). According to the findings of this research, having a solid relationship between 

management and workers is a success factor in fruitful implementation of hybrid workplace 

models. 

‘I think that these platforms have been quite successful, as in we can work quite successfully 

remotely, and it works well when you always had, already had an established relationship with staff.’ 

(4) 

Leadership is explained as one of the most important factors in workplace culture. Douglas 

McGregor’s ‘Theory X’ and ‘Theory Y’ Model provides great knowledge on leadership under flexible 

working conditions. “X” management believes that workers need to be closely monitored to gain 

maximum productivity, while “Y” management believes in recruiting right people for the positions, 

facilitate with the required tools and provide autonomy to perform. The “Y” style establishes a 

culture of trust (Pandey, 2020). ‘Visible Leadership’ will no longer be a key driver in the productivity 

of an organisation. Therefore, the leadership based on ‘trust’ and ‘team-based decision making’ are 

essential changes in the managerial approach (Divett, 2020). 

‘The way of working and the activity-based working doesn't become a purpose in itself it becomes an 

enabler to act and what you would like to achieve in the culture. You need the next level of trust and 

leadership skills in successfully implementing ABW.’ (8) 

This proposes a transformation in the traditional leadership styles and the relationship between the 

employers and employees. With the increased autonomy that is expected by the behaviour of all the 

workers in performing their duties, the role of each staff member has become equally important in a 

workplace irrespective of the strong organisational structures. This will challenge the strong vertical 

hierarchies in the traditional workplace where the workers were controlled by the management and 

have experienced less autonomy. 

‘It's a massive transformation in terms of flattening the organisational hierarchy. Traditional 

organisation that is the boss, then there is the president, the VP's etc. Now people are kind of equally 

important and so there's been definite flattening.’ (6) 
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The importance of having strong workplace policies and workplace strategies under NWOW are 

highlighted in the findings. Certain medium and large-scale companies had their workplace 

strategies and strategists in establishing these workplace changes and adapting to  NWOW. For 

smaller companies ‘workplace strategy’ was not a major consideration as they have other 

fundamentals to achieve in operating the business. Yet, with the COVID-19 pandemic ‘workplace 

strategy’ has become a necessity in operating and specifically in preparing for future. 

‘Well, before they might not really have had a strategy, but more like an ad hoc decision making on 

that, while now they are all thinking about policy regarding the workplace.’ (5) 

The analysis of the fourth global theme sheds light on the requirement to facilitate the 

transformation of the workplace culture. 



24 

5- DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION

5.1- Purpose of the review 

The main aim of this study was to investigate the long-term impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

NWOW, with special reference to ABWs. In addition, the study aimed to specifically analyse the 

impact of COVID-19 related measures on the relationship between the concept of ‘physical 

workplace’ and ‘knowledge workers’. 

5.2 - Implications and Recommendations 

Responding to the main aim, the study reflects that the concept of ‘workplace’ is going through a 

radical transformation and the trend towards ‘hybrid work models’ will be a significant characteristic 

in NWOW in the post COVID-19 era. The change was already happening gradually in the workplaces 

previously but, the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated it. The ‘virtual workplace’ will have a greater 

impact on the perception of ‘working styles’ but, that will not reduce the importance of the ‘physical 

workplace’. ‘Collaboration’ and ‘Communication’ are expected to be the priority in the future 

physical workplace, but a reduction of ‘Concentrated’ working areas is not recommended due to the 

requirement to cater for hybrid workers who will be working under different time schedules. A 

detailed analysis of the activity profiles, personal preferences of employees and feasibility in remote 

working (based on the perceived success of the WFH period) will be required before creating a 

workplace strategy and proportions of the different work settings in the workplace. Hence, 

designing the ‘Hybrid Workplace’ will be the next challenge for the workplace designers. In long run 

this will lead towards ‘distributed workplace’ models which will be beneficial for organisations rather 

than maintaining high-cost head offices. This trend is already visible through the increased demand 

for home offices in the residential real-estate sector and co-working hubs. Co-working hubs will 

enhance access to advanced technology, provide suitable ergonomic working environments for 

those who do not have suitable conditions at home and facilitate knowledge sharing through 

interactions with professionals across multiple disciplines. This will reduce the pressure on 

employers to provide facilities such as ergonomic work settings and Wi-Fi access that are required in 

WFH but cannot fully eliminate the responsibility of providing suitable devices such as laptops, tabs 

etc. Co-working hubs can provide the solution for the main drawbacks identified in the WFH 

concept. Due to  hybrid workers, office occupancy is expected to reduce in the future which will lead 

towards a reduction in the sizes of the physical workplace. 

