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The Unintended Consequences of Hybrid Working
by Mike Thackray

The hope is that hybrid will o�er us the best of both worlds – the �exibility and 
autonomy of remote working coupled with greater collaboration and social cohesion 
of the o�ce. However, the reality may be quite di�erent. Mike Thackray explores the 
unintended consequences of hybrid working.

Clearing the Way: decision making in a Hybrid working environment
by Gary Ashton

Good decision-making is the cornerstone of high performing organisations. It is 
di�cult enough under normal circumstances but when operating in a hybrid 
environment, two challenges emerge – one is about quality of decisions and the 
other is e�ectiveness of the hand-over at the interface. Gary Ashton reveals how 
leaders can ‘clear the way’ for better decision-making.

Building the ‘One Team’ Feeling in Hybrid Workforces
by Julie Brophy

In this article Julie Brophy explores what leaders can do to minimise any negative 
psychological consequences of hybrid working. For example, how do you deal with 
unconscious bias of ‘in-groups’ and ‘out-groups’ or mitigate against present privilege?  
Julie explains how to design an approach which will help to rebuild social capital and 
keep the ‘one team’ feeling.

Me, Myself and my Screen: How working alone can fuel our 
self-limiting beliefs and what we, and leaders, can do about it
by Toni Marshall

In a hybrid world there are inevitably fewer naturally occurring opportunities for 
feedback or informal social engagement with colleagues. Left unchecked, this has the 
potential for self-limiting beliefs to �ourish… Toni Marshall shares the story of Jen to 
demonstrate the challenges of self-limiting beliefs and what we, and leaders, can do 
to help.

In the Room or Zoom?  The Misinterpretation Trap
by Mariam Mirza

In this short quiz Mariam Mirza reveals that although we think we have Zoom nailed, 
VC behaviours are still open to interpretation and it’s easy to jump to the wrong 
conclusion. Take a moment to think about your own VC meetings. What is your 
behaviour really saying?
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Leading the Shift to Hybrid

EDITORIAL

Welcome to this edition of The OE.  Whilst the shift to more hybrid ways of 
working o�ers great opportunities for employees and businesses alike, there 
will inevitably be downsides... the little things we haven’t really thought 
through yet. The playing �eld isn’t quite as level as we might think with 
‘present privilege’ favouring those in the o�ce and self-limiting beliefs 
creeping in for those working remotely.

Hybrid is new territory for all of us. No one has been there (at scale) before so 
it’s impossible to develop concrete plans. In this edition of The OE, we explore 
some of those unintended consequences.  We set the scene by laying out the 
pros & cons of hybrid working and then we delve into the implications for 
leaders in more detail.

In order to explore what this new world may look like for our clients, we have 
designed a virtual Hybrid Simulator. In this workshop, OE Cam uses game 
theory and simulations to help leaders visualise the opportunities and work 
though the challenges so they can be better prepared for what lies ahead. If 
you would like to know more, please contact me at martyn.sakol@oecam.com 

As always, we welcome your feedback and look forward to hearing what you 
think.
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‘Hybrid’ – the long-awaited sequel to ‘Remote’… Many of us are anticipating a number 
of pros and cons to this set-up, but this modus-operandi might also have some 
unintended consequences we should be mindful of in the drive to enable a balance of 
o�ce and home-working.

The Unintended Consequences 
of Hybrid Working

The Predicted Pros
Many people have reported upsides to the greater freedom and possibilities that remote working has a�orded us, 
and the shift to hybrid working will be no di�erent. Meetings have tended to become more e�cient and more 
focused.  We are now all sat ‘next’ to each other in e�ect, and the importance of physical presence and size have been 
reduced as Zoom does its best to make us all equal in the eyes of the webcam. The absence of a daily commute has 
saved millions time and money, not to mention the associated positive environmental impact of lower emissions, 
which anecdotally appears to be a large driver for the continuation of remote working. Working patterns have 
adapted to �t the needs of families, albeit in strange and unfamiliar circumstances. New parents have been spared 
the di�cult decision of whether to take more leave or go back to work, and the advantages to the new family unit of 
having both parents on-hand in the early months of parenthood could have real positive bene�ts for all.

The main bene�ts can therefore be summed up by arguing that greater choice of where and how we work, will make 
lives easier and lead to happier and more productive people.
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Whilst (remote working) has 
undoubted upsides for the less 
socially inclined… it inevitably 
has an impact on the types of 
conversations we have, and the 
views we are exposed to

The Cons
On the other hand, in the rush to embrace hybrid working we are 
potentially heading towards ways of working that few organisations 
truly experienced ‘at scale’ pre-pandemic. I believe that this means 
we’re likely to see a number of challenges which can be grouped into 
three categories: reduced business bene�ts, ampli�ed divisions and 
psycho-social impact.

Whilst this has undoubted upsides for the less socially inclined of us, it 
inevitably has an impact on the types of conversations we have, and 
the views we are exposed to. Meetings didn’t always start and end 
formally in the old world, and there is now greater emphasis on the 
meeting itself, at the expense of the wash-up or informal chats where 
further progress could be made, ideas sparked or loose ends 
addressed after a period of re�ection. When meetings �nish and we 
feel inclined to moan o�oad about what we’ve just experienced, we 
are limited to an echo-chamber of our own choosing that simply 
feeds our biases. We don’t accidentally overhear another view that 
might provide extra information for us. Some might have argued that 
all this can be replicated in a virtual world, but scheduling a call with 
someone to make a minor point or ask a quick question still feels 
wrong for most of us. The quick face-to-face ad-hoc enquiries or 
comments have been replaced by planned interaction where points 
are accumulated, and then o�oaded. My colleague Gary Ashton’s 
article explains more about the impact of echo chambers on 
decision-making. 

Similarly, we have heard anecdotal evidence of cross-fertilisation and 
developmental drawbacks in the remote world. The chance that we 
might gain exposure to a distant team and discover some mutual 
bene�t, or a cross-silo solution to a long-standing problem is greatly 
reduced. The new world requires us to ‘know what we don’t know’, 
and where we can �nd it.  

Neither are we a�orded the opportunity to observe or mimic those 
who are great exponents of what they do. So much of personal 
development comes from watching and learning from others as they 
go about their business. We are now less able to play the role of 
�y-on-the-wall and learn from the way others respond, the way they 
hold themselves, or the way they speak to others when the camera 
has stopped rolling.

1. Reduced business bene�ts

The �rst challenge is largely the result of ‘remote’ rather than hybrid 
working, but will remain for those of us who are able to, and choose to 
conduct the majority of our business from home.  

The reality is that despite our best attempts