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Lesley Moody 
AES Digital Solutions Ltd, Chamber President

When I became Chamber President, I wanted to 
make the promotion of flexible working and the 
future of work a centrepiece of my term. Absolutely 
none of us could have anticipated the fundamental 
shift that was to come in our ways of working, or the 
tragic circumstances that would trigger that shift. 

The past year has been a time of tremendous 
hardship but one positive I’ve seen, time and again, 
has been the ability of the North East businesses to 
adapt. 

In my view, the pandemic has forced us to accelerate 
down a road we were already on, towards greater 
flexibility, with remote working being adopted more 
and leading a greater understanding of the people 
who make up our workforce. 

As managing director of AES Digital Solutions, I’d 
already seen the benefits of investing in and trusting 
your team, and even before this crisis my colleagues 
worked remotely, not just from different parts of the 
region but from different parts of the world. 

I’ve long been convinced, and remain so now, that 
flexible working has a huge part to play in the future 
of work and in our visions of the future workplace. 

I’d like to thank the contributors for sharing their 
many experiences and thoughts in this report. 

I hope many of the region’s businesses will look at 
the huge strides we’ve made, as well as the insights 
in this report, and view them as a basis for further, 
long-term progress. 

I believe that by doing so we can come out of 
this crisis more robust, more resilient and build a 
Stronger North East. 

Foreword
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Lorraine McGill
Bowe Digital, member of the Chamber’s 

Women’s Leadership Forum

Amongst all the tragedy of the past year, huge 
strides have been made in flexible and remote 
working, taking things which were once dismissed 
or considered too difficult and making them run of 
the mill. While some of us will be desperate to return 
to the office, it’s important we build on this new 
flexibility and make the temporary changes we’ve 
all had to make a permanent option for those who 
need it.

My own company, Bowe Digital, provides IT support, 
cloud and disaster recovery services to businesses 
across the region, but even we had to make some 
significant adjustments in March last year as our 
whole office switched to home working. We were 
better placed than most, due to our understanding 
of the technology, we have adapted our working 
practices to fully utilise cloud services especially 
for security and disaster recovery. A number of our 
clients who had put off moving to cloud services 
such as Microsoft 365 quickly changed their minds. 
We were inundated with clients looking to change 
their set up to ease remote working.

I’m passionate about making sure that the benefits 
of flexible working are available to everyone, and 
that the future of the workplace is an inclusive one, 
so I’m proud to be part of the Chamber’s Women’s 
Leadership Forum and to support the Chamber 
team on work like this report.

By sharing our experiences and learning from each 
other, I hope we can take some small positives out 
of this crisis and grow together as a more robust and 
inclusive region.

Foreword
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As we packed our bags, picked up our 
laptops and left the office in the middle 
of March last year, few of us would have 
thought we’d still be working in very similar 
circumstances a year later.

Although they may have thought it was 
only temporary at the time, in the space of 
just a few weeks many businesses made 
huge changes in the way they worked.

Estimates by global consultants McKinsey 
suggest that the process of digital 
adoption leapt forward by as much as 
seven years in that early period of response 
to the Coronavirus pandemic.

What has become clear during the months 
that followed is that even when the 
pandemic and the resulting lockdowns are 
long behind us, some of the changes that 
were made in haste during 2020 are here 
to stay.

In the North East, by April 2020 nearly 
half of us (49.1%) were doing at least some 
working from home – many are still doing 
that.

There was, of course, a huge variation by 
industry and occupation with those in 
skilled trades, caring or customer service 
roles far less likely to be working at home 
than those in managerial, professional or 
technical occupations. Younger people 
were also far less likely to be working from 
home, with just 30.2% of 16-24 year olds 
able to do their work from home nationally.

But, what about looking to the future?

According to the ONS, nearly three-
quarters (73.5%) of North East businesses 
have had more staff working from home 
as a result of the pandemic, well above the 
national average of 56.4%.

The majority in the region have said it 
had no impact on productivity (56.6%), 
and nearly 1 in 10 (9.7%) said productivity 
increased as a result of increased home 
working.

Over a quarter (28%) expect increased 
homeworking to be permanent – again 
above the UK average of 21% - with the 
vast majority (81.1%) giving improved staff 
wellbeing as the primary driver of change, 
as well as reduced overheads (58.3%).
This paints a picture of the North East 
business community embracing change 
and embedding it faster and longer term 
than the average UK business.

This presents a huge opportunity to be 
more productive, more efficient and have 
a greater focus on colleague wellbeing, 
while being more responsive to their 
requirements using the options this crisis 
has unlocked.

But making the best of this opportunity 
will mean drawing on a whole range of 
expertise across the North East, looking at 
every aspect of the workplace and at what 
colleagues are now expecting.

This report brings together contributions 
from eight regional experts, making their 
predictions for what will change over the 
next few months and years.

It focuses predominantly on office-based 
roles – those where changing working 
patterns and increased remote working are 
possible – but there are lessons we can all 
learn from the insights featured here.

KEY FACTS
• 73.5% of North East businesses have had 

more staff working at home as a result of 
the pandemic

• 28% expect increased homeworking 
permanently

• 81% give improved staff wellbeing as a 
motivation for the changeArlen Pettitt

Knowledge Development Manager 
at North East England Chamber of Commerce

Introduction
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Dr Mariann Hardey is Associate 
Professor of Marketing at Durham 
University Business School, and is part 
of the Department of Management and 
a member of the Advanced Research 
Computing (ARC) group. She studies 
tech inequalities, is a lead for the 
Creative Fuse North East project and 
the author of The Culture of Women in 
Tech, an Unsuitable Job for a Woman 
(Emerald Press, 2020). Here she writes 
about the impact of the pandemic on 
professional women and inequalities in 
domestic duties, caring responsibilities 
and workloads.

Tonight at 9.49 pm is the 13th time I 
have sat down to write this article. 13th, 
because I am primarily working evenings 
and weekends, and like many other 
parents, I am, frankly, exhausted with 
homeschooling. My approach is to make 
my day as flexible as I can manage. I am a 
professional career woman with a caring 
role, working from home during the 
pandemic.  

Work “hacks” during a pandemic 
“I wonder what “hacks” you’re using to 
stack up your “work” hours? “A colleague 
asked, worried about a tweet I had 
retweeted. The retweet was from a student 
concerned her lecturer had a day that 
started at 6 a.m. and ended in front of the 
screen sometime around 10 p.m., seven 
days a week. 

