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The great return:  
Getting back to the  
office in a hybrid world
We report on our latest ‘return to the office’ survey, the third 
of its kind since March 2021. How is your firm managing the 
office/home workplace balance?
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Our ‘return to the office’ survey has been conducted in six-month intervals since March 2021. 
Each time, we have asked firms the same questions to more easily compare results and observe 
changing sentiments/trends. But over time we have also added a few additional questions to 
reflect the shifting market over the past 12 months. 

In this analysis, we provide findings based on questions we have asked since our first survey, as 
well as some new analysis based on areas of interest raised by firms more recently. Also worth 
noting is that 12 more firms participated in this March 2022 survey, compared to 24 firms in both 
of the previous polls.

Figure one 
Is this a formal 
policy or 
‘guidelines’ that 
can be rolled out 
and interpreted 
locally?

Three quarters of firms have now implemented a hybrid-
working policy, with nearly half (49%) stating the policy is a 
permanent change, meaning that many employees are now 
settling into a lasting pattern of mixing home and office work 
each week. All respondents also now offer hybrid working to 
all employees (excluding facilities and reception), a steady rise 
from the 75% who offered hybrid to all back in March 2021. This 
is according to Totum’s third survey of professional service 
firms and their plans/policies in regard to returning to the office.

Formalising office/home policies
Many firms now have a well-progressed approach to hybrid working, with 53% saying they have a formal policy 
that applies to the whole business, a slight rise on previous surveys (see figure one). Only 6% still need to 
decide whether to implement a formal policy or guidelines, down from 25% in March 2021.  
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Only 3% of respondents are still uncertain as to the future of their hybrid working policy, while the rest are 
either still testing an approach that is not yet settled (48%), or now have a hybrid policy that represents a 
permanent change (49%) – see figure two.
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Figure two 
Is your hybrid-
working policy 
a permanent 
change or are 
you continuing to 
make short-term 
changes? 
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It is interesting that far more respondent firms now know which hybrid working pattern they favour. Back in 
March 2021, 17% of firms had not decided how they wanted people to return to the office, while 29% were 
allowing their employees to choose their working patterns with agreements made locally. 

A year later, however, and no firms remain undecided on their favoured policy, while nearly a third have opted 
for 60% in the office, 40% remote – very close to the results given in September 2021. No firms had chosen 
this pattern in March 2021 (see figure three). We asked an additional question in March 2022, to see if Partners 
are offered the same hybrid policy as employees. For the vast majority (94%), the policy is the same for 
everyone, but a small minority (6%) expect Partners to be in the office more than employees. 

Figure three 
What is your firm’s 
favoured working 
pattern for the 
return to the 
office?
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Work locations

Not surprisingly, the majority of firms want their 
people to work from remote locations within an 
easily commutable distance of the office (77% of 
respondents in September 2021 and March 2022). 

But it is interesting that there has been a steady rise in the 
numbers of respondents saying people can work from anywhere 
in the UK – from 19% in March 2021 to 36% in September and 
then 46% in this most recent March survey. In addition, 37% would 
allow employees to work abroad if agreed with their manager, a 
rise from 14% in March 2021. In our experience, this is limited to 
two weeks a year, however, due to tax implications.

While there is clearly a strong desire for some level of certainty 
and continuity around office attendance, firms equally seem 
willing to compromise, perhaps to keep employees happy and/or 
to secure the right talent (see figure four).
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Figure four 
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There are no shocks in terms of the main advantages 
(see figure 5) for firms adopting a hybrid model, with 
‘improved morale/employee wellbeing’ coming out top 
(83%) followed by ‘better work-life balance’ (71%) and 
‘more autonomy for employees’ (51%).
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Figure five 
What are the 
main advantages 
for your firm in 
adopting a hybrid-
working model?

(Top three chosen)
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Figure six 
What are the main 
disadvantages 
for your firm in 
adopting a hybrid-
working model? 

(Top three chosen)
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Problems with employee performance

Similarly with disadvantages (see figures six), it is hardly surprising 
to know the vast majority agreed that ‘lack of team cohesion’ 
and ‘lack of time spent with trainees’ are the biggest perceived 
problems of hybrid (82% and 79% respectively), with concerns 
then falling fairly rapidly to 44% choosing problems with ‘cultural 
issues’ and 32% ‘reduced business development opportunities’. 
No more than 9% chose any of the other negative options. Firms 
now seem very familiar with the pros and cons of hybrid working, 
which should in theory help them devise methods to address 
specific challenges and share best practice across common 
themes. 
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Office attendance
For most firms, office occupancy is now 
up to an average of 26-50% a week, with 
only 3% of respondents claiming office 
attendance of over 75%. 

Tuesday to Thursday are the most popular days 
for going into the office, making it understandable 
that firms are concerned that the office will become 
a ghost town every Monday and Friday. In some 
respects, this may not be a bad thing meaning most 
people are in the office on the same days allowing 
for better team building and cultural cohesion. But 
it makes things harder for sensible office-space 
planning if there isn’t an even spread of teams across 
offices each week. 

Consequently, it is not surprising that firms are 
undertaking several measures to try to control and 
encourage office attendance including using team 
social activities (78%), team/anchor days (72%) 
firm-wide social activities (69%) and free food and 
drink (61%). Nearly half (47%) are communicating 
the firm’s mandate to get people into the office, but 
it is striking that this comes fairly far down the list of 
tactics. Firms, it seems, would prefer to use a carrot 
rather than stick approach to this (see figure seven). 

Figure seven 
What is your 
firm doing to 
encourage office 
attendance?

(Multiple options 
chosen)
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Figure eight: 
Do you have 
training in place 
for managers to 
manage hybrid-
working / split 
locations?
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Interestingly, our findings suggest a drop in the 
numbers of firms offering managers training to manage 
hybrid working – from 54% giving training in September 
2021 to 36% in March 2022. More respondents also 
said they were not offering training in March 2022, up 
from 13% in September 2021 to 22% in March 2022 
(although there was a rise in the number thinking about 
it, from 33% in 2021 to 42% in 2022). Perhaps training 
that was given when policies were first implemented 
has not yet been repeated – or new/further training 
will be given when policies are further embedded into 
permanent workplace habits (see figure eight).
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In recent weeks, we have had more firms asking us for market 
feedback on location-based pay – ie, are firms introducing 
policies that discount employees’ salaries if they move to a 
lower-cost location? (see figure nine)

Figure nine: 
Have you 
introduced a 
policy/framework 
which discounts 
an employees’ 
salary due to them 
moving to a lower-
cost location?
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According to our survey, the majority of firms (86%) are not 
discounting salaries at this time, but this may be more to do with 
the fact that most firms are in the process of embedding hybrid 
policies that demand some office attendance from commutable 
locations (see above). Where firms are discounting salaries  
(only 3% of respondents so far with 11% thinking about it), 
individual comments suggest that this could largely be for those 
who request to work from home full-time on a permanent basis. 

In this instance, salaries would be discounted to reflect the 
location in which the employee lives, with expenses paid if they 
are required to attend the office. ‘We want to ensure consistency 
of practice but every situation differs so hard to land on an 
agreed approach,’ was one comment that seems to reflect the 
general mood here – no wonder firms are seeking feedback on 
how others are approaching this issue.

Location-based pay
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Office space
Another steady trend upwards is firms redesigning their office space, up from 25% in March 2021 to 42% 
in March 2022 (see figure ten). Only 22% are not considering this, a figure that has remained relatively 
stable since March 2021. From the beginning of this survey, most have opted for relatively minor 
changes here – in 2022, for example, 93% chose ‘reconfiguring office space, eg, to create more meeting 
rooms’, a result much in keeping with previous surveys (see figure 11). 

Figure ten: 
Are you 
redesigning your 
office space?
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Figure 11: 
If you responded 
‘yes’ or ‘thinking 
about it’ 
redesigning your 
office space, 
what are you 
considering?

(multiple options 
chosen)
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Nearly a third (30%), however, are now thinking of moving to smaller office space, while 19% are considering 
leasing parts of their real estate. It will be interesting to see how this pans out alongside ongoing strategies to 
encourage office attendance. Redesigning office space isn’t easy when there isn’t complete certainty over when 
and how offices will be used longer-term.

Mar-22
Sep-21
Mar-21

Mar-22
Sep-21
Mar-21



© Totum Partners 2022. All rights reserved.

Productivity
Productivity appears to be a big winner of hybrid working, if our 
survey is anything to go by (see figure 12).

Just over a quarter (26%) of our respondents think that productivity amongst 
lawyers has ‘improved substantially’ since the start of the pandemic, while a 
further 49% think it’s ‘improved a little’. Only 3% think productivity has decreased 
since firms moved away from full-time office attendance. The improvement isn’t 
so stark with business services professionals, but 11% of respondents still think 
there’s been a substantial improvement of productivity here, while 42% think it’s 
improved a little. 

Figure 12: 
What has been 
the effect on 
business services 
professionals’ 
productivity since 
the start of the 
pandemic and 
moving away from 
full-time office 
attendance?
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These productivity findings are quite impressive considering the workplace upheaval of the past two years. With 
many people forced to work from home full-time for considerable periods since the start of the pandemic, it is 
striking that so many think that productivity hasn’t just been unharmed, it’s actually improved. This should be a 
big boost for making more flexible/hybrid options work into the future.

Only 10% of firms are now requiring employees to do a Covid test before attending the office, with 67% 
encouraging employees to now treat Covid like any other virus and take time off sick as per the firm’s sickness 
policy (see figure 13). At the same time, 86% of firms are reinstating summer/office events and practice group 
away days. 
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Figure 13: 
With free Covid-19 
testing for most 
groups set to 
end 1 April 2022, 
will you require 
employees to test 
before attending 
the office?
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This will be welcome news to those that have been craving the return of normality and will help reinvigorate  
a sense of cultural cohesion that firms fear has been lost due to the pandemic and remote working. No doubt  
firms will show continued sensitivity towards more vulnerable members of staff who may remain anxious as  
the full panoply of office life resumes, particularly as autumn/winter months set in once more.

Into the future
Overall, the past year seems to have brought an increasing sense of 
certainty into the hybrid workplace with firms now well advanced 
down the path to permanent policies that bring clarity to exactly 
how home/office working patterns will look into the future. Getting 
everyone back into a smooth and predictable form of office 
attendance will remain tricky as firms must juggle myriad individual 
requirements/requests with the needs for teams to be together in 
one place for sufficient time to ensure cultural cohesion. But firms 
seem determined to find a way forwards that encourages rather than 
forces employees into a way of working that benefits all. 

There will no doubt be difficult times ahead but the pandemic gave many firms a 
more human face as they had to reach out and connect to employees kept apart 
by successive lockdowns. This survey suggests that a huge amount was learned 
during this tough time that firms are keen to take forwards in a meaningful way. 
There is a real opportunity here to make the future workplace both happier and 
more productive.
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