In answering the research question, organisational resilience and adaptability will be further 

assessed in the future, resulting in  a fundamental re-thinking and re-visiting of the working 

strategies. Strong policies and procedures will be required in workplace strategies to overcome these 

barriers. However, the impact and the amount of change would be minimum for  organisations that 

are already low in size and density. But, irrespective of their size and density, organisations will need 

to move away from the temporary ‘Band-Aids’ such as sneeze guards, to develop trust with workers 

regarding hygiene, to be competitive in the market and to attract talents beyond  local boundaries. 

Considering the strong challenges on the ‘physical workplace’ and the massive demand for 

‘workplace flexibility’, the concept of ABW will have increased popularity in the future as it plans for  

multiple working styles including remote working as a conceptual characteristic. Organisations will 

be more comfortable in adapting to activity-based environments as it promotes ‘flexibility’ and will 
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enable them to reduce  physical floor space and employee density, based on activity profiles of 

workers. Eventually, this will support in establishing distributed working models. Further, according 

to the findings, the ‘switching’ and ‘clean desk’ policies in ABW environments will strengthen  

workplace hygiene and resilience rather than in a traditional workplace. However, being fully ‘non- 

territorial’ will be further challenged in the future hence, a trend towards ‘semi-territoriality’ could 

be predicted as a result of this study. ABWs typically facilitate ‘task preferences’, but in the future, 

there will be an increasing demand to respond to ‘individual preferences’ in workplace as well. 

Therefore, ABW is expected to face certain modifications in adapting to different business contexts. 

Responding to the specific aim, the study found that as the office footprint is expected to be 

reduced in size,  knowledge workers will have reduced attachment with the physical workplace. 

Instead, knowledge workers will reflect an increased relationship with the concept of ‘hybrid 

workplace’ which includes both physical and virtual workplace aspects. As per the findings, these 

trends will further enhance the autonomy of knowledge workers and freedom of choice on ‘when’ 

and ‘where’ to work. This needs to be facilitated through ‘Meaningful’, ‘Comprehensible’ and 

‘Manageable’ cultural transformation programs. This transformation will need to begin from the 

leadership of an organisation (top-down approach) and  knowledge workers will need to be assessed 

based on their results (output), not on the process. 

5.3 - Limitations of the Study and Recommendations for Future Research 

Difficulties in accessing workplaces due to physical distancing measures was the major limitation of 

the study and more empirical research based on larger sample groups are required with more 

case studies in the future. Still we are in the pandemic and in the early stage of this transformation 

consequently, most of these changes could be seen as ‘observations’ that need to be further 

managed and analysed longitudinally. Due to the deadline to submit the study report to the Alastair 

Swayn Foundation complying with the grant conditions, the Researcher was unable to conduct a 

longitudinal study to analyse further changes in NWOW down a timeline. More longitudinal studies 

are required in the future to analyse any changes in these observations and further developments in 

NWOW to arrive at more solid conclusions. Further, this study highlights the importance in 

conducting research based on specific industries, to investigate the transformations in the ways of 

working as the role of the ‘knowledge worker’, the nature of the ‘workplace’ and the type of ‘activity 

profiles’ strongly depend on the type of operations in an organisation. 

5.4 – Conclusion 

In conclusion, the ‘virtual workplace’ will receive increased importance; and the concept of the 

‘physical workplace’ will be offered with modified interpretations. Beyond COVID-19, ABW will 

receive increased demand from organisations and will make a positive move in NWOW. 

Organisations that successfully address the challenge of future ‘unpredictability’ through their 

workplace strategies will reflect stability and resilience. ABW is recommended to be considered as a 

‘Journey’ in facilitating the positive organisational transformation, not as a ‘Destination’. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix 1 - Participant Information and Consent Form for Semi-Structured Interviews 

NEW WAYS OF WORKING (NWOW) BEYOND COVID-19; WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO THE 

ACTIVITY BASED WORKPLACE (ABW) 

This project is supported by the Alastair Swayn Foundation and is funded through the Alastair Swayn 

Research Grant for the amount of $2000 

Researcher 

Name - Amila Sampath Nanayakkara Badungodage
Profession - Workplace Designer, Researcher

Project Aim 

The world has changed dramatically with the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the Physical 

Distancing Health Measures. In search of ‘COVID safe’ methods in performing essential duties at the 

workplace, ‘how we work’ is going through a radical transformation due to the greater demand to 

ensure ‘Employee Hygiene’. ABW, as a transformation strategy that reduces the real estate cost 

without any reduction in the total head count of a workplace, is facing strong challenges during this 

period due to its main features such as ‘Non-Territoriality’ and ‘Desk Sharing’. Will this mean the 

death knell for the ABW? 