Here are some of my work hacks cultivated 
from the experience of being a full-time 
mum to my four-year-old daughter (out of 
school at the time of writing this article), a 
full-time academic with full research and 
teaching load, and as Durham University’s 
Principle Investigator to a multi-million 
project coordinated between five different 
institutions: 

1. Delay sending the emails I write after 
my daughter’s bedtime until early in 
the morning to appear to be present 
during normal work hours 

2. On tough days, take chunks of time 
away from the screen, so I have time to 
think and adequately respond to work 
and homeschooling priorities 

3. For Zoom meetings, put these on 
speaker and play tag or hide and seek 
to keep my daughter occupied with less 
screen time guilt 

4. Do most of my work casually on my 
phone while my daughter plays near 
me – I hate this method  

5. Use my online diary to book in breaks 
and all the homeschooling into my 
calendar to set out my availability  

Inclusion

“Women are more likely to 
give up their jobs to take on 
household responsibilities. 
Social norms continue to over-
emphasise women’s place in 
the home.”

Dr Mariann Hardey
@thatdrmaz
dur.ac.uk
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A bit of a leveller? 
Outside of politics and inside homes, there 
appears to be a glimmer of light where 
households have the opportunity to share 
about domestic duties, caring responsibilities 
and workloads. A study I am conducting with 
women in leadership roles in the technology 
sector demonstrates the need for more open 
dialogue and rapid response to support long-
term flexible and remote work.

Many promises are being made concerning 
career advancement in other professional 
settings where different roles due to the 
pandemic have had to be prioritised. Ensuring 
transparency around the level of support and 
new career advancement pathways will be 
crucial to retaining parents in professional 
roles. We need to ensure women can see the 
light out of the perilous pit and acknowledge 
the different levels of inequalities women and 
men face.  

Unpaid work at home 
Flexible hours and remote working have 
signalled a new “normal”. In the early days 
of the pandemic, there appeared to be 
a genuine shift in attention concerning 
the state of work in the home and caring 
responsibilities that could be divided up 
more equally within households. However, 
several studies carried out during the 
pandemic indicate regressing family 
structures. The United Nations study 
warning about the state of gender equality: 
“with the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
even the limited gains made in the past 
decades are at risk of being rolled back.”  

While the spotlight is on flexible working, 
allowing many parents to sustain some 
form of professional role, there has been a 
significant shift of women onto furlough 
and out of work. Women are more likely 
to give up their jobs to take on household 
responsibilities. Social norms continue 
to over-emphasise women’s place in the 
home. Women are likely to have fewer 
educational qualifications, less prestigious 
careers, and lower expectations of earnings. 

A study from the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
(IFS) found that British mothers were 23% 
more likely than fathers to be temporarily 
or permanently unemployed during the 
pandemic. One measure of how damaging 
the pandemic is on women’s professional 
advancement will be their ability to return 
to professional roles. How many will fall 
into the gaps in the many forms of policy 
provision?  

A most vexing problem
Economists have played an essential role 
during the pandemic, calculating the costs 
saved with increased flexibility and remote 
working provision. The experts inform us on 
economic matters concerning national and 
global recovery. However, the much-praised 
furlough scheme of the UK Government 
denies support to self-employed mothers. 
Further evidence of the marginalisation 

of women from economic and political 
support during the pandemic.  
I am reminded of a contentious law 
paper by Chong Soo Pyun, published in 
1969, stating the monetary value of the 
“housewife” (as was the popular term) as 
an “imponderable […] posing a most vexing 
problem.” 

Other sectors report high-earning women 
with caring roles who have sought to 
maintain their careers during the pandemic 
feel that they are falling even further behind 
their male counterparts. A BBC article 
reports on the “strong anecdotal evidence 
of a trend toward senior women quitting 
their jobs,” prompting a close friend to 
comment how she and her law colleagues 
are being “flung further into the perilous pit 
and trodden down”.

In academic, professional circles, early in the 
pandemic, Elizabeth Hannon, Deputy Editor 
at The British Journal for the Philosophy of 
Science, tweeted on 18th April about how 
women submitted fewer papers during the 
coronavirus crisis. “Negligible number of 
submissions to the journal from women in 
the last month. Never seen anything like it.” 

The above paints a pretty bleak picture. 
Regardless of education, career experience 
and seniority, women are more adversely 
affected by the current working conditions 
and will continue to be post-pandemic.   
One observation is the new opportunities 
for remote and flexible working and 
adequately recognise and support 
individuals undertaking unpaid care work. 

While remote and flexible working alleviates 
the need to travel into the workplace, they 
do not provide targeted support to hard-
hit parents. The lack of proper support 
and policies fails to reflect the divergence 
in households where women spend three 
times as many hours as men in unpaid care 
and domestic work.  

“Regardless of education, 
career experience and 
seniority, women are 
more adversely affected 
by the current working 
conditions.”
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Pete Watson is CEO of Atlas Cloud, 
a multi-award winning managed cloud 
services company based in Newcastle. 
Having seen a huge increase in 
demand for their services as businesses 
transitioned to remote and hybrid 
working, they then embarked on a 
large-scale research project asking 
clients and their employees what they 
were expecting from the future of work. 
Here, Pete showcases their findings 
and explains the role of technology in 
enabling people to work the way they 
want.

The age of the hybrid workplace is upon 
us. At Atlas Cloud we’ve always strongly 
believed a more balanced split between 
the office and home would become 
the future of work. However, we didn’t 
predict it being rapidly accelerated by 
a global pandemic. Covid-19 has shown 
that traditional working practices can be 
challenged without the world imploding.

Thanks to technology, meetings can 
still take place, collaboration can still be 
achieved, customers can still get the level 
of service they demand… and the world 
keeps on turning. Some remain of the 
opinion that once we get on top of the 
virus that the status quo will be restored. 
However, employee expectations have 
shifted and many employers have had an 
epiphany. Some may revert to type, but for 
how long?

Our latest workplace survey revealed that 
almost two-thirds of people (64.25%) would 
like to work in a hybrid fashion, splitting 
their work time between home and 
office. On top of this, more than a quarter 
(28.30%) would prefer to work entirely 
from home. With this strong preference 
towards hybrid working it was no surprise 

to find that more than half of respondents 
(51.2%) would consider using a local remote 
working hub in the future. We expect 
that such hubs will become increasingly 
commonplace over the next couple of 
years, and we’re not the only ones – the 
Welsh government are actively exploring 
options for a network of remote working 
hubs in towns and communities.

In contrast to the overriding hybrid 
working preference of the UK workforce, 
28.65% of our survey respondents believe 
that their employer would prefer them 
to work either mostly or fully from the 
office once the pandemic is in check. 
Even more worryingly, only 10.70% of 
respondents expected to be able to work 
their preference post-Covid. This highlights 
a clear disparity between employer and 
employee working preferences and, with 
almost half of workers (48.95%) stating 
they would consider looking elsewhere if 
they were unable to work their preference, 
this could lead to substantially elevated 
employee churn rates for companies that 
do not embrace a hybrid working strategy.

