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Teamwork 
Reinvented
How to Orchestrate Successful Teams 
in the New World of Work

Great teamwork is at the heart of how 
managers add value to organizations 

— but creating the conditions for it to 
flourish is a tougher job than ever. The 
fast pace of change in business today 
requires teams to be more creative, 
flexible, and agile, while pandemic-

driven disruptions to how and where we work have 
made productive collaboration more challenging. 
The articles that follow offer managers new 
insights into organizing and supporting productive, 
engaged teams.

In the two decades since Deborah Ancona 
and Henrik Bresman first wrote about a new kind 
of externally focused team in these pages, these 
so-called x-teams have helped unleash innovation 
and democratized leadership in some organizations 

— but others have found it difficult to shift their 
thinking to adopt this way of working. The authors’ 
latest research looks at what factors fuel x-team 
success, and how to overcome the obstacles that 
can hobble their implementation.

Meanwhile, the remote work revolution that 
COVID-19 precipitated remains an experiment in 
progress. Jonathan Trevor and Matthias Holweg 
began following 20 global enterprises during the 
pandemic, tracking how leaders were navigating 
employee demands for more flexible work 
arrangements. They found that managers were 

— and continue to be — concerned about the 
impact of having fewer in-person interactions on 
organizational culture and innovation capability, 
and they report on the tactics practitioners are 
using to mitigate those challenges.

Maintaining productive and engaged teams 
isn’t just about how employees collaborate and 
connect, however; in these times of heightened 
uncertainty over economics, politics, and public 
health, leaders must also manage employees’ 
anxieties. Kristine Powers and Jessica B.B. Diaz 
surveyed workers about the kinds of support 
they need from managers — in particular, asking 
whether leaders are able to provide the explicit 
reassurance that employees seek. When there 
are no easy answers, leaders will need new, often 
individualized strategies for addressing concerns 
and maintaining trust.

— The MIT SMR Editors
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T E A M W O R K  R E I N V E N T E D

[ Collaboration ]

Pep Boatella

I T’S BEEN OVER 20 YEARS SINCE WE FIRST 
identified a new kind of work group emerging at 
innovative organizations. Entrepreneurial, exter-
nally focused “x-teams” have proved to boost organ-
izations’ agility and speed of execution in the face of 
rapid change and uncertainty, and have been used 
successfully in product development, sales, manu-

facturing, and senior leadership. 
However, while x-teams are particularly relevant 

to today’s challenging business environment, they are 
still found at only a relatively small number of com-
panies and not-for-profit organizations. The prevail-
ing approaches to training and managing teams haven’t 
changed much at all.

At most organizations, managers concerned with 
teamwork still focus largely on internal group dynam-
ics. X-teams, in contrast, combine this internal focus 
with a strong orientation toward external outreach and 

learning. They reach out to stakeholders both inside and 
outside their companies. Their emphasis on networked 
action helps to distribute leadership to all levels of the 
company. And, as organizations shed bureaucracy and 
become more nimble and networked, x-teams become 
the building blocks of these new architectural designs.

Ongoing studies of x-teams have produced new 
insights into why they succeed — or don’t — and how 
to maximize the likelihood of success with this model 
for organizing collaboration.¹ We and other research-
ers have found that difficulties in adopting the x-team 
approach are typically caused by outmoded assumptions 
about teams at all levels, confusion over how to compose 
x-teams, and a lack of understanding about how to man-
age these groups’ activities. In this article, we’ll briefly
review these challenges — which largely stem from iner-
tia — and describe the success factors we’ve observed
among high-performing x-teams.

Turn Your Teams 
Inside Out
Externally focused teams can drive 
innovation, performance, and 
distributed leadership — but adopting 
them requires a shift in mindset.
By Deborah Ancona and Henrik Bresman
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Old Assumptions Die Hard
Conventional thinking about teams conjures an image 
of a circle of dots representing the members, with lines 
connecting them. The work performed by the group — 
whether a 12-person jury or the eight executives on a 
senior leadership team — is focused inside the circle. For 
x-teams, the picture needs to depict not a closed circle
but a more permeable boundary: Relationships and activ-
ities are not limited to team members but involve many 
more stakeholders. X-team members are active in cross-
ing team boundaries and bringing others in. But the tra-
ditional bounded, internal focus can be hard to dislodge, 
and its persistence undermines the effectiveness of a
would-be x-team.

Managers must also expand their conception of 
teams as being composed of a stable set of full-time 
members to one with shifting membership and blurred 
boundaries.2 We have been trained to choose team mem-
bers with complementary skills, personalities, and learn-
ing styles who are committed to the team for the long 
term. Yet x-team members come and go as the tasks shift, 
the need for expertise evolves, and members’ schedules 
or employment status change. Some teams replace mem-
bers as the team goes from, say, creative ideation to idea 
implementation.

The third and perhaps most fundamental mind-
set shift required to succeed with x-teams is to under-
stand that the very context of the work has changed. 
Conventional teams often think of the organization as 
their context: It’s the place where resources, collabora-
tors, and information can be found. But bear in mind 
that the x in x-teams refers to external: Their advantages 
stem from their orientation toward the broader context, 
including the larger business ecosystem.

Accordingly, it is often anxiety about opening up to 
outside interests and influences that drives resistance to 
x-teams. For example, when the R&D group at Takeda
Pharmaceutical decided to set up its new global product 
teams as x-teams, some resistance stemmed from the
feeling that there was already enough talent and infor-
mation inside the organization, and some resulted from 
concerns over the loss of intellectual property and com-
petitive advantage. Employees were also insecure about 
their ability to successfully undertake the new activities 
that x-teams demand, such as interviewing patients

and senior leaders or coordinating with other organi-
zations. Fortunately, the R&D group had already done 
some leadership training that included work on x-teams. 
Participants in that training program briefed others about 
what they did, how they did it, and what outcomes they 
achieved. They ultimately encouraged others to focus on 
the potential benefits rather than downsides. In addition, 
training on how to be an x-team and conversations about 
what could be achieved in terms of learning, innovation, 
and partnerships helped bring people along.

Start Small by Practicing X-Team Skills
Trying out the x-team way of operating on a small scale, 
rather than beginning with an organizationwide inter-
vention, can help change perspectives and build comfort 
with the key disciplines of sense-making, ambassadorship, 
and task coordination. (See “Balance External Activities 
with Internal Practices.”) Some ways to start:

 ▪ Ask each member of a team to meet with one 
customer in the next week and report back — 
then move on to another stakeholder group, like 
competitors or technical experts. This builds 
comfort with going outside the team’s boundaries. 
Start with an external constituency that is pivotal 
for the team task.

 ▪ Map your competitive landscape — both current 
and potential players. This often yields the 
realization among team members that they lack 
sufficient understanding of the market and have 
much to learn from looking outward.

 ▪ Find experts in your task inside and outside the 
organization to provide advice and perspective — 
and sharpen team members’ ability to locate useful 
resources in the process.

 ▪ Ask each team member to create a presentation 
of what the team does for the rest of the 
organization. This helps educate employees on 
the communication needed to obtain buy-in and 
cooperation from other stakeholders.

 ▪ As your team makes progress, identify gains 
related to the organization’s strategic priorities, 
and communicate those to senior leaders. Building 
alignment with senior management’s strategies and 
initiatives is key to x-team success.
These small steps can help shift perspectives and

Conventional teams think of the organization as their context, 
while x-teams are oriented toward the broader context, including 

the larger business ecosystem.
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CollaborationT E A M W O R K 
R E I N V E N T E D

ready the group to try x-teaming on a larger scale.

Getting Started: Go Out Before In
We can’t overemphasize the importance of the x-teams 
mantra “go out before in.” The work of every x-team 
begins with exploration of the external landscape. 
Starting by engaging in sensemaking outside the team — 
and the company — orients the team to that wider con-
text of the full ecosystem.

“Out before in” shifts us away from the assumption 
that our top priorities are to build internal trust and effi-
cacy. Before members set goals, allocate roles, and decide 
on the very task of the team, they need to reach out to 
understand more about why customers might be leav-
ing, what new technologies they need to incorporate, and 
what competitive threats might need to be addressed. 
They need to align with senior leadership to get buy-in 
and secure resources and support. And they need to coor-
dinate with others inside and outside of the organization. 
(See “An X-Team in Action.”)

The Cascade team at Microsoft, for example, got 
moving with an “out before in” approach when it set out 
to develop better tools for teams of software develop-
ers. Rather than assuming that they knew what devel-
opers wanted or relying on existing solutions, they went 
out to learn more about the problems and challenges 

experienced by teams working in different industries 
and locations, in organizations of various sizes. They 
met with software developers and learned that collabo-
rating in real time, especially in remote-work situations, 
was difficult for some, while knowledge sharing across a 
team was complicated for others because of silos, tools, 
and processes, among other issues. Going “out” first pro-
vided the basis for forming a high-level hypothesis about 
the way customers were working, how they were trying 
to work, and how they might work in the future — before 
starting to build and test possible solutions.

Who’s on the Team?
As noted earlier, the composition of an x-team can be 
much more fluid and complex than that of a traditional 
team, requiring managers to consider not only skills but 
also other team member characteristics needed at differ-
ent stages of work. Certainly, a diversity of viewpoints 
and experiences is an asset to any team, but particu-
larly to x-teams, which are often focused on innovation. 
Staffing an x-team should also take into account people’s 
networks inside and outside the company. If the team 
needs customer input or expertise from marketing, you 
are better off having team members who know whom 
to contact. For example, it is easier to tap product users 
for insight if someone on the team has connections to 

AN X-TEAM IN ACTION

W hen Takeda Pharmaceutical 
created the Spin-In team to 
find the best use for a drug that 
did not fit neatly into one of 

its core therapeutic areas, team leader 
Kristina Allikmets knew she was going to 
be working in a totally new way, maneu-
vering outside of the existing organiza-
tional structure. She also knew that R&D 
head Andy Plump had encouraged a 
culture of being open to experimentation, 
learning, and working as an x-team.

Like a traditional team leader, 
Allikmets worked to create an inclusive 
culture that was also open and transpar-
ent. The team defined its mission and pur-
pose as changing how R&D is conducted 
at Takeda: “To aspire to inspire bold drug 

development because patients are wait-
ing” set the entrepreneurial and visionary 
tone that inspires many x-teams.

The Spin-In team was designed to be 
agile, focused, and much smaller than 
Takeda’s usual project teams. Allikmets 
brought in a few experts with key com-
petencies from the broader R&D organ-
ization who became the core members. 
Later, the team expanded to include 
some part-time and part-cycle members 
for task execution.

Governance by a small board of direc-
tors composed of Takeda R&D executives 
ensured agile decision-making with mini-
mal organizational burden.

Spin-In team members engaged in 
lots of sensemaking to understand the 

broader landscape of their mission. They 
visited biotech companies and startups 
to learn about their practices and con-
sider how to introduce them into a more 
mature company. They did competitive 
analysis to understand what would win in 
the marketplace.

They engaged in ambassadorship, 
reaching out to senior leaders to get 
resources, buy-in, and alignment. They 
learned top management’s expectations 
for the team, and discussed whether they 
could be met. They also created an infor-
mal board of external stakeholders to get 
buy-in and advice. This group of influen-
tial outsiders helped the team negotiate 
and gain support. 

They coordinated tasks across the 
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customer organizations.
You also need people with broad networks that 

extend throughout the organization to facilitate coordi-
nation and buy-in from other internal stakeholders. At 
the same time, managers should make sure that the team 
is not overloaded with too many people and too many 
meetings. For example, one team bickered for a bit as to 
whether to include IT staff members or customers on a 
particular team; they needed the representation but not 
the bureaucracy and time sink of managing such a large 
team. Ultimately, they made these people part-time team 
members who attended meetings only as necessary. In 
short, staffing was dynamic rather than stable.

To be sure, it can be confusing when there are mem-
bers who are part time or join for only part of the cycle. 
This sometimes makes it unclear who is and who is not a 
member. INSEAD professor Mark Mortensen calls these 
fuzzy boundaries.3 X-teams are both comfortable with 
the ambiguity and able to create different membership 
types to provide some structure. In particular, x-teams 
demarcate the core: those managing the team and carry-
ing its history throughout most of the team’s existence 
(note that they are not necessarily more senior), the oper-
ational members who are working on the team’s prod-
uct at any given time, and the networked members in 
the broader organization or ecosystem who contribute 

when necessary. Each member type may or may not be 
involved at any given moment.

Last but not least, given that x-teams are often cre-
ated to increase innovation, it can be useful to have peo-
ple who are excited about shaking up the status quo, 
eager to experiment and learn, and able to reach out to 
understand a changing environment.

The key here is to move away from the idea of stable, 
clearly bounded teams to ones that are diverse, dynamic, 
and distributed. However the team is composed, x-teams 
work to onboard all team members, whenever they join 
the team, and schedule work to help members manage 
their commitments across teams.

Tame X-Team Complexity in Phases
Running an x-team is more complex than leading a tra-
ditional team. You must manage the external activities 
of sensemaking, ambassadorship, and task coordination 
across organizations, while still setting members up for 
success, creating psychological safety, and fostering 
learning. You must look after part-time and part-cycle 
members, and in the new world of widespread remote 
work, support a sizable number of people who are work-
ing offsite (and on multiple teams). In short, there are 
a lot of moving parts, which can be difficult to manage.

Effective x-teams tackle some of this complexity by 

team, colleagues, and partners within the 
larger organization and ecosystem. This 
meant having conversations about how to 
help others and what they would need to 
collaborate. It involved setting up cross-
team schedules and checking in on how 
the other groups were progressing.

This early period of exploration built 
a launchpad for the team. They had a 
better understanding of the technology, 
the players, the competition, the market, 
and the political environment than they 
would have had if their focus had been 
primarily internal.

Next, they started the phase of exper-
imenting and executing. Having decided 
what kind of drug and process they 
wanted to create, they started thinking 

about the best way to do it. They took a 
hands-on approach to the clinical studies 
to speed up the execution. For example, 
to solve the problem of clinical trial sub-
jects failing to show up for appointments, 
they partnered with a nursing organiza-
tion and created new protocols, where 
nurses went out to patients instead of 
having patients come in. 

Not everyone inside the company 
embraced this big process change, but 
the team kept going, pushing to shorten 
the product development process and 
make it work with fewer resources and a 
smaller team.

Internally, the team continued to 
develop. Members would sometimes take 
on leadership roles such that leadership 

rotated across members. Allikmets 
learned when to step up to lead and 
when to step back. Thus the team came 
to embody distributed leadership both 
within the team and within the organiza-
tion as it led the organization into a new 
mode of operating.

Finally the team was ready to export 
its ideas to the rest of the organization. 
When it came time to let go of the mole-
cule, the data that the team had generated 
had piqued the interest of a therapy area 
group in R&D that wanted to include the 
molecule in its portfolio. The Spin-In team 
was able to transfer its expertise and 
enthusiasm to that new group, and went 
on to bring the x-team approach to other 
members of the organization.
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CollaborationT E A M W O R K 
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dividing up their work into three separate phases. The 
change from one phase of work activity to another sig-
nals the need to rethink who is on the team, who will play 
what role, and what the new work requirements will be.

The first phase, exploration, involves a great deal of 
sensemaking and ambassadorial activity as team mem-
bers map their environment, decide on their goals, and 
begin to establish the key networks inside and outside 
of the organization that will work with the team. This 
is also a period of vicarious learning, as team members 
learn from experts who know more than they do.4 This 
phase will incorporate a lot of brainstorming and consid-
eration of many alternative task definitions. It’s a time for 
divergent thinking and getting input from many people.

Next, the team needs to decide on its core tasks, 
goals, and deliverables and move toward achieving them. 
This second phase, experimentation and execution, is when 

the team tries different solutions to their problem until 
they settle on the best one to take forward. This is the 
phase in which the size of the team may expand as solu-
tion iteration and then prototyping, testing, and creating 
the actual product, process, or idea take place.

Finally, in the exportation phase, the team works with 
others around the organization to transfer the enthusiasm 
and expertise of the team to others who will either fur-
ther refine, engineer, manufacture, or market the team’s 
work. Here, the team will need to be staffed with its own 
experts and those who have links to these other groups.

In terms of managing the rhythm of the internal and 
external work of the team, research suggests that it’s 
most useful to cycle between outward-facing and inter-
nal activities.5 For example, the team organizes to go out 
to explore the external environment, but then members 
come together to discuss what they have learned and 

BALANCE EXTERNAL ACTIVITIES WITH INTERNAL PRACTICES
X-TEAMS PLAN AND EXECUTE ON 
three core external activities throughout 
their life cycle:

Sensemaking
 ▪ Reaching out to external stakeholders
to learn about markets, customers,
technologies, politics, employees, and
culture.

 ▪ Learning from experts and innovators
in the field and monitoring competi-
tive trends.

 ▪ Seeking out new partnerships
that may enhance organizational
outcomes.

Ambassadorship
 ▪ Reaching out to senior leadership to
get buy-in for the team’s work, build
support, and acquire resources.

 ▪ Seeking strategic alignment between
the team and organizational goals and
priorities.

Task Coordination
 ▪ Reaching out to teams and individuals
inside and outside the organization
who provide inputs to or take outputs
from the team.

 ▪ Communicating team progress and
agreeing on the nature and timing of
coordination.

 ▪ Agreeing on what will be delivered
when and at what level of quality.

Robust internal structure and pro-
cesses are needed to coordinate activi-
ties, ensure team cohesion, and enable 
the team to integrate information and 
expertise:

Get the Basics Right
Like all teams, x-teams must also establish 
the goals, roles, norms, processes, and 
interpersonal relationships needed to 
organize the team and manage conflict 
and decision-making. This internal con-
text helps the team to plan and manage 
its external activity as well as the internal 
work of the team.

Build Psychological Safety
Given that x-teams view innovation and 
speed as priorities, it’s essential that all 
team members feel as if they belong and 
can contribute any ideas they have with-
out negative repercussions. Creating this 
sense of safety for the team is a key to 
success.

Promote Learning
Since x-teams often operate in an envi-
ronment of uncertainty where there are 
no clear answers, continuous learning is 
critical. This involves both vicarious learn-
ing from others as well as experimentation 
within the team. Learning involves being 
open to new information and perspec-
tives, reflecting on what works and does 
not work in the team, and changing to 
improve team operations.

For greater depth, see X-Teams: How to 
Build Teams That Lead, Innovate, and 
Succeed (Harvard Business Publishing, 
2007), by Deborah Ancona and Henrik 
Bresman. (A new edition is forthcoming 
in 2023.)
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what it means for the task, team design, and team culture. 
The members go out again to make sure that there is sup-
port for the plan, and come back in to revise and change 
it as needed. The team then goes out yet again to learn 
from others about the best way to do the work, before 
coming back together to figure out how to make it hap-
pen. Finally, they go out to present their work to others, 
get feedback, and make further refinements so they can 
export it to the rest of the organization. Later meetings 
can focus on learning lessons from the team to bring to 
future teams. This internal-external rhythm helps teams 
to focus on either internal or external activities over time, 
and sometimes both at the same time if needed.

Managing both in-person and remote team mem-
bers is also a challenge. Here, research shows that a good 
approach is to pulse team activity. Early on, you may want 
to bring x-team members together frequently to com-
pare notes, decide on future actions, and build the team. 
Team members then separate to do the agreed-upon 
work. Social bonds can be forged during these bursts 
of togetherness, and remote members may be asked 
to come in for some sessions. In between bursts, team 
members can still communicate one on one, but their 
focus is more on task fulfillment.6

In short, through phased work, an in/out rhythm 
of work, and pulsing work, the x-team is able to better 
organize its complex membership and evolving challenges. 
One executive who implemented x-teams talked about 
the “delights of discipline.” By this she meant that having 
explicit milestones, deliverables, and deadlines for each 
phase — exploration, experimentation and execution, and 
exportation — meant that the team could both innovate 
and stick to standards and schedules. Such an approach 
begins to codify the x-team process, which can spread 
throughout the organization as more people learn to work 
in this way — and as more people witness the work and 
become interested in how x-teams are achieving results.

AS ORGANIZATIONS MOVE FROM BUREAUCRA-
cies to more nimble, agile forms of operating, they need 
to learn how to practice distributed leadership. That is, 
there must be leaders operating not just at the top but 
at all levels of the organization. These new leaders need 
to bring others into the process of execution and inno-
vation at a rapid pace to match that of the environment. 
X-teams can be the vehicle to make these new forms of
organization work, and to develop the leaders who are

needed to staff them. While some of these shifts in organ-
izational form are top down, x-teams also show that 
change can start with a few small teams doing amazing 
things. These teams bring new solutions to new prob-
lems, link the organization to the larger ecosystem, and 
test proofs of concept for new ways of operating. Even 
if some initiatives fail, x-teams are a vehicle for con-
stant learning for the organization, and a mechanism to 
unleash talent at lower levels of the company. ▪

Deborah Ancona is the Seley Distinguished Professor of 
Management and founder of the MIT Leadership Center at 
the MIT Sloan School of Management. Henrik Bresman is 
associate professor of organizational behavior at INSEAD.
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Manage teams with in-person and remote team members by 
pulsing team activity, with early bursts of togetherness.
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T E A M W O R K  R E I N V E N T E D

[ Culture ]

Pep BoatellaM anagers have always needed 
guidance to lead their employees 
through times of extreme uncer-
tainty. The COVID-19 pandemic is 
the defining global crisis of our gen-
eration, but it is not the first of its 
kind, nor will it be the last. Uncer-

tainty and volatility continue to rock work environ-
ments as the pandemic recedes and global economic 
and political instability loom, compounding employ-
ees’ feelings of uncertainty. In this changing envi-
ronment, traditional management and leadership 
approaches are insufficient.

Extant research on leadership during crises 
generally focuses on organizationwide strategies 
germane to C-suite executives, leaving direct man-
agers with little guidance on how best to support 
employees. To address this gap, we went straight 
to the source, asking employees what they want, 
need, and expect from their managers in times of 

uncertainty. (See “The Research.”) We asked, “What 
is one thing your supervisor could do (or do more of ) 
to help alleviate the uncertainty that arose as a result 
of the pandemic?” In total, 287 participants, from a 
range of organization sizes and a variety of industries, 
responded with 398 unique comments.

The data revealed five categories of actions man-
agers can take to help employees reduce or cope with 
their uncertainty. Above all else, employees most 
want information about their job and the organi-
zation. They want psychological and instrumental 
support from their manager and clear, fast, and accu-
rate communication. To a lesser extent, they are also 

What Employees 
Want Most in 
Uncertain Times
When threats loom, managers must go beyond the 
tried-and-true techniques for supporting employees 
to address divergent concerns and build trust.
By Kristine W. Powers and Jessica B.B. Diaz
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looking for specific leadership styles (such as moti-
vational or vulnerable) and desire specific resources, 
both material and intangible. Some employees report 
that there is nothing their manager can do to allevi-
ate uncertainty.

There are many research-backed techniques that 
managers can use to support employees in each of 
the five theme areas, some of which we’ve included 
in the accompanying table, “Study Results and 
Aligned Strategies.” However, our research reveals 
that managing uncertainty is far more complicated 
than implementing such strategies under more sta-
ble conditions. We found that during times of uncer-
tainty, different employees want different kinds of 
support delivered in different ways, and sometimes 
that includes things that managers cannot actually 
provide. Consequently, managers must prioritize 
two behaviors: individualized consideration and 
building trust. The former helps address divergent 
concerns, while the latter can mitigate the impact of 
unaddressed needs.

The Problem: Meeting Divergent and 
Impossible Needs
Overall, our findings showed that leading through a 
crisis places managers in nearly impossible positions. 
First, when employees’ needs diverge, they also often 
conflict. Across the five categories, we identified 27 
different sub-needs, many of which are seemingly at 
odds with one another. For example, some respond-
ents in our sample said they desire a leader who will 

“communicate their fears,” whereas others want a 
leader who will “stay calm and not panic.” Employ-
ees also diverge in job structure needs during uncer-
tainty — some want clear expectations and direction, 
while others want more autonomy and independ-
ence. For example, Alex wants their manager to 

“provide clear guidance about expectations … and 
scheduled check-ins,” but Susan wants her manager 
to “continue to work and let me work.” Faced with 
divergent sub-needs, managers must forgo a one-
size-fits-all approach that might be effective during 
times of stability.

Similarly, employees disagree on what consti-
tutes effective communication in times of crisis. 
Some want frequent and transparent communica-
tion, even when this means the message may change. 
Others want only communication that is consistent 
and accurate. For instance, Sam wants their manager 
to “keep us in the loop of decisions … even if it is just 
rumors or speculation,” while Tony expressed frus-
tration that “the message changes daily” and wants 

managers to “tell me of information only when they 
are sure of it.” Managers face tough decisions regard-
ing whether to share half-baked information fast or 
wait until there is more certainty.

Most often, respondents indicated that they 
desire more information from their managers to 
alleviate feelings of uncertainty. Information allows 
people to better understand, accept, and handle 
future events by restoring their sense of control.¹ 
Past research dictates that communication must be 
timely, credible, and trustworthy.2 However, during 
times of rapid, unplanned change, the most desired 
information is not readily available to many front-
line managers, such as when it will be safe to return 
to the office, whether layoffs will be imminent, or 
how the company is doing financially. Managers are 
left in the uncomfortable position of being unable to 
fulfill employees’ information needs due to their own 
limited span of control or their organization’s uncer-
tainty about the broader landscape.

Beyond information, employees in our study 
sought a level of financial security that most manag-
ers are unlikely to be able to deliver. Some explicitly 
asked for financial support in the form of increased 
pay, advance payments, paid layoffs, bonuses, and 
hazard pay. However, the pandemic closed doors, 
decreased demand, and disrupted supply chains, 
leaving many organizations with no choice but to 
pass on their financial burdens to employees. In 

The Research
BETWEEN MARCH AND OCTOBER 
2020, the authors asked employees 
across a variety of industries and organ-
ization sizes, “What is one thing your 
supervisor could do (or do more of) to 
help alleviate the uncertainty that arose 
as a result of the pandemic?” 

They collected and coded the data 
in two phases, using an iterative pro-
cess and inductive content analysis. 
Following the initial wave of data col-
lection and coding (N = 201), they col-
lected information from an additional 
86 respondents to ensure a sufficient 
sample size for theoretical saturation. 
In total, 287 participants responded 
with 398 unique comments.
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addition, news of layoffs and downsizing dominated 
the media, only exacerbating employees’ feelings of 
uncertainty. Unsurprisingly, many employees in our 
study said the one thing they desired from their man-
ager was assurance that their jobs would be secure.

As pandemic restrictions eased and business 
activity accelerated, concerns over job security, 
reconsiderations of career and life goals, high talent 
demand, and other factors contributed to the Great 
Resignation.  Tens of millions of employees will-
ingly left their positions or the labor market entirely 
and, in the process, were able to maintain their sense 
of control. As a result, reducing job insecurity has 
become a critical managerial priority for maintain-
ing an effective workforce.

So, what are managers supposed to do about 

those conflicting — and seemingly unmeetable — 
needs? How can managers identify and address 
divergent needs to help reduce uncertainty while 
helping employees cope with the uncertainty that 
cannot be remedied?

The Solution: Making the Impossible 
Possible
Managers can meet divergent needs using individ-
ualized consideration, a subdimension of transfor-
mational leadership in which managers identify 
and address each employee’s unique needs.3 Vary-
ing one’s management approach based on the indi-
vidual is always effective for boosting motivation 
and performance, but it is critical in times of uncer-
tainty. By prioritizing employees’ individual needs 

Study Results and Aligned Strategies
The themes below reflect employees’ reported needs and ways managers can provide 
support in times of uncertainty. Within each theme, we identified multiple sub-themes 
and evidence-based strategies that managers can use to address the needs the employees 
expressed.

THEME ALIGNED MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES

Information: 38% requested more information on a 
specific topic, such as the likelihood of layoffs, return-to-
office plans, and performance expectations.

 ▪ Whenever possible, share organization-level decisions 
and information with employees at all levels.i

 ▪ Create structure by clarifying goals, roles, and 
performance expectations; allocating resources 
equitably; identifying obstacles; and tracking progress.ii

Support: 35% requested general support, including job 
assurance, care for health and safety, career support, and 
empathy.

 ▪ Stop and consider the perspectives of your employees. 
Ask questions and take cues about how much they want 
to share.iii

 ▪ Create deliberate opportunities for employees to 
participate in decision-making. This helps restore a 
feeling of control eroded by uncertainty.iv

Communication characteristics: 26% cited specific 
communication characteristics — such as frequent, 
regular, clear, and consistent — that would help alleviate 
uncertainty.

 ▪ Identify a consistent source of information so that 
employees know where to go when situations are unclear.v

 ▪ Schedule regular information-sharing meetings or emails, 
even when there is nothing new to convey. Predictability 
helps reduce uncertainty.

Leadership style: 16% expressed a desire for their 
manager to emulate a certain leadership style. Some 
sought transparency and honesty, others optimism, and 
others calmness and professionalism.

Avoid the tendency to protect employees by withholding 
negative information. Above all else, be honest and 
transparent in your approach.vi

Resources: 13% were looking for specific resources like 
financial support, job flexibility, or personal protective 
equipment.

Provide employees with flexibility on where, when, and 
how they do their work.vii

Nothing: 11% said there was nothing more their 
supervisor could do, either because their manager was 
already doing it or because they saw the uncertainty as 
unresolvable.

Acknowledge what cannot be done or what remains 
unknown. For example, saying, “I don’t know,” is a 
powerful strategy for building trust and acquiring 
knowledge more effectively.viii
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and understanding their fears, managers can target 
and address the sources of their uncertainty in a vol-
atile environment.

Individualized consideration manifests in vari-
ous ways. For example, one respondent requested 
that their manager “reach out and ask how I’m doing 
with my workload or if there is anything I would like 
to change about my tasks,” while another asked for 

“more positive feedback ... and more instruction.” 
Similarly, it could mean having a manager “acknowl-
edge the fact that the situation could change and we 
could lose our jobs” with David but “continue to reas-
sure staff that our company is and will be fine, and 
talk about goals enthusiastically” with Jane. One 
respondent, whose manager seemed to embody indi-
vidualized consideration, highlighted, “She recog-
nizes that each of us has unique needs and does her 
best to meet those needs.” Indeed, a recently pub-
lished article by Martínez-Córcoles and colleagues 
and recent work by this article’s second author 
empirically support individualized consideration as 
a critical driver of positive employee outcomes amid 
uncertainty.⁴

Once managers have done what they can to 
address individuals’ unique needs, a degree of unre-
lievable uncertainty remains and must be managed 
with the same degree of individualized consideration. 
Despite respondent requests for certainty around the 
future of work, continued pay, and job stability, most 
employees are well aware that their managers cannot 
predict the future or make money appear out of thin 
air. When employees communicate these needs, they 
provide managers with critical information about 
what they fear most. Managers should proactively 
create space for individuals to share what they are 
most uncertain about, even when it is impossible to 
deliver what employees want. For example, when 
employees communicate “buy me food” or “guar-
antee our store will stay in business,” the manage-
rial instinct may be to take it literally and either turn 
down the request or dismiss it entirely. Instead, we 
encourage managers to set aside time — perhaps 

during a weekly check-in — to discuss the need and 
its root cause with their employee in order to gener-
ate a collaborative and individualized solution.

However, the effectiveness of individualized con-
sideration is contingent on trust, which grows out of 
the confidence an employee has in their manager’s 
integrity, care, and capability.⁵ Researchers agree that 
trust helps individuals cope with uncertainty, a con-
clusion echoed by our findings.⁶ Employees’ calls for 

“honest and transparent” leaders reflect their desire 
for managerial integrity. Their repeated requests 
for psychosocial support (such as “asking if we need 
help and showing genuine care” and “calling me up 
once a week to see how I am feeling”) demonstrate 
the importance of caring. Responses focused on the 
need for “clearer expectations” and a “plan to move 
forward” highlight capability, the final dimension of 
trust.

The significance of trust rises when employ-
ees express a desire for something managers can-
not provide. Managers who act with integrity, care, 
and capability (representing trustworthiness) instill 
in employees a much-needed sense of control and 
acceptance, even when needs remain unmet. As 
one participant highlighted, “The only uncertainty 
remaining for me is that one of my two jobs may 
not exist after the state of emergency ends, but my 
supervisor for that position is doing everything he 
can to find out exactly when (or if ) that takes effect 
to give everyone as much notice as possible.”

Our sample highlighted several tactics for build-
ing trusting leader-employee relationships that are 
supported by extant literature, including leading 
by example, communicating openly and authenti-
cally, maintaining clear and consistent expectations, 
and owning mistakes.⁷ However, there are two evi-
dence-based strategies particularly relevant to man-
aging uncertainty.

First, leaders should prioritize fairness in their 
processes. This prioritization means allocating 
resources equitably, designing fair procedures, com-
municating the rationale for decisions, and treating 
individuals respectfully. As one respondent lamented 
in response to a lack of fairness around pay cuts, 

“They knew for months we would be getting our 
hours cut but waited until the day before the change 
went into effect to tell us.”

Second, managers can build trust by creating 
space to tend to their employees’ feelings and their 
team’s emotional culture.⁸ As one respondent noted, 
employees need their managers to “find more time 
to ask … how things are going and listen more when 

Trust is more important when 
employees want something 

managers cannot provide.
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we talk.” Simply acknowledging the emotional roller 
coaster employees ride during uncertain times helps 
build trust by demonstrating care. Furthermore, giv-
ing employees the space to freely share emotions 
aligns with humans’ innate need for optimal dis-
tinctiveness — a sense of belonging balanced with 
an appreciation for what makes us unique.⁹ In addi-
tion to trust, this intersection helps build a founda-
tion for inclusion.¹⁰

As a closing note, it is essential to acknowledge 
that trust can develop over time only when managers 
repeatedly demonstrate integrity, care, and capabil-
ity. Much of how employees experience uncertainty 
rests on the level of trust managers establish long 
before a crisis comes knocking. In fact, research 
demonstrates that in times of crisis, individuals 
revert to pre-crisis orientations and beliefs about 
their manager’s trustworthiness.¹¹ Though crises 
are, by definition, unexpected, effective managers 
can and should prepare for them. Practicing individ-
ualized consideration and developing trusting rela-
tionships can help employees cope with uncertainty, 
both now and in the future. ▪

Kristine W. Powers is a doctoral student at Clare-
mont Graduate University. Jessica B.B. Diaz is an 
assistant professor in the Division of Behavioral and 
Organizational Sciences and director of the human 
resource management program at Claremont Gradu-
ate University.
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[ The New Normal ]

Pep Boatella

D EVELOPING CORPORATE CULTURE 
and inspiring innovation were tough three 
years ago, when everyone sat in adjoining 
cubicles all week, drinking coffee from the 
same pot. Now that hybrid work appears to 
be here to stay, with many employees divid-
ing their working hours between home and a 

company location, these challenges are  magnified. New 
research shows that managers are deeply concerned 
about the downsides of hybrid arrangements for two 
domains that are, beyond most others, inherently social: 
Although evidence of damage to innovation and culture 
remains largely anecdotal, the potential threat is real.

We define hybrid work as a flexible balance, with 
working hours divided between a company location and 
elsewhere, typically a home office. Its endurance became 
manifest during the two years we studied market-lead-
ing global corporations that had adopted the model dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. All of the managers in our 
sample said that their companies intended to create long-
term hybrid strategies or had already done so.

The imperative to support hybrid working is largely 
workforce demand. Employees — pointing to their 
strong performance when they worked from home dur-
ing the worst of the pandemic — are reasonably demand-
ing greater flexibility to work where and when they 
want. Leaders know they have to offer flexible working 
arrangements to attract, retain, and motivate top talent.

Managing the New 
Tensions of Hybrid Work
Leaders are meeting employee demands for more flexible work arrangements amid concerns 

over the impact on organizational culture and innovation capability.
By Jonathan Trevor and Matthias Holweg
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The Research
▪ The authors’ research into hybrid work originated from a

series of online workshops with managers from 20 global
companies that began in March 2020 and continued every
three months for a year. Participants included managers from
Aon, AXA, Barclays, Capgemini, Deutsche Telekom, DHL, DLL,
Evonik, IBM, Maersk, Ricoh Europe, Shell, Unilever, Vodafone,
Walgreens Boots Alliance, and Zurich.

▪ The authors fielded a survey of the managers from May to
mid-June in 2021 and then conducted interviews from late
June to September 2021.

▪ They obtained participant feedback on the initial results in a
November 2021 workshop and gathered additional informa-
tion at a two-day workshop in London in March 2022.

And companies enjoy other benefits from these 
arrangements. For example, 90% of the companies we 
studied experienced modest productivity gains in the 
first year of pandemic-induced remote work, thanks 
largely to readily available conferencing and collaboration 
technologies. Additional reported advantages include 
improved communication among managers and team 
members, accelerated delivery of results against short-
term goals, and reduced presenteeism (that is, showing 
up at the workplace despite illness).

The question, therefore, is less about whether to 
adopt hybrid work than how to do so. Managers must 
meet employees’ immediate demands for greater flexi-
bility without sacrificing culture-building and innovation, 
which are the cornerstones of long-term competitive 
advantage. Too often, such employer-employee tensions 
are reduced to debates over the ideal number of in-office 
days, but blanket policies generally are not viable.¹

Matching Tasks to Work Environment
A more nuanced approach looks at hybrid work through 
the lens of types of tasks, differentiating between those 
that should and should not be performed remotely. Such 
a model explicitly links social and creative tasks with 
work performed best in the physical office environment. 
And it encourages in-person informal interactions that 
forge close ties among colleagues. These ties enhance the 
performance of innovation- and culture-focused tasks, 
even when some of those tasks are done remotely.

More than half of the organizations we studied made 
their decisions to permit hybrid work based on the nature 
of the tasks being performed by their people. We identi-
fied four categories.²

Individual procedural tasks, such as entering data 
or processing claims, can be performed without inter-
acting with others. Consequently, for remote work, only 
supervision became more difficult.

Focused creative tasks, such as writing code or 
designing a brochure, require little teamwork and are 
easily supported by technology. They are the easiest to 
transition to virtual work.

Coordinated group tasks, such as town halls, rou-
tine project work, regular review meetings, and group 
information-sharing, may be largely standardized but 
still require human interaction. These are more difficult 
to accomplish with remote participants, but it is possible 
with communication technology.

Collaborative creative tasks, such as product 
development, creative problem-solving, and strate-
gic planning, are the most social type — and important 
elements of innovation processes. For managers in our 
study, it was experiences with collaborative creative 

tasks in hybrid environments that exposed the poten-
tial negative consequences for culture and innovation. 
The inherently collaborative nature of such tasks is the 
core challenge that drives the debate over hybrid work.

Weaker Ties Weaken Culture
The managers in our sample saw many advantages to 
the virtual collaboration tools that helped companies 
weather COVID-19. Such tools can be highly efficient for 
information transmission, break down barriers within 
teams, create a more level playing field for contributions, 
and enable better communication between managers and 
employees at scale. But they have limits.

Our study respondents reported that collaboration 
technology was relatively poor for fostering high-qual-
ity interactions, especially among people who didn’t 
know each other well and had loose network connec-
tions. Under those circumstances, forming meaningful 
relationships that engender shared ways of working and 
deep commitment was especially difficult, managers said. 
Remote working also appeared to erode organizational 
loyalty. One manager quipped that for fully remote work-
ers, the most notable difference between two employers 
might simply be whether meetings are held on Zoom 
or Teams.

Managers saw the weakening of employees’ ties 
to both the organization and each other as potentially 
harmful to organizational culture. In strong cultures, 
values and beliefs are widely shared and firmly held.³ 
That requires sufficient socialization to establish com-
mon interests, assumptions, and language. A strong 
culture facilitates smooth interaction among individu-
als, groups, and teams while also distinguishing people’s 
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organization-specific identities and behaviors.⁴ A weak 
organizational culture is associated with higher levels of 
conflict and mistrust, and with working in silos.⁵

Global insurance company AXA also feared losing 
cultural cohesion. Pre-pandemic, just 38% of AXA’s 
workforce preferred to perform a significant amount of 
work remotely. In late 2021, that figure was 90%. Man-
agers saw that change as a harbinger of loosening ties: 
Employees either had weaker connections to one another 
or had never formed those connections in the first place. 
But they knew that to remain competitive in the war for 
talent, AXA would need to offer flexible work. So the 
company is pursuing efforts to maintain a sense of com-
munity and nurture its culture in the absence of in-per-
son interaction.

Such concerns may be heightened in companies that 
facilitate corporate alignment and cross-team collabo-
ration via a matrixed structure. Specialty chemical firm 
Evonik Industries, which has operations in more than 
100 countries, 22 lines of business, and around 33,000 
employees, uses this organizational approach, ground-
ing it in a strong emphasis on shared culture. In the early 
stages of the pandemic, leaders perceived hybrid work as 
both an opportunity and a potential concern and worked 
to build and maintain common cultural values across dif-
ferent lines of business and geographies.

Innovation Challenges
Innovation is a contact sport. Nonroutine outcomes 
require close, serendipitous, and open-ended interac-
tions.⁶ The managers we interviewed found that less time 
in the office meant fewer opportunities for these encoun-
ters, such as continuing a discussion while walking out of 
a meeting. And with offices sparsely populated, chances 
diminished that the right people would experience the 
kind of creative collisions that ignite new ideas. As Apple 
CEO Tim Cook put it when stressing the importance of 
employees’ being physically present together, “Innova-
tion isn’t always a planned activity.”

The virtual environment is poorly suited for such 
serendipitous encounters. Some managers in our sam-
ple tried to emulate spontaneity online with no-agenda 
virtual get-togethers that, contrary to their purpose, 
required scheduling and often felt artificial. As the nov-
elty disappeared, so did participants. Employees in our 
sample also complained that work had become more 
transactional and operational in the hybrid environment. 
They missed feeling engaged and noticed a decline in the 
infusion of new ideas.

From an enterprise perspective, innovation capabil-
ity requires the flow of valuable knowledge within an 
organization and, when appropriate, out to its extended 

network. The exchange of technical information through 
email and virtual platforms didn’t change much during 
the pandemic. But mechanisms for creating, sharing, 
and embedding knowledge were eroded by a reduction 
in close network connections, strong ties, and the mean-
ingful exchange of ideas and inspiration. With a decrease 
in social capital, managers said, intellectual-capital devel-
opment suffered.

While the long-term effects of hybrid work are not yet 
known, some companies are already noticing a drop in 
innovation projects. EOS, a leading provider of industrial 
3D printing solutions, found that during the pandemic, 
rather than creating novel designs, its customers doubled 
down on manufacturing items they had produced pre-
viously. As a result, EOS received 30% fewer customer 
requests to develop new 3D printing solutions. Remote 
work by its customers’ engineers, who had fewer opportu-
nities to brainstorm in spontaneous watercooler conver-
sations and scheduled collaborative sessions, was partly 
responsible. This slowdown in innovation by customers 
had a knock-on effect on the demand for EOS’s services.

Shell, among the world’s largest energy companies, 
is undergoing major changes, including a realignment 
from petrochemicals to renewable energy. That pivot 
requires the ability to solve complex strategic and oper-
ational problems. But the reduction of in-person commu-
nication took a toll on the kinds of innovative thinking 
needed for such work. As the company switched to 
hybrid work during the pandemic, leaders noticed a dip 
in the production of new ideas, business proposals, and 
collaborative solutions. In response, Shell called all of its 
energy traders back to the office to better collaborate on 
key deals and negotiations.

Finally, as JPMorgan Chase’s CEO, Jamie Dimon, has 
pointed out, if the ability to come into the office differs 
across genders and roles, then diversity in the physical 
workplace will decline. Diversity, research shows, is an 
important contributor to innovation.

The Real and Virtual Balance
As the pandemic eases and work shifts from purely vir-
tual to truly hybrid, managers focused on the long term 
are trying to maintain vitality in corporate culture and 
innovation. That involves balancing the time employees 
spend doing in-person and virtual work and also opti-
mizing office hours to forge and reinforce social ties and 
engage in creative collaborations. Much of the challenge 
comes down to questions of time and space.⁷

How much time? The first calculation managers 
must perform is the ratio of office work to remote work. 
Companies in our sample were approaching a (still rough) 
consensus on this. They expected that, on average, 60% 
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of meetings would remain online — a dramatic increase 
over pre-pandemic levels. There was a clear bias toward 
holding meetings to perform collaborative creative tasks 

— those associated with innovation and culture-build-
ing — in person. But managers believed that even meet-
ings with more routine agendas, including coordinated 
group tasks such as information-sharing and reviews, 
should not all be held online. For example, some com-
panies chose to alternate between in-person and virtual 
town halls.

Of course, attending meetings is just one part of 
what knowledge workers do. Extrapolating to all tasks, 
managers estimated that an average of 40% of employ-
ees’ work requires a physical presence. Those in-person 
tasks include problem-solving and unstructured explora-
tion, which is similar to brainstorming, as well as things 
like serendipitous encounters and conversations. The 
remaining 60% of tasks, managers believed, could be per-
formed remotely, using virtual collaboration when neces-
sary. With careful scheduling, most knowledge workers 
would return to the office at least two days a week.

Global telecommunications company Vodafone 
settled on two to three days a week in the office, with 
teams choosing their own schedules. Employees spend 
some of that time connecting face to face, building 
their networks, developing relationships,  and shar-
ing advice. Office time is also devoted to what the com-
pany calls “cocreation and inspiration” (collaborative 
creative tasks) and “concentration” work (focused cre-
ative tasks). How time is spent varies to accommodate 
employer needs, employee preferences, and the require-
ments of different tasks, explained Robert Leeson, Voda-
fone’s head of global office IT and digital workplace.

The company also has introduced quarterly Spirit of 
Vodafone days. Onsite and meeting-free, they focus on 
employees’ well-being, connection, and personal growth. 
Additionally, with line manager approval, employees may 
work from any location without being required to come 
into a Vodafone office for up to four weeks per year.

Other companies we studied required specific teams 
to convene in person more often. Office services and 
technology company Ricoh requires bid teams to meet 
in an in-office war room to craft and pitch complex bids. 
That process was more difficult when team members had 
never met in person.

Which people? The specific activities employ-
ees engage in when they’re in the office might not be 
scheduled in advance, but the days they will work ons-
ite generally are. To build relationships, work creatively 
and collaboratively, and deal with complex or nuanced 
issues, the relevant people must be physically present at 
the same time.

Some managers in our sample left it to team leaders 
to decide when members must be present. Others chose 
an “anchor days” approach, stipulating that the entire 
workforce must be present on given days.

Global asset financing company DLL recently intro-
duced new guidelines for hybrid work that take employ-
ees’ professional and personal requirements into account. 
In order to achieve both flexibility and collaboration, the 
company segments its people according to their roles 
and tasks. Office-based staff members are encouraged 
to be physically present at least two days a week, includ-
ing on anchor days, so that entire teams are together as 
much as is practically possible. Field and international 
staff members have greater flexibility but are responsive 
to clients’ requirements. To further support hybrid work, 
DLL intends to train managers to run more engaging and 
productive virtual meetings, introduce “co-anchor days” 
that bring together teams from different departments, 
and regularly survey members to improve hybrid prac-
tices and processes.

New hires present a particular challenge. All compa-
nies in our sample worried about onboarding staff mem-
bers. Aware that meeting new colleagues can’t be taken 
for granted in hybrid environments, they are managing 
this process in a more purposeful, structured way.

What kind of space? There is one disadvantage to 
gathering all employees in the office at once: It limits a 
company’s ability to cut back on office space — one of the 
tangible benefits of having more remote workers. None-
theless, all of the companies in our sample envisioned a 
significant overhaul of their real estate footprints. They 
planned, on average, an astonishing 40% reduction in 
floor space.

These smaller, less-populated offices also will be con-
figured differently, and employees will operate differently 
within them.⁸ The top planned changes cited by our sam-
ple are additional social areas (80%), creativity spaces 
(75%), meeting rooms (74%), shared offices (74%), and 
hot-desking (71%). Corner offices are on their way out. 
The implication is that offices will become less functional 
and more social. One executive described the reimagined 
workspace as a clubhouse: a positive social environment 
for employees to gather.

Vodafone, for example, is revamping its physical 
space to enable staff members to interact in ways it hopes 
will drive the value of its social capital. Individual offices 
are yielding to a mix of spaces, some for focused collabo-
ration and others that facilitate unscheduled interaction. 
Shell is experimenting with open-plan office layouts that 
incorporate benches and tables rather than traditional 
desks. For meetings and collaboration, it will use tech-
nology that provides the same experience for virtual and 
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in-person employees — for example, digital whiteboards 
that can be operated from within the room and remotely.

The digital whiteboard example raises a key point: 
Virtual as well as real-world environments require atten-
tion for hybrid work to succeed. The two should comple-
ment each other. That is the job of managers. Technology 
on its own — while a powerful tool — cannot obviate the 
downsides of increased remote work.⁹

With 60% of meetings remaining virtual, managers 
must learn to facilitate those events so that they accom-
plish more than the basic exchange of information. All 
the organizations in our sample were urgently reviewing 
how to train supervisors to better orchestrate connections 
and collaborations in hybrid work environments. They 
also must battle “meeting inflation,” a common complaint 
among the hundreds of executives we taught virtually 
during the pandemic, and a significant risk when tech-
nology makes scheduling and scaling meetings so easy. In 
hybrid environments, it becomes especially critical that 
meetings and other scheduled interactions online move 
the work forward as much as in-person gatherings do.

THIS IS A WATERSHED MOMENT IN THE 
future-of-work debate. The global pandemic height-
ened the urgency with which companies must revisit 
tired assumptions about managing work for value. Our 
research produced broad-brush findings consistent with 
the widespread adoption of hybrid work. Most organi-
zations have accepted that good work does not always 
require a physical presence.

Yet discussion about hybrid work focuses too much 
on how many days employees should spend in the office 
versus working from home. That lack of nuance contrib-
utes to tension between employees, who demand flexible 
work, and employers, which have legitimate concerns. 
Both sides can justify their competing claims. Employees 
state, correctly, that many tasks can be performed as well 
or better away from the office or in virtual environments. 
However, our research indicates that remote work is not 
conducive to all tasks. Hidden costs — appreciable over 
the long term — might significantly harm company cul-
ture and the ability to innovate.

A more constructive approach is to focus on the 
individual task being performed and why it does or does 
not require an employee to be physically present. That 
shifts the narrative away from blanket policies that many 
employees consider unjust and creates the buy-in from 
staff members that hybrid work needs in order to suc-
ceed. It is possible to have the best of both worlds, as 
many commentators claim — but only if hybrid work is 
treated as a matter of strategic concern, with costs and 
benefits given careful consideration.

Like online dating applications, virtual work is an 
efficient means of sharing information and connecting. 
But it is a superficial experience, no matter how sophis-
ticated the technology. Humans are social animals. The 
goal is to capitalize on meaningful in-person interactions 
so as to catalyze collective effort, creativity, passion, and 
enterprise in both the real and virtual worlds. Those are 
the ingredients of both culture and innovation for which 
there is no substitute. ▪

Jonathan Trevor is an associate professor of management 
practice at the University of Oxford’s Saïd Business School 
and author of Re:Align: A Leadership Blueprint for Over-
coming Disruption and Improving Performance (Blooms-
bury, 2022). Matthias Holweg is the American Standard 
Companies Professor of Operations Management at 
Oxford’s Saïd Business School. The authors are grateful to 
Ricoh Europe for supporting the research.
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Five Ways Managers Can Help
Prevent Quiet Quitting
Ally MacDonald

Researchers discuss the factors underlying employee disengagement, and

what managers can do to help restore people’s commitment to their work.

By now, you’re likely acquainted with the term quiet quitting.
Informally defined in a 17-second TikTok video by user Zaid
Khan, quiet quitting refers to restricting efforts at work and
not going above and beyond one’s job duties. The video
quickly launched the term into the business zeitgeist —
where it’s found surprising staying power.

I’ll admit that when any trend or meme takes hold like this,
I’m always a bit skeptical. And I’m not alone; much of the
pushback on quiet quitting has boiled down to “What’s new
about this?” After all, people have always coasted at work.
But the flurry of debate speaks to the fact that this idea —
whether we agree with its label or whether it’s new — is
resonating with people at a time when the power dynamic
between employee and employer is shifting.

With this in mind, I reached out to researchers who study
organizational behavior, leadership, and employee

engagement and performance to get their input on what
it means that employees are choosing to limit extra-role
behaviors, and effective ways managers can create a work
environment where employees want to engage.

Rebuild the Psychological 
Contract With Employees
SShhaannnnoon G. Tn G. Taayylolorr, professor of management at the
University of Central Florida, and coauthor of “A Little
Rudeness Goes a Long Way”:

One of the core issues of quiet quitting has to do with what
management researchers call a psychological contract. In
contrast to a written employment contract that some
workers might sign when starting at a new company, a
psychological contract contains the unwritten expectations
and obligations that employees and employers (including
managers) have of and to one another.

Just a few generations ago, the psychological contract for
most workers was transactional: Employees were expected to
show up, work 9-to-5, and be rewarded with a paycheck and
a pension. My grandfather is a good example: He spent his
entire professional career at Caterpillar. He worked about 30
years, then retired with a pension and a gold watch. Since
then, employees have come to define their relationship with
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their employer more broadly, in what’s called a relational 
contract. We want more than a steady paycheck. We want 
interesting, challenging work. We want opportunities for 
growth and development. We want to build meaningful 
relationships and be supported. In exchange, we won’t just 
check the boxes in our job description. We’ll come in early, 
stay late, help our colleagues, go the extra mile, and be good 
organizational citizens.

When employees feel like employers aren’t keeping up 
their end of the bargain, you end up with quiet quitting. In 
other words, workers are starting to define their 
psychological contract more narrowly — more 
transactionally.

So, how do you fix broken psychological contracts? Research 
offers a few suggestions: Managers need to build strong, 
trusting relationships with employees. In some cases, they 
need to regain the trust of employees who think they’ve 
reneged on their deal. Managers should also communicate 
openly and honestly about their — and the organization’s —
expectations of employees from day one. Companies can use 
realistic job previews in the selection process to help define 
expectations. Whereas some organizations want to highlight 
only the best parts of working at their company — they’re 
trying to attract candidates, after all — those that highlight 
both the positives and the negatives provide a more accurate 
picture of what the job is going to be like and subsequently 
improve commitment and retention.

O f course, if organizations want their employees to give 
more, they should give more to their employees. It’s a two-
way street, and many workers these days feel like it’s just one 
way.

Foster Employee Voice
Through Supportive 
Relationships

JJimim DDeteterertt, the John L. Colley Professor of Business 
Administration at the University of Virginia’s Darden School 
of Business, and coauthor of “Saving Management From Our 
Obsession With Leadership”:

The title and content of a paper my coauthors and I 
published 14 years ago, “Quitting Before Leaving: The 
Mediating Effects of Psychological Attachment and 
Detachment on Voice,” shows that we’ve known for some 
time that when employees’ psychological attachment to their 
organization is broken, they stop voluntarily speaking up 
to try to make the place better. Feeling understood and 
supported by your boss decreases the likelihood of “quitting 
before leaving,” whereas verbally abusive leader behavior 
increases it.

In this study and so many others, it’s been shown that the 
way a boss treats their subordinates makes a huge difference 
in whether people “quit quietly” — that is, keep doing only 
what they must, but no more.

Understand What It Means 
to Offer High-Quality Work
Shhaarroonn K.K. PPaarrkkerer, a John Curtin Distinguished 
Professor at Curtin University, and coauthor of “How 
Well-Designed Work Makes Us Smarter”:

Rather than debating whether quiet quitting is real (it is) or
whether it’s a helpful strategy for a specific worker (it can
be), we need to ask what sorts of work conditions cause these
behaviors in the workplace.

Hundreds of studies show that organizational citizenship
and other such behaviors flourish when people are satisfied
with their work and committed to the organization. People
are more satisfied and committed when they have decent
leaders who treat them with respect, when the processes
in the organization are seen to be fair and just, and when
they have high-quality work. High-quality work, in turn,
means having varied and meaningful tasks, clear goals, and
a positive team climate. It means a job in which workers
have some autonomy over their work, including a say not
just in how they carry out their tasks but also — as much as
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is feasible — influence over where and when they work (for 
example, having the option to work from home some days if 
that is their preference).

Perhaps most relevant for workplaces today, high-quality 
work also means having levels of demands and expectations 
of workers that are reasonable. Research shows us that when 
workers are emotionally exhausted (an indicator of 
burnout), overwhelmed, or deeply fatigued, they reduce 
their citizenship behaviors. This withdrawal of effort is a 
natural protective response in which an individual seeks to 
conserve, or restore, their depleted energy. To prevent quiet 
quitting at a time when many people are fatigued and fed 
up, managers need to be especially careful about not 
overwhelming people with excessive job demands, long 
work hours, or unreasonable pressures.

Recognize and Show 
Respect for How Employees 
Have Changed

KKrriissttieie RRogogererss, associate professor of management in 
the College of Business Administration at Marquette 
University, and BBetethh SScchinhinooffff, assistant professor of 
management and organization at the Carroll School of 
Management at Boston College, coauthors of 
“Disrespected Employees Are Quitting. What Can 
Managers Do Differently?”:

Quiet quitting is, at its heart, an identity shift. Part of the 
answer lies in seeing who your employees are now rather 
than treating them as the person they once were. 
Approaching conversations with your employees 
in humanizing ways that show care for the whole person 
rather than for a “hustler” or a “quiet quitter” signals 
respect in a more holistic way. When people feel 
valued holistically, they are more likely to naturally 
engage or reengage in their work.

Help Employees Rebuild
Connections to Teammates 
and Culture

ThThoommaass RRoouuletlet, associate professor in organization theory 
at the University of Cambridge, and coauthor of “How Shifts 
in Remote Behavior Affect Employee Well-Being”:

Quiet quitting is not a new issue at all. It is simply suggesting 
a low level of engagement and motivation among workers, 
which is currently exacerbated by (1) a rather uncertain and 
depressing environment, which creates disengagement at 
work as employees question their purpose; (2) high inflation, 
which creates issues of internal equity — newcomers are 
getting pay raises, while the cost of living is skyrocketing 
for existing employees; and (3) a confusing hybrid work 
environment that has weakened our social connections to 
the company culture and the potential friendships that we 
can build at work.

This latter driver is particularly important: Employees’ 
engagement relies on them feeling connected to one another 
individually and feeling part of a bigger purpose as a team 
working together on a collective endeavor. In our recent 
article on employee behavior, my coauthors and I found that 
junior employees actually appreciated the collaboration and 
the meetings because they broke social isolation.

Bringing people back to the office is, to some extent, one 
solution against quiet quitting, if we can help them use office 
time to make meaningful connections, be their authentic 
selves, and share what unites them.

It is also about helping employees rethink their role in 
organizations and giving them the autonomy to be 
entrepreneurial — to lead new projects and shape their own 
contributions to the organization instead of having tasks 
imposed on them in a top-to-bottom approach.
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SPONSOR’S VIEWPOINT   

Companies have been mechanizing work for more than 100 years, viewing machines 
and technologies as more efficient, more scalable substitutes for humans. But now atti-
tudes are shifting. It’s becoming less about substitution and more about augmentation. 
There’s a new emphasis today on reimagining how human workers, teams, and technol-
ogy work together, with technology providing a foundation upon which human workers 
can stand to unleash their own potential and perform higher-level functions.

“We have spent way too much time thinking about people versus computers, and not 
nearly enough time thinking about people and computers,” says Thomas Malone, direc-
tor of MIT’s Center for Collective Intelligence. “Way too much time thinking about what 
jobs computers are going to take away from people, and not nearly enough time thinking 
about what people and computers can do together that could never be done before.”

Deloitte’s 2021 Global Human Capital Trends report concluded that humans and technology 
are more powerful together than either can be on their own. Similarly, research involving 
1,500 organizations in a range of industries revealed that greater performance improve-
ments occur when humans and smart machines work together, enhancing each other’s 
strengths. When designed with humans in mind, technology can improve workplace co-
ordination, cooperation, and communication; allow individuals easy access to necessary 
resources; and enable workers to improve service delivery and operate more efficiently. 

Enhancing the Human-Technology Relationship

Given this potential, how do we build the organizational proficiency needed for hu-
mans and machines to work together to achieve amazing outcomes and enable 
meaningful work? Organizations should consider six influencers of the human-tech-
nology relationship that work together to unleash individual and team performance 
and elevate work, workforce, and workplace experiences and outcomes:

• Collaboration and communication — How technology enables and promotes teaming
and knowledge sharing. 

Making the Most of 
Human-Technology 
Collaboration 
In this Viewpoint, three Deloitte leaders discuss how people  
and machines can enhance each other’s strengths to “achieve 
amazing outcomes and enable meaningful work.”

Steve Hatfield
Global Future of Work Leader, 
Deloitte Consulting LLP

Nicole Scoble-Williams 
Global Future of Work Leader, 
Deloitte Tohmatsu Consulting

John Forsythe 
Managing Director, 
Government & Public Services 
Organizational Transformation, 
Deloitte Consulting LLP
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• Design — How technology is designed in a human-centric
way, resulting in intuitive, simple tools with minimal training.

• Work enablement — How easily workers can leverage
the right technology to accomplish work efficiently.

• Personalization — How technology can be tailored to
accommodate worker needs and preferences. 

• Data — How easily workers can access real-time information,
dashboards, and applications to drive decision-making 
and complete work. 

• Consistency — How the use of technology enables a consistent
work experience regardless of where or when work is done. 

For example, digital technologies and versatile, interopera-
ble data may help break down silos and arm workers with the 
information and insights they need to make smarter deci-
sions. A unified engagement platform may help make future 
worker-technology collaboration a simpler, more seamless 
experience. And as technology increasingly automates routine 
tasks, workers might be freed up to apply their capabilities to 
creative problem-solving and more substantive, fulfilling work. 

Also, as we saw emerging in previous Trends research, cre-
ating “superteams” that use technology such as AI, cloud, 
and collaboration tools can create an elevated workforce ex-
perience and deliver value to the ecosystem. For example, 
AI agents can deliver real-time coaching and guidance cues 
to help contact center agents empathically communicate 
with customers and can transcribe a meeting and distrib-
ute a voice-searchable version to those unable to attend.

Getting Started: Considerations for Human Performance 

• To thrive in an increasingly virtual workplace, leaders should
create teaming environments that foster a culture of collab-
oration and set clear expectations for human-technology
collaboration to enable communication and get work done. 

• In addition, leaders need to provide accessible tools to en-
able workers to work anytime and anywhere with minimal
disruption. That means assessing the organization’s current 
technology ecosystem; identifying gaps; defining a build, 
buy, or partner strategy; and integrating systems to en-
able workers’ desired experiences regardless of location. 

• Effective worker-technology collaboration might require 
organizations to reimagine the workplace experience and
better leverage technology to drive social collaboration,
knowledge sharing, and personalization, which, in turn, 
can improve productivity and drive community. 

• Redesigning work with humans at the center — elevating
what workers do and focusing on outcomes — can help bring
technology and humans together in new ways, possibly re-
sulting in the creation of better and more satisfying work. 

• Workers expect their workplace technology to mirror the
digital experiences they enjoy in their personal lives. Pro-
viding a high-impact technology experience requires a
delicate balance between identifying the tools and tech-
nologies needed to increase productivity and efficiency 
and maintaining a focus on the human experience.

Both humans and machines play an essential role in an increas-
ingly digital society; however, flexibility and adaptability will 
likely be key to moving beyond augmentation to collaboration 
and enabling both to achieve their full potential. As the future 
unfolds, organization leaders should cultivate ideas and actions 
that create and support innovative combinations of human-tech-
nology collaboration to elevate human performance and unleash 
new opportunities and aspirations never before possible. 

Interested in taking a deeper dive into human-technology 
collaboration? Visit Deloitte’s Global Human Capital Trends 
site, where you can register to receive our 2023 Global Human 

Capital Trends report, to be released in January 2023.

This article was excerpted from “The Journey to 2030: Choosing the Human  
Agenda: Human-Technology Collaboration,” a report published on Deloitte.com.

SPONSOR’S VIEWPOINT 

S P O N S O R ’ S  V I E W P O I N T 

ABOUT DELOITTE

Deloitte provides audit and assurance, tax, consulting, and 

risk and financial advisory services to a broad cross-section of 
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of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited. 

For more information, visit www.deloitte.com.
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