Stakeholders are already actively involved in finding short-term solutions to existing ABW 

workplaces to be COVID safe. This pandemic is an ‘Eye Opener’ for many industries related to 

workplace strategy to re-think and revise their long-term strategies beyond COVID pandemic, in 

creating healthy and a resilient workplace in long term. This transformation should ensure not only 

the Physical well-being of knowledge workers, but also the Social and Psychological well-being as 

well. Hence, a strong research and development platform on this ‘Holistic Approach’ is highly 

demanded as the Researcher interprets the current situation as a ‘Trigger’ for the next ‘workplace 

evolution’. 

The aims of this research are; 

1- Analyse the impact of COVID-19 health measures on ABW and requirements in improving

workplace resilience beyond COVID-19

2- Analysing the impact of Remote Working practices, which became the alternative working

strategy during COVID-19, on the future of ABW concept

3- Identifying methods of maintaining Physical Distance without distancing socially at

workplace

4- Analyse the holistic approach in integrating the health concerns to create the ‘future

workplace’
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Benefits of the Project 

There had been many Social, Political, Economic and Cultural ‘Triggers’ behind the Workplace 

Evolution. The Researcher considers the challenges created by the COVID-19 pandemic on 

Workplace Design as the ‘Trigger Point’ for the next revolution in the history of Workplace Design. 

This research will be a contribution to the paradigm of workplace design evolution in Australia. 

Further this research will: 

1- Assist the corporate world to remodel their existing ABW strategies and plan for their future

workplace beyond COVID pandemic

2- Assist the Design and Architecture industries in re-defining their workplace design strategies.

3- Assist the other stake holding industries to review their strategies and become a part of this

holistic approach

4- Open up many new opportunities and avenues for the Research and Develop teams in

Australian to initiate new workplace design movements

Participant Involvement 

Participants who agree to participate in the Survey Questionnaire: 

1. Please read the attached consent form and provide your consent in participating in the

interview/ questionnaire.

2. Please answer the interview questions/ survey questions

Participation in the research is completely voluntary and participants may, without any penalty, 

decline to take part or withdraw at any time without providing an explanation or refuse to answer a 

question. 

Confidentiality 

The data collected will be non-personal information. With the consent of the participants the 

Researcher is planning to record (video and/or audio) the interviews. The transcripts of the 

interviews will be sent to the participants for review and approval before using them in publications. 

Only the Researcher will have access to the full transcripts and recordings of the interviews. Privacy 

and confidentiality will be assured at all times. The research outcomes will be presented in a journal 

paper, the Alastair Swayn Foundation’s open access repository and as a conference paper. The 

Researcher will use the data from the interviews in the publications during the analysis process 

while acknowledging / providing credit to the participant (typically the participant’s name, institution 

and the position held) 

Data Storage 

The information collected (transcripts, audio, and video recordings) will be stored securely in a 

password protected personal computer by the Researcher for future reference and data will only be 

accessible for the Researcher. Following the research publication only the transcripts of the 

interviews will be archived in a password protected computer with the consent of the participants. 

All the audio and video recordings will be deleted after the research is published. These interview 
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data will not be used in any future research work and if any need arises the data will not be used 

without the written consent from the participants. 

Ethics 

The project intention and the Participant Information Form are reviewed by the Alastair Swayn 

Foundation to guide the Researcher to comply with National Ethics Standards and best practice in 

conducting the research involving human participants. The Researcher is responsible in getting 

consent to the ‘Participant Information Form’ from the participants, conducting the 

interviews/surveys complying with the best practices, using the data in publications, and storing the 

data for future research purposes with the consent of the participants 

Queries and Concerns 

Queries or concerns regarding the research can be directed to the Researcher. Contact details are at 

the top of this form. 

Consent Form 

NEW WAYS OF WORKING (NWOW) BEYOND COVID-19; WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO THE 

ACTIVITY BASED WORKPLACE (ABW) 

Consent Statement 

I have read and understood the information about the research. I am not aware of any condition 

that would prevent my participation, and I agree to participate in this project. I have had the 

opportunity to ask questions about my participation in the research. All the questions I have asked, 

have been answered to my satisfaction. 

Please indicate whether you agree to participate in each of the following parts of the research 

(please indicate which parts you agree to by putting a cross in the relevant box): 

 Complete a questionnaire. 

 Participate in an interview with the Researcher. 

 Agree to the information being used in future research 

Name……………………………………………………………………….……………………........… 

Signature………….........................................................……………………………… 

Date …………………………………………………………. 

