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Hybrid working has dominated our 
market conversations at Totum for 
many months. At our frequent virtual 
networking meetings, bringing 
together professional services firms 
to share experiences and insights, the 
topic of how they will ‘return to the 
office’ nearly always tops the agenda, 
with firms still debating the logistics 
of remote versus office working. But 
if there is a consensus, it is that hybrid 
working – in which weeks are made up 
of days spent at home and others in 
the office – will be the norm for some 
time to come.  

For those leading and working in finance 
teams, understanding and responding 
effectively to the implications of this longer-
term shift will be critical for success.

Our research findings
In 2021, we conducted two ‘Return to the 
Office’ surveys, one in the spring and the other 
in autumn. Largely asking the same questions, 
we were able to compare changing sentiment 
over the year to draw some interesting 
conclusions:

• The favourite option for hybrid working is 
three days spent in the office, two at home, 
followed by a 50/50 split with specific days 
decided by employees.

• Most firms want their employees to live 
within a commutable distance of the office 
(77%). 

• Firms think that the most positive impact 
of moving to more hybrid models is 
improvement in wellbeing and morale (67% 
in the autumn compared to 71% in spring). 

• There was a drop in the number that 
think hybrid working will cause cultural 
challenges (from 54% in spring to 33% in 
autumn).  

Overall findings suggest firms continuing to 
prioritise wellbeing, with a genuine desire 
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Worse still is the rise in cyber related 
incidents. An SRA news release4 on the 
subject warned firms to be extra vigilant and 
this seems a prudent warning given the Law 
Society reported5 a 400% increase in corona-
virus themed vishing emails in the 12 months 
from 2019 to 2020.

With all this going on it is imperative for the 
business to consider the roles of each person 
within the business and think hard about 
the actions that can be taken to protect the 
mental health of the support teams and the 
finance function.

For example, I know from talking to law firms 
over many years that many cashiers can be 
left to feel like second class citizens within 
the practice. High salaries, bonuses and 
opportunities to progress can reward good 
fee earner performance but what about the 
finance function.

So, what can be done?
One practical example of improved working 
practices, especially with the rise on 
remote working, is for the finance function 
to regularly spend time in various other 
department team meetings. Such meetings 
can be a great opportunity to bring together 
all functions of the business and outline what 
actions can be taken to help alleviate stress 
levels associated with the job.

A perfect example could be helping to 
reduce the amount of time wasted by 
cashiers forced to spend hours on the 
phone to banks trying to locate transaction 
narratives associated with inbound 
payments. 

As many bank employees continue to work 
from home, the time taken to speak to an 
appropriate person who can help identify 
payments is not a quick task. Such time could 
be dedicated to improving the financial 
performance of the business by chasing 
outstanding invoices, helping fee earners 
to generate bills or simply allow the cashier 
time to work through the ‘to do list’.

4 https://www.sra.org.uk/sra/news/press/2020-press-release-archive/cyber-awareness-during-lockdown/

5 https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/cybersecurity/protecting-your-firm-if-you-fall-victim-to-a-scam

Would it not be better for fee earners to 
insist clients place their respective matter 
references on an inbound payment, or for the 
firm to explore a dedicated payment portal 
which allows clients to submit payments in a 
secure environment?

Actions to avoid time being wasted in 
mundane tasks will reduce stress and it is 
here the collaboration between fee earners 
and support staff can have real value.

Prince Harry, who champions 
mental health said, “The 
experience I have had is that 
once you start talking about 
experiencing a mental health 
struggle, you realise that actually 
you’re part of quite a big club.”

It must be recognised that not all issues 
can be sorted internally within the firm. 
Sometimes life events and personal 
circumstances call for professional help 
and it is here that LawCare can offer valued 
support. With 40 percent of contacts due to 
stress in the workplace, the team at LawCare 
is perfectly placed to help people deal with 
stress, regardless of whether this is work-
related or linked to a private matter.

LawCare can offer valued support to all 
staff, including support staff and finance 
teams. When talking to the team at LawCare, 
they tell me it is not just stress that causes 
the problems. They deal with alcoholism, 
bereavement, bullying, critical illness, 
divorce… the list goes on.

The ILFM work closely with LawCare which is 
a mental health charity that offers free and 
confidential support to all staff that work 
within a legal practice and their immediate 
families.

Contact:  https://www.lawcare.org.uk/
about-us/contact-us/) or telephone 0800 
279 6888 Monday to Friday 9am to 5pm.

Mental health matters
Paul McCluskey
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The hybrid office: Keeping 
everyone happy? 

Carolyn Beckford Balogun looks at latest approaches to 
hybrid working, implications for the finance function, and its 

impact on wellbeing and culture.

to meet everyone’s needs paramount in the 
planning. At the same time, however, our 
conversations into 2022 point to increasing 
uncertainty as to how the hybrid workplace 
might play out in practice longer-term. 

Mountain to climb?
Firms are expressing concerns, particularly 
around how they can nurture culture and 
wellbeing in an environment where some 
people are working remotely while others 
are in the office. Questions abound around 
training and development (particularly around 
more junior members of staff who need more 
face-to-face support and opportunities to 
learn by ‘osmosis’). We know of some firms 
that are encouraging people to come into 
the office more often to better manage these 
issues.

At the same time, however, we are finding 
candidates at all seniority levels asking about 
hybrid working arrangements at the start 
of their search. More senior candidates may 
have benefited enormously from skipping the 
commute, both in terms of work productivity 
and work/life balance. They are showing little 
inclination to return to the office in any kind 
of full-time capacity. But our more junior 
candidates are prioritising hybrid-working 
arrangements too – even accepting lower 
salary offers to secure the flexibility they want. 
Those firms that cannot accommodate such 
requests will lose out on talent at a time when 
candidates are already in short supply. 

But what does this mean for the finance team?

Finance goes hybrid
Finance functions in professional services 
firms have played a pivotal role in their firm’s 
success through the pandemic – and will 
continue to do so through further change 
ahead. There are specific challenges to face, 
however. 

We conducted research in 2021 with 
CFOs and Finance Directors from among 
UK headquartered law firms with annual 
revenue of £20m or more. Over a quarter 
of respondents (26%) are concerned about 
‘competitors hiring existing staff’ while many 
finance functions are planning for growth. 
A third of respondent firms (33%) intend to 
increase their headcount in an existing finance 
function in 2022/23, with 9% planning as 
much as a 16-20% increase in headcount into 
2022. A further 13% are planning to put a new 
team into the function.

Alongside this, when asked about the biggest 
impacts of Covid on the finance team, 
respondents chiefly chose managing team 
wellbeing, adjusting to remote working and 
motivating the team. As most continue to 
implement hybrid working within their own 
functions, it will be critical to balance the need 
to bring people together, add new talent into 
the mix, while also investing in the technology 
that will allow teams to continue to work 
seamlessly no matter where individuals are.

For finance candidates/employees too, there 
will continue to be change and adjustment. 
We are finding that communication skills are 
of paramount importance in a hybrid world. 
Those that can proactively ask for the help 
they need and interact confidently online 
are those most likely to succeed in a world in 
which support may not always be physically 
close at hand.

The road ahead will be tricky but there is 
plenty of opportunity too. Given the level of 
sophistication in finance teams today, finance 
leaders are in a good position to use their 
considerable experience to align the many 
requirements of employers and employees 
– to secure and retain the very best finance 
talent for a new hybrid working world. 
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Carolyn Beckford Balogun is a consultant 
in Totum’s specialist finance and accounts 
division. She has over 20 years’ experience 
in recruitment, largely dedicated to finance 
and accountancy recruitment across 
industry and commerce, professional 
services and financial services. 