“Even more worryingly, 
only 10.70% of respondents 
expected to be able to work 
their preference post-Covid.”

So just how well placed are UK companies 
to run with a hybrid model? Our survey 
asked respondents how they rated various 
aspects of working, both from the office 
and from work. From collaboration 
effectiveness (down 9.97%) to the ability 
to access information (down 7.23%) and 
from work/life balance (down 0.87%) to the 
ability to stay focused (down 10.47%); scores 
were down across the board when working 
from home. 

Technology
“Almost two-thirds of people 
(64.25%) would like to work in 
a hybrid fashion, splitting their 
work time between home and 
office.”

Pete Watson
@petewatson_ceo
atlascloud.co.uk

13 14



Now many of these measures will 
undoubtedly have been skewed slightly 
by the impact of Covid-19 and lockdowns 
(think home-schooling, isolation etc.) so we 
do anticipate the lifting of restrictions to 
have a positive impact on things like work/
life balance. However, the needle is unlikely 
to move as significantly for measures that 
are highly impacted by tech sophistication. 
Indeed, our respondents rated their overall 
tech effectiveness as being 5.49% lower 
when working from home. 

It’s no surprise really with so many 
companies being forced to switch to 
remote working overnight, but the fact 
remains that there is a gap that needs to 
be bridged and it can only be achieved 
by improving your tech infrastructure 
and/or how your tech is applied. At Atlas 
Cloud we’ve utilised Microsoft Teams, a 
unified communication tool, to great effect 
since before the first lockdown. We use 
it as an intranet, a collaboration portal, 
a communication tool (chat, audio, and 
video), a work planner and much more 
besides. Many companies have licenses to 
use Teams but they don’t necessarily know 
how to best implement it and to secure it.

Speaking of security, our survey found that 
only 21.85% of people are using a company 
device to work from home. This represents 
a huge security concern if personal devices 
are not maintained with the latest anti-
virus protection when connecting to the 
work network. In addition, there’s a strong 
chance that sensitive data could leave the 
corporate network and end up on personal 
devices, creating a potentially serious data 
protection issue. Virtual desktops can 
help solve this by allowing all work to be 
performed and all traffic routed through 
a secure data centre (whether public or 
private cloud). The technology is so robust 
that you could even use your phone to fire 
up a virtual session with the right casting 
device and smart monitor.

For those with poor internet connections 
at home we expect to see a rise in the use 
of SD-WAN devices and services that will 
help to reduce the bandwidth required for 
accessing things such as Office 365 apps. 
This is achieved by bypassing data centres 
and directing traffic direct to the end 
source in a secure fashion. Such devices 
and services are set to become much more 
affordable, and therefore viable, for home 
users in the coming years.

There’s a real need to marry the desire to 
work in a hybrid fashion with the ability to 
work in a hybrid fashion. Technology will 
undoubtedly be one of the chief enablers 
of this and as a managed IT service 
provider Atlas Cloud are looking forward to 
working with UK businesses to help shape 
their hybrid strategies and bring their 
hybrid visions to fruition.

“There’s a real need to 
marry the desire to work in 
a hybrid fashion with the 
ability to work in a hybrid 
fashion. Technology will 
undoubtedly be one of the 
chief enablers of this.”
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Office Design“Remove common barriers 
to success – excess noise, 
poor temperature control, 
lack of privacy or lack of 
communal space – by creating 
an environment (and an 
atmosphere) suitable for every 
part of the working day.”

Michael Simpson
@_gt3architects
gt3architects.com 

Michael Simpson is an Associate and 
Workplace Consultant at Newcastle-
based GT3 Architects. GT3 call their 
approach ‘People Architecture’ because 
they put the people not the buildings at 
the heart of their projects. In this article, 
Michael looks at how office space will 
need to adapt to meet post-pandemic 
needs, and emphasises the important of 
listening to staff when designing your 
space.

The “evolution of the office” has always 
been a common trope in the world of 
property and construction.

Over the last 50 years particularly, the 
traditional formula of desks, computers, 
coffee points and break out areas has 
undergone near constant micro-shifts, as 
the modern workforce adapted to reflect 
changing societal roles and the inclusion of 
new technologies.

Sitting in my spare room on a Tuesday 
morning, however, it’s fair to say that 
nothing has impacted the working 
environment with quite so much 
immediacy as the Covid-19 outbreak.

Reacting to the pandemic has super 
charged our response to the traditional 
office environment, accelerating us along 
our existing trajectory, and forcing us to 
realign our perception of the office as a 
fundamentally social space. Whilst I don’t 
think this is the ‘death of the office’ as 
many are questioning, I do believe it to be 
the death of the individual workstation as 
we know it.

Even before 2020, we were seeing 
a concerted move away from desk-
centric workplaces, to ones that facilitate 
collaboration, learning and support. 

Now, after months of various stages of 
lockdown, employers, and their employees, 
have had many perceived barriers 
challenged and are realising the benefits 
of being able to work flexibly/remotely. 
Yes, this may finally mean a significant 
rise in flexible working, but it should also 
lead to a heightened perception on how 
the workplace environment can influence 
performance.
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This important shift in perception (and 
perhaps on a more human level, trust) will 
finally allow the office to move away from 
the traditional ‘sea of desks’ to a much 
more social, task-orientated environment. 

The workplaces of tomorrow delivering 
the best ROI will be those which have 
a) listened to their staff, and b) taken a 
‘landscaped’ approach to their layout. A 
landscaped approach means creating 
bespoke micro-environments, physically 
and visually delineated by clear use of 
colour schemes, partitions, material 
finishes and acoustic treatments. 

Clever and clear use of the above can 
result in a well-branded, well-thought-
out layout, which not only supports your 
employees’ wellbeing and overall staff 
retention, but actively encourages the 
specific behavioural cues which allow your 
workforce to deliver their best work.

These spaces remove common barriers to 
success – excess noise, poor temperature 
control, lack of privacy or lack of communal 
space – by creating an environment (and 
an atmosphere) suitable for every part 
of the working day. Most importantly, 
these zones encourage team members to 
collaborate when needed, not just within 
their existing discipline, but with other 
areas of the business.

As we move towards flexible working 
becoming the norm, tomorrow’s workplace 
needs to accommodate a much more 
fluid workforce; as restrictions relax, we 
are likely to see big fluctuations in office 
occupancy across a working week. Many 
organisations will be looking to rationalise 
their space, capitalising on the opportunity 
to reduce square footage. Others will be 
looking to entice their workers back into 
the workplace by including more typically 
domestic areas.

On a practical level, having task-based 
micro-environments will not only 
encourage users back to the office, but 

will benefit from a system which allows 
users to book specific task areas as and 
when they need them (be it for hours, days 
or weeks). This allows users piece of mind 
that their environment will support their 
activity, whilst also allowing employees 
to control and monitor capacity – a big 
benefit in today’s world of social distancing.

“Design should not be a cut 
and paste solution and it is 
imperative that people are 
put at the heart of these 
spaces.”

Thinking of reimagining your 
workspace? Listen up
Over the last 10 years, our workplace 
consultancy team has designed 
workspaces for family-run businesses, 
SMEs, and global organisations across 
both the private and public sectors. In all 
cases, the fundamental key to our success 
has been listening to the workforce in 
question. Design should not be a cut and 
paste solution and it is imperative that 
people are put at the heart of these spaces. 
Employer’s need to understand what tasks 
people want to do in the office as well as 
offer a connection with colleagues and the 
business, which individuals just can’t get 
at home. In our experience, no matter how 
well an organisation thinks it understands 
it’s staff, there are always ways to improve.

When considering your workplace within 
a post-Covid environment, make sure you 
truly understand the tasks taken on by 
your team. Align your space to meet these 
needs and consider how you can introduce 
zonal working to encourage collaboration 
and creativity. Remember, the biggest 
barrier to positive change is a lack of buy-
in – engaging with your team from the 
start will be key to an optimised working 
environment.
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Security & Access“We should ask ourselves 
some key questions – 
‘Where is the office network 
boundary now?’ and ‘How 
secure is it?’”

Steve Natton
@GGL_Steve
security.gallagher.com

Steve Natton is a Technical Business 
Development Manager at Gallagher, 
a global leader in security and access 
control solutions. As businesses and 
staff look for their sites to provide 
something different post-pandemic, 
keeping track of who is on-site, where 
they are and how they are using the 
space will become even more important. 
In this article, Steve explores the role 
of security and access technology in 
enabling different, innovative ways of 
working.

The last 12 months has forced a dramatic 
change in our working and living patterns. 
As we now approach our one year 
milestone, we realise a reality - that we’re 
in this for the longer term. Many elements 
of our new workplace world are here to 
stay, new habits, voluntary or otherwise, 
are shaping our future and the balance 
between work-life and home-life continues 
to be fragile.

So, can we embrace the positives in our 
new world? Yes, absolutely. There are many 
encouraging aspects to our new way of 
working and living. Employers have learned 
to trust more. IT departments have had to 
rapidly enable teams to remote work.

We’ve all had to learn to communicate 
differently. Perhaps, one of the biggest and 
most positive changes we’ve adopted. 
But as working from home has steadily 
become the norm, we should ask ourselves 
some key questions – ‘Where is the office 
network boundary now?’ and ‘How secure 
is it?’, ‘How can employers support a safe 
and healthy return to offices?’, ‘What do 
we, as consumers and employees, want to 
see from our office environments as we 
move forward?’ and ‘Where does a security 
system fit into all of this?’

A physical security system can offer more 
than just opening and closing doors. We 
need to think about how we can use the 
available technology to improve business 
continuity, customer experiences and of 
course, security. Some of the solutions have 
been accelerated by the current pandemic 
and we are now starting to see business 
owners think differently about how they 
manage their workplace access as the 
return to work becomes an achievable 
reality. For one, open platform integrations 
have moved from a ‘nice to have’ to an 
essential core of element of a modern 
security system.

The office or workplace will still be the 
primary hub for social interaction, creativity, 
health and success but remote working 
will continue to play a part in our new 
world as employers trust their staff to 
deliver results in different ways. But as the 
internal network boundary increases, so 
too does the security risk. A company’s 
security is only as strong as the weakest 
part of its network.  Remote working has 
widened the net in terms of vulnerabilities 
across business networks – what exactly is 
being plugged in? Can employees access 
corporate data? Is sensitive information 
being shared across unstable networks? 
How much do you know about your smart 
listening device? Companies need to be 
robust in their cyber security as well as 
their physical security and think about the 
safety of their data as well as their staff.
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As the country opens up again and the 
return to work gathers pace, employers 
are likely to look at implementing more 
controls across their workplaces. With the 
advent of shared office spaces, alternate 
working patterns, more staff adopting 
flexible working, a security system can 
provide increased control for employers 
who are increasingly interested not just 
in who enters their building, but how 
many, at what time and where are they 
working. As we see increasing amounts of 
automation and intelligence being built 
into building design, the integration of 3rd 
party systems to support the management 
of people will become a standard part of a 
security operation system too. Employers 
not only need to run their business, but 
they need to keep it secure, keep their staff 
safe and mitigate future risks as well. 

Integration, to improve the management 
and safety of people, will become second 
nature. Consider this, an individual would 
like to apply for a job - they vet their future 
employer – what are they looking for? 
How innovative is this employer, are they 
mitigating for risk, how contactless and 
frictionless is my experience going to be, 
does my future employer focus on my 
health, safety and well-being? Employers 
will increasingly need robust security 
system integration to stand up to these 
simple questions and tests.

“The system now knows 
you’re here, the lift is called 
to take you to your floor and 
your regular coffee order is 
already being dispensed from 
the machine as you step out 
of the lift.”

With this, we turn our focus to the 
evolution of the smart building. Change 
breeds innovation. The rise of the smart 
building was happening a long time before 
Covid stole the limelight but the demand 
for a frictionless journey is now becoming 
a reality and people are now coming to 
expect more from their employers and 
their workplaces. Imagine this, you arrive 
at work, your phone provides access to 
your building, the system now knows 
you’re here, the lift is called to take you to 
your floor and your regular coffee order is 
already being dispensed from the machine 
as you step out of the lift. Smart. Innovative. 
Responsive. Possible.

The reality is, the future is shaping up 
to look like this - remote provisioning, 
frictionless, innovative experiences, 
integrating security and people 
management solutions, making your 
workplace and your security solution do 
more for you. Covid or no Covid, the next 
generation will expect more and will 
demand different. Businesses now have 
a brilliant opportunity to look at what’s 
possible and how they can secure a better, 
safer, and more innovative future for their 
teams.
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Andrea Malcolm is the Executive 
Director of People, Homes and 
Communities at Bernicia, one of the 
region’s largest property management 
and development organisations, 
providing quality affordable homes 
across the North East. Recognising the 
need for change across their regional 
offices post-pandemic, they’ve worked 
with another Chamber member MMC 
Research & Marketing to understand 
what their teams needed. Here Andrea 
explains how they’re listening to 
colleagues and reshaping their space.

When the government announced the 
lockdown in March 2020, we responded by 
moving our workforce to remote working 
almost immediately. 

Migrating our systems over to Teams in a 
matter of days was something that may 
have taken us months previously, but it 
showed just how agile and responsive we 
could be, and very quickly, all staff and 
the senior leadership team were working 
and communicating alongside pets and 
children but with giant uncertainty around 
our eventual return to the workplace.

Very early on, we were acutely aware that 
in order for remote working to be effective, 
we had to get it right and to get it right we 
needed to understand how staff felt about 
their new arrangements and help them 
look forward to what a “new normal” might 
be.

We talked to our market research partner, 
MMC Research & Marketing, who stepped 
in to design a research protocol consisting 
of three elements – a survey with all staff, in 
depth interviews with various members of 
staff at all levels and desk based research 
exploring emerging trends within the 
market.

They got to work very quickly and asked 
questions we hadn’t even thought of 
ourselves, all of which led to a report that 
triangulated the three parts of the research 
and provided suggestions on how to take 
forward Bernicia’s vision for ‘agile working’.
The report gave us some really valuable 
insights. Firstly, we wanted to explore what 
agile working meant to our staff.  The 
concept was alien to some, but others 
understood it straight away.  One person 
summed it up as an environment where 
they’d be in the office for part of their 
week to collaborate with the rest of their 
team, but being empowered to choose 
when it was right to work from home on 
concentrated projects on other days.  

It seemed that it was the feeling of 
being trusted and empowered that was 
important to people. 

The survey told us that, in the future, 67% of 
staff wanted a combination of both home 
and office working.

While people had quickly become used 
to working from home, some seemed to 
miss the social interaction with their team. 
In fact, 35% stated that this was a huge 
negative to them.

One person mentioned that while they 
were enjoying the social interaction with 
their team members online, they missed 
the social interaction with others that they 
often bumped into for a chat, but didn’t 
necessarily work with.

Others struggled with adjusting to the new 
way of working and interacting on video 
meetings – one said “I’ve been in a couple 
of [video] meetings and think no, I would 
have liked to have been in a meeting 
environment to talk about that. 

Employee Perception
“We were acutely aware that 
in order for remote working to 
be effective, we had to get it 
right.”

Andrea Malcolm
@berniciagroup
bernicia.com
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 I would have probably liked to just sketch 
something down on a bit of paper, like a 
diagram or something, say “look, is this 
what you mean”.

These types of comments indicated 
that there was definitely a desire for 
collaboration to take place physically when 
safe and possible to do so.

Those that were adapting well to working 
from home mostly put it down to having 
more energy and balance to get tasks at 
home completed, alongside their day job. It 
seemed to me that those who carved out a 
routine early on were benefiting the most.  
The people that were working around 
the clock, and not setting boundaries or 
balance for themselves, struggled more.
One person stated “I can’t remember the 
last time I felt tired. I think of working in the 
office and I think of winter, red tail lights 
ahead of you on the drive home. Getting 
home in the dark. Now, I log off, I potter 
in the garden. My energy levels are much 
higher.”

Another said “I feel like I’ve got more 
freedom to manage my time more 
effectively … so I feel like, from a business 
perspective and mine, personally it’s 
benefitting them more, I’m more in 
control, I’m at my desk more, but I feel 
more empowered, and I’ve got more 
freedom to do more things I want to at the 
same time, so it’s a win for them and it’s a 
win for me.”  

We’ve continuously taken the ‘wellbeing’ 
element seriously and we’ve ensured 
systems and activities are in place to 
support staff. We even had someone’s 
husband (who was a personal trainer) 
running some PT sessions online and 
managers have made it a priority to have 
regular wellbeing “check in” sessions to 
ensure balance is at the heart of their new 
way of working.

“We expect that agile 
working will be with us in 
some form from now on, 
but we also now know how 
important it will be to keep 
our employees involved 
and keep adapting to their 
needs.”

We expect that agile working will be with 
us in some form from now on, but we 
also now know how important it will be 
to keep our employees involved and keep 
adapting to their needs especially as we 
move through various lockdowns. Going 
forward we want to capture all the benefits 
of our newfound skills and flexibilities, 
and blend these with the aspects of our 
culture that remain important to our staff, 
collaboration, innovation and ingenuity, 
and face to face interactions. To achieve 
this, we have established a framework of 
‘Core Principles’ to guide our approach 
and ensure that colleagues across our 
diverse operational areas recognise 
the valuable contribution they make to 
our overall success, that they continue 
to thrive, and that they have access to 
a range of personal development and 
career progression opportunities that 
continues to support Bernicia’s pipeline of 
exceptionally talented people. 
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Jo Hand is the Managing Director of 
Human Group, has 30 years’ experience 
in the recruitment sector and is a winner 
of Susan Dobson North East Female 
Entrepreneur of the Year Award. In this 
article, Jo looks at how the gradual 
lifting of lockdown restrictions will 
impact short term recruitment, and 
what businesses will need to do longer 
term to stand out to candidates.

After millions of vaccines have been 
administered (and this figure is growing 
hugely by the day), we are seeing a lot 
more confidence in candidates starting 
to look for a permanent move in the jobs 
market. Up until now, a lot of candidates 
have been staying put, in our view due to 
worries about not qualifying for the Job 
Retention Scheme if they became a new 
employee elsewhere. 

In line with this we are seeing a ramping 
up of permanent roles from companies 
due to, again, increasing confidence 
following the vaccines roll out.
Brexit has also had a huge impact with 
many of our clients avoiding permanent 
recruitment until they had confirmation as 
to how things were going to turn out, and 
whether a trade deal would include tariffs 
on exports.

One client placed seven permanent roles 
the day after the Brexit deal was agreed!
They had been wanting to recruit for a 
year but held back due to their concerns 
about rising export costs on their products.  
We have seen similar patterns with 
other employers regarding permanent 
recruitment.

Temporary contracts are a different story.
In our experience temporary work is usually 
highly buoyant in tough economic climates 
such as downturns and recessions.
Granted, the pandemic has been an 
unprecedented situation, however, we still 
saw an increase in temporary requirements 
from the key working sectors such as the 
NHS, schools, manufacturing, logistics and 
warehousing. This continues now.

As confidence levels rise, and we see light 
at the end of this dark tunnel we have 
been in, temporary vacancies are on the 
rise also within the sectors that have been 
quieter during the pandemic.  Hiring 
Managers seem to be springing into action 
and actively recruiting temporary workers 
alongside permanent ones as well.

Recruitment“A lot of candidates have been 
staying put, in our view due to 
worries about not qualifying 
for the Job Retention Scheme 
if they became a new 
employee elsewhere.”

Jo Hand
facebook.com/thehumangroup.org.uk
thehumangroup.org.uk
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With the rise of remote working changing 
the wider geographic net for many 
businesses, employers may need to present 
themselves differently by emphasising the 
features and benefits of the two variances; 
working from home and working from 
the office. Working from home can mean 
greater flexibility, better work life balance, 
savings on fuel and parking and so on. 
Whereas working from the office, it could 
be argued, can be better for mental health 
due to more real life social interaction 
and feeling the “buzz” of a team working 
environment.

We are told by financial experts that our 
economy will re-boot and rally to an overall 
5% growth by the end of the year, which is 
encouraging, and by the end of 2022 we 
are told our economy will grow by 7% and 
be stronger than it was pre-pandemic.
We have no doubt this year and next that 
we will see a huge rise (starting post-
Easter) of vacancies, both temporary and 
permanent.

The fastest growing sector will continue 
to be the Silver Sector as it is called, this is 
retired professionals going back into the 
workplace as Interim Consultants.

In summary, as the green shoots appear for 
Spring, we will see the green shoots of the 
long path to recovery in our economy.
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present themselves differently 
by emphasising the features 
and benefits of the two 
variances; working from home 
and working from the office.”



Keith Taylor is the Managing Director of 
UK Land Estates, the largest owner of 
industrial estates, commercial property 
and commercial development land in 
the North East. As the pandemic has 
unfolded, they’ve seen a shift in needs 
from their clients on sites including the 
Team Valley Trading Estate, Teesside 
Estate and Tyne Tunnel Industrial Estate. 
In this article, Keith how they think 
the commercial property market is 
changing.

More than a year has passed since the 
World Health Organization declared 
Covid-19 a pandemic. In that time, we have 
seen the North East commercial property 
landscape change dramatically. 

From big name distributors and 
manufacturers, to SMEs and office 
occupiers, all have had to adapt, flex 
and change the way they work - and 
consequently, the space they need. The 
property landscape has been transformed 
over the last year, and there are significant 
opportunities for businesses in our region 
to ensure they have the workplaces they 
need to thrive. 

E-commerce, logistics and distribution
With 87% of households making 
online purchases last year and online 
spending on the rise, it’s no surprise that 
big warehouses, logistics centres and 
distribution hubs are in hot demand. 

With three major facilities in the region and 
employing more than 2,000 employees 
locally, internet giant Amazon’s business 
has boomed throughout the pandemic. 
And its expansion is showing no signs of 
slowing down – with the e-commerce 
company recently purchasing its first fleet 
of planes to increase its growing air freight 
network. 

Similarly, online retailers and e-commerce 
businesses are doing better than ever 
and parcel distributors, such as DPD 
and Hermes, have reported volumes up 
between 40-50 per cent on pre-COVID 
levels. 

With this sustained online demand, there’s 
an incredible opportunity here in the North 
East to attract investment, jobs and create 
supply opportunities. 

The retail, e-commerce and logistics 
industries are looking for several key 
ingredients when it comes to new 
property: price-competitive land, excellent 
connectivity, a workforce and close 
proximity to centres of population. And on 
all fronts, the North East delivers.

Our region boasts a number of large 
brownfield sites and existing industrial 
parks with the space and utilities to make 
developments happen quickly. We have 
great connectivity with links to Yorkshire, 
the North West and Scotland, as well as a 
skilled local workforce. 

The North East also has strengths in a 
complementary industry – electric vehicles. 
Retailers will be looking to make their 
delivery process as sustainable as possible, 
and electric vans and trucks will feature in 
fleets much more.  

With all the above in mind, warehouse and 
distribution space is outperforming across 
the country and will continue to do well 
in the months and years to come – so we 
must continue to cater for this demand in 
our region. 

Commercial Property

Keith Taylor
@uklandestates
uklandestates.co.uk
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SMEs and start-ups
The coronavirus pandemic has triggered 
a surge in the number of business start-
ups, as entrepreneurs are responding to 
the changing needs of individuals and 
companies, and laid-off or furloughed 
workers launch their own ventures.

In the UK business incorporations were 
up 30 per cent in the four weeks to mid-
December compared with the same period 
last year, and the annual growth rate has 
been in double digits since June 2020. 

Consequently, we have seen a sharp 
increase in the demand of smaller property 
spaces, with requirements for small scale 
production or warehouse storage. 

Over the next few months, we will be 
looking at how we can make smaller 
serviceable units more readily available for 
this burgeoning sector. 

Manufacturing and Engineering  
Industrial property demand has never 
been so strong. 

We have seen many of our tenants in the 
engineering and manufacturing industries 
go from strength to strength, including XL 
Precision Technologies – a Teesside based 
business specialising in the manufacture 
of components for the medical industry 
– who have doubled new business 
development activity in the past year and 
are making significant investments into 
their sites. 

“Our business growth has justified major 
expansion of facility space for several 
years and we were almost ready to sign 
new leases when March 2020 happened,” 

explains Tom Graham, managing director 
at XL Precision Technologies. “Although 
those plans were put on hold, we actually 
had a very positive year. Many of our 
customers in the medical device sector 
maintained demand and our business 
development team had an extremely busy 
year.

“This means that, despite the continued 
economic uncertainty, we have committed 
to investment in manufacturing space and 
new systems for 2021, in both the UK and 
USA. 

“Our processes are high technology, 
specialist systems and we needed a quick, 
flexible and practical expansion option. 
UK Land offered an adjacent building, 
with additional external space, within a 
short timeframe. The new building will be 
completely refurbished within 6 months 
of project start and this will be followed by 
similar enhancement of our existing facility.

We anticipate occupation of the new 
building in May 2021 and this will provide 
the platform for our ambitious growth over 
the next 3 years.”

“Companies are looking for 
space that is high quality, and 
available as soon as possible.”

Another company that we have seen 
thrive in the sector is Express Engineering 
who has recently invested in a state-of-
the-art centre based in Gateshead and is 
now reaping the benefits of its smooth 
operation. 
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“The coronavirus pandemic 
has triggered a surge in the 
number of business start-ups”

Like Express Engineering and XL 
Precision Technologies, other engineering 
companies will need to invest post-Brexit 
and post-COVID to remain competitive and 
finding the right space will be crucial for 
this.

Companies are looking for space that 
is high quality, and available as soon as 
possible.  Not only that, but companies 
are looking for locations that provide 
excellent facilities for staff with good 
transport infrastructure. This gives the 
North East a huge opportunity to ensure 
we are attracting more STEM firms – which 
offer skilled, high-value jobs – through the 
provision of work space that meets their 
needs.

Office occupiers
Slack’s Future Forum research of 4,700 
knowledge workers found that only 12% of 
workers want to return to full-time office 
work and 72% want a hybrid remote-office 
model moving forward.

Consequently, office occupiers will be 
looking to use space more effectively. 
Breakout spaces and modern facilities will 
be more desirable, while open plan offices 
will likely be re-worked so that there are 
areas for hosting private video meetings. 
With more flexibility to work remotely, 
office occupiers will likely be looking for 
higher quality, smaller spaces. This coupled 
with Newcastle city centre congestion 
charges on the horizon, commuting into 
the city centre will be considerably less 
attractive to employees and we expect out-
of-town locations to be increasingly more 
attractive - especially if they offer benefits 
like free parking. 

Final thoughts
Well connected, with a skilled workforce 
and with a number of development sites 
across the region, the North East is in 
a privileged position when it comes to 
property. 

If we seize on the opportunity that the 
pandemic has created, embrace change 
and showcase what our area can offer, 
I firmly believe that we will bring new 
investment, jobs and growth to our region 
– and we will be stronger than ever before. 

“Breakout spaces and 
modern facilities will be 
more desirable, while open 
plan offices will likely be 
re-worked so that there are 
areas for hosting private 
video meetings.”
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Dr Paul Smith is Chief Strategy Officer 
of ART Health Solutions, who are based 
at the PROTO Emerging Technology 
Centre in Gateshead. ART take a data-
driven approach to support their clients 
in making decisions about employee 
wellbeing and performance. Over the 
course of the pandemic, they’ve been 
helping businesses understand how the 
shift to remote working has impacted 
employee health and wellbeing. In this 
article, Paul looks to the future and 
examines what businesses will need to 
do to get the best out of their teams.

The world has faced huge challenges over 
the past year, with the pandemic creating a 
landscape that few could have anticipated 
or have ever seen before. Despite this, 
the resilience of humankind has shone 
through at frequent regularity as we try to 
create opportunities for growth and long 
term happiness. One such opportunity can 
be seen within the workplace wellbeing 
sector, which traditionally, despite huge 
investment, has largely failed to create and 
maintain healthy, happy workforces.

Pre-Covid, companies often invested 
low levels of funding to meet basic 
recommendations or guidelines around 
employee wellbeing. Short term initiatives 
were the norm, with success measured 
through engagement, rather than the 
long term health benefits delivered to 
employees. Could the last 12 months be 
the catalyst for change to bring workforce 
wellbeing to the top of the agenda for 
all businesses? Here are five areas that 
organisations should be considering as 
they develop effective workplace wellbeing 
strategies in the future:

1. Joint responsibility
It is often the case that the responsibility 
to enhance workplace wellbeing falls 
only on the shoulders of the organisation 
themselves. Meeting various employee 
health & safety guidelines, following 
specific office design standards and 
delivering ongoing wellbeing initiatives are 
all driven and led by the employer as they 
provide a duty of care to their workforce. 
This makes sense in theory, as employers 
must take responsibility for supporting the 
health of their employees no matter the 
type of business they are operating.

However, research would suggest that 
the most effective models allow for both 
the employer and employee taking joint 
responsibility for futureproofing their 
long-term health. Employees are likely to 
be more engaged, develop longer term 
habits and make positive lifestyle changes, 
if they have ownership of the process and 
control over their own actions. This can only 
be achieved by gaining an understanding 
of what they need and employers then 
providing them with the tools and material 
they need to take ownership and effective 
action.

“The most effective models 
allow for both the employer 
and employee taking 
joint responsibility for 
futureproofing their long-
term health.”

Health & Wellbeing

Dr Paul Smith
@psmithsportssci
arthealthsolutions.com
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2. Holistic Approach
Historically, workplace programmes focus 
on one or two pillars of wellbeing. Mental 
health is obviously a very important area as 
many individuals continue to struggle to 
maintain good levels of mental wellbeing. 
However, this focus on mental health 
could lead to other equally important 
pillars of wellbeing being under resourced, 
which will ultimately negatively impact an 
individual’s mental health. For example, 
an individual who has poor quality sleep, is 
very likely to make poor food choices the 
next day, is less likely to engage in physical 
activity and hence increase their feeling 
of unhappiness, worry and stress, causing 
another bad night’s sleep and so on.

Employers need to adopt a holistic 
approach by understanding that each 
pillar of wellbeing hugely effects the 
others. The world of elite sport provides a 
template for the corporate world in this 
respect. Athletes have every aspect of their 
life carefully managed to support their 
physiology, psychology, nutrition, recovery 
etc. to help them perform at their best as 
often as possible. Why would organisations 
approach things differently in the 
corporate world?

Whilst employers may not have the ability 
to provide around the clock support in 
all areas for all employees, they can place 
a greater emphasis on the importance 
of each pillar and provide tools to help 
employees feel & perform at their best.

3. Prevention
We’ve all heard the phrase, prevention is 
better than cure. This is particularly relevant 
in the world of workplace wellbeing, where 
the cost of reacting to employee wellbeing 
issues are typically high. Solutions such 
as online mental wellbeing material and 
mental health first aiders are all welcome 

additions to an employer’s wellbeing 
programme to provide support for those 
that need it at the right time.

However, are these same businesses 
investing time and money to understand 
how they can prevent their workforce 
from reaching the point where they 
need such help in the first place? Do they 
understand how their workplaces impact 
employee mental wellbeing? Are they 
supporting employees in leading an active 
life, including getting sufficient recovery, 
through their workplace policies to help 
support positive mental health?

Enhancing employee wellbeing involves 
more than providing reactive resources 
that are only putting a plaster over a larger 
issue. Building an eco-system that focusses 
on helping the workforce develop a healthy 
approach to their daily working & home life, 
will naturally create a culture of prevention, 
helping to reduce employee absenteeism 
& presenteeism, whilst reducing risk of 
serious health issues and disease.

“Each employee will have 
differing needs depending on 
their working environment, 
lifestyle and type of work, 
meaning a one size fits all 
approach simply cannot 
work.”

4. Personalised
With the future of work likely to include a 
hybrid model where employees spend a 
portion of their time working away from 
the office, it will become increasingly 
difficult for organisations to deliver 
effective wellbeing support.
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Each employee will have differing needs 
depending on their working environment, 
lifestyle and type of work, meaning a one 
size fits all approach simply cannot work. 
Employers need to adopt a more bespoke, 
individualised approach that considers 
each employee’s needs and provides the 
right type and level of support to help 
them prosper. This personalised approach 
has traditionally been very difficult to 
achieve due to workforces sharing open 
plan offices and wellbeing programmes 
being centred around largescale initiatives 
such as in-house gyms, walk to work 
schemes etc. 

With the move towards a hybrid approach 
involving office, flex and home working 
environments, an opportunity has arisen to 
personalise ways of working for employees 
and create bespoke wellbeing strategies to 
support this new normal. 

5. Data Driven
Workplace wellbeing strategies should 
be underpinned by a foundation of data 
to inform decision making and develop 
evidence based solutions. For years, 
wellbeing has been high on the agenda 
of many organisations, yet companies still 
struggle to provide a clear ROI in this area. 
Often organisations use engagement rates 
to measure wellbeing initiatives, assuming 
that if a percentage of the workforce take 
part, then the programme was a success.

Unfortunately, often those who take part 
are those who are actually in a good 
place from a wellbeing perspective and 
taking part doesn’t equate to a long term 
improvement in wellbeing. Employers 
need to understand the current situation 
for each of their employees in order to 
deliver an effective strategy, the success of 
which needs to be tracked and measured 
on an ongoing basis. This should include 

both subjective and objective data to 
provide insights that aren’t just based on 
employee sentiment and include ongoing 
measurement in a holistic manner. The 
future of work should see organisations 
employing data rich tools to keep abreast 
of changes that occur across different 
employee types and to understand how 
variables such as the working environment, 
ways of working and job type effect 
wellbeing over time.

In conclusion, workplace wellbeing is top 
of many an employer’s agenda as they 
finalise their future work strategy. This 
presents a unique opportunity to reinvent 
the wheel by taking proactive steps to 
enhance employee health and develop a 
strong, resilient and happy workforce that 
are better able to cope with the demands 
of everyday life.

Those organisations that embrace the 
change through the investment of 
appropriate resources and funding to 
help develop data led strategies to meet 
the needs of all employees will reap the 
rewards in the long-term.

Evidence shows that happier, healthier 
workforces are more productive, think 
more clearly and have a greater loyalty to 
their employer, helping to reduce costs 
and increase profits in the long-term. 
Why would any business owner or senior 
stakeholder resist the opportunity to create 
such a positive outcome within their own 
business?
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Womble Bond Dickinson
Transatlantic law firm Womble Bond 
Dickinson has been based on Newcastle’s 
Quayside since 1998, and will be moving to 
new offices in The Spark on the Newcastle 
Helix site in 2022. 
 
Their way of working has changed 
significantly during the pandemic, and the 
new space will be designed to allow people 
to work in different ways, with a focus on 
collaboration – both internally and with 
clients – flexibility, and hybrid working. 
 
Rather than a static space, full of desks 
and meeting rooms, the new office will 
feature collaboration and activity areas, 
library rooms, a café and workshop facilities 
as well as traditional desks. The driving 
principle is that office-based tasks should 
have an appropriate space. 
 
Technology will play a huge role, with 
e-signatures and virtual meetings having 
become a normal part of doing business, 
they expect this trend to continue where it 
makes theirs and their clients’ lives easier. 
 
While their relationship with the office has 
changed and will keep evolving, having a 
strong footprint in Newcastle was never in 
question. As a firm that’s been in the city 
since 1786, it’s a crucial part of Womble 
Bond Dickinson’s identity and the new 
space will allow them to continue build 
on that heritage while supporting clients 
domestically and around the world.

Northern Gas & Power
Global Procurement Group, trading in the 
UK as Northern Gas and Power, is taking 
four floors (30,000 square feet) of Grade-A 
commercial property on Gateshead 
waterfront, close to its current HQ at 
Baltic Place. It is the biggest commercial 
office project in the northeast for the past 
five years. Staff are due to move into the 
new Riga building later this year as final 
preparations and plans are made.
With a stunning glass façade, the HQ’s 
waterfront location offers sweeping vistas 
across the Tyne gorge and its iconic 
bridges, providing inspirational views for 
staff, and industry partners and suppliers 
alike.

Internally, the bar has been set extremely 
high, using state-of-the-art equipment, 
materials, seating, sound systems and 
screens. Combined with this will be a 
strong emphasis on promoting a healthy 
‘work-life balance’ with staff well-being at 
the heart of its design.

In collaboration with Tri Construction 
and AMH Workspace, the interior design 
sets completely new standards in quality, 
including a Zen-Zone with bespoke 
ergonomically-crafted seating areas to 
give its people a choice of spaces to enjoy 
down-time together. A ‘living’ wall and 
range of natural plants bring the outside, 
inside and help create a full sensory 
experience. Next to The Zen-Zone, an 
immersive Gaming area is complete with 
PlayStations, Xboxes, VR gaming, pool 
tables and foosball, to keep break times 
exciting and enjoyable.

Staff who experience a working 
environment that fosters a sense of 
harmony, relaxation and collaboration, 
really benefit in terms of refreshing their 
mindset and refocusing on their day. 

Snapshot 
case studies
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AES Digital Solutions Ltd
AES Digital Solutions is based in the Tees 
Valley, and specialises in the development 
of software and on-line applications. 

For almost 20 years AES operated from 
their own property, a former bank, but as a 
global business have long used flexible and 
remote working to help their team balance 
their work and home lives. 

Prior to the pandemic, plans had been 
made to vacate their building and move to 
a smaller, more flexible space as a greater 
proportion of the team was regularly 
working away from the office. 

The crisis not only accelerated those plans, 
but also made the case for having a fixed 
office of any sort weaker as the team 
proved full-time remote working did not 
have a detrimental impact on productivity 
or client outcomes. 

Now, AES is looking towards a remote-first 
approach, with meeting or collaboration 
space booked as required. 

Crowther Mediation
Crowther are specialists in civil, family 
and workplace mediation, and are the 
largest independent mediation practice 
in the North of England, providing 
services directly and offering training and 
supervision to HR departments across the 
country. 
 
Traditionally their work is done face-to-face, 
with a need for large meeting rooms where 
all the relevant parties can get together 
in a comfortable, confidential space. This 
meant that they needed to be in high 
quality office space in convenient locations 
to do their work to the high standard they 
and their clients expect. 
 
When the pandemic hit, this changed 
overnight and Crowther went from 
face-to-face appointments to delivering 
services from home by telephone and 
video conference. While a fundamental 
shift like that could have been a shock to 
the system, they swiftly found it had many 
benefits: chiefly, it was far easier to co-
ordinate diaries with clients and involved 
parties without the need to travel either 
side of an appointment. As a result, they 
could progress things in a smoother, more 
timely manner and – with less travelling 
and paperless working – with a far smaller 
carbon footprint. 
 
Pre-pandemic Crowther had eight 
locations across the region, spread from 
Darlington to North Shields, as well as 
nearly twenty more in Yorkshire and the 
North West. Post-pandemic they anticipate 
delivering the same services with the same 
team, but without the need for as many 
physical locations. They hope that what 
once seemed too difficult – operating 
virtually – will become run of the mill.