A summary of the research report can be forwarded to you when published. If you would like to 

receive a copy of the report, please include your mailing (or email) address below. 

Name…………………………………………………………………………….………………………… 

Address…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………….....…………… 
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Appendix 2 – Participants in Method 1.1 

Interviewee 

Number 

Year of AIDA Winning companies under 

‘Workplace Design’ category 

Participant & Designation 

1 2016 Nielsen Jenkins Architects, Brisbane Morgan Jenkins, Principle 

2 2017 Archer Office, Sydney Tomek Archer, Principle 

3 2017, 2018, 
2019 

BVN, Sydney Sally Campbell, Principal 

4 2020 Melanie Beynon Architecture and 

Design 

Melanie Beynon, Principle 

Appendix 4 – Participants in Method 1.2 

Interviewee 

Number 

Participant & Designation 

5 Dr. Rianne Apple-Meulenbroek 

Associate Professor, Department of the Built Environment 

Eindhoven University of Technology, Netherlands 

Co-Editor – Journal of Corporate Real Estate 

6 Emeritus Professor Alan Hedge 

Design + Environmental Analysis, College of Human Ecology, Cornell University, 

USA 

7 Dr. Peggie Rothe 

Chief Insights & Research Officer, Leesman Index, Sweden 

8 Martijn Joosten 

Managing Partner – Australia 

Veldhoen + Company 



32 

Appendix 3 – Semi-Structured Interview Questionnaire used in Method 1.1 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 

NEW WAYS OF WORKING (NWOW) BEYOND COVID-19; WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO THE 

ACTIVITY BASED WORKPLACE (ABW) 

I have read, understood the information about the research and agree to participate in the 

interview explained in the Participant Information & Consent Form. 

 IMPACT OF COVID -19 ON ABW

1. a - What are the challenges faced by current workplace design strategies including the Activity

Based Workplace (ABW) due to COVID-19 Health Measures?

b - Do you foresee this situation as temporary or as a trigger for evolution in workplace design

strategies?

 EMERGING WORKSTYLES DURING COVID PANDEMIC

2. Remote Working has become the alternative style of working during the pandemic for most non- 

essential businesses. What is your view on the impact of remote working on the future

workplace and design strategies?

3. Do you think that the COVID-19 pandemic has created new opportunities in the workplace design
and built industries and other stake holding industries?

 SUSTAINABILITY & WORKPLACE RESILIENCE BEYOND COVID PANDEMIC PERIOD

4. How do you explain the sustainable design and construction approaches (Ex: Including material

usage, spatial qualities, air quality, workplace ergonomics etc.) that improve the workplace

resilience beyond the COVID-19 pandemic to face the health-related concerns in the future?

5. How do you explain the role of ‘Technology’ in the future workplace strategies?

Thank you for participating in the interview 
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Appendix 5 – Semi-Structured Interview Questionnaire used in Method 1.2 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 

NEW WAYS OF WORKING (NWOW) BEYOND COVID-19; WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO THE 

ACTIVITY BASED WORKPLACE (ABW) 

I have read, understood the information about the research and agree to participate in the 
interview explained in the Participant Information & Consent Form. 

6. How do you explain the current situation faced by the ‘Activity Based Workplace’ including the

challenges?

7. Do you foresee this situation as temporary or as a trigger for a transformation in workplace

strategy?

8. What are the lessons learnt from the COVID-19 pandemic in workplace designing?

9. How do you explain the success of ‘Remote Working’ as an alternative work style practiced during the
pandemic by the non-essential businesses to maintain business continuity?

10. Do you think that the COVID-19 pandemic has created new opportunities in the workplace design
industry and other stake holding industries?

11. How do you explain the design strategies and technology that improve the workplace resilience

beyond the COVID-19 pandemic period to face the health-related concerns in the future?

12. How do you explain the role of ‘Technology’ in the future workplace strategies?

13. There is a common argument that lack of 'Human Interaction' and 'Lack of Collaboration' that
occur due to ‘Physical Distancing’ has an impact on the overall success in the workplace
activities. How do you explain the validity of this argument and the proposed solutions?

14. How do you explain the approach towards the future workplace beyond the COVID-19
pandemic and the responsibilities of the multiple stake-holding groups?

15. How do you explain the methodology in ensuring the Physical, Psychological and Social well- 

being of the employees during this transformation?

16. Would you like to mention anything important to this research that was not inquired above, on

your experience or perception?

Thank you for participating in the interview

 IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON ABW

 WORKPLACE RESILIENCE BEYOND THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC PERIOD

 HOLISTIC APPROACH

 EMERGING WORKSTYLES DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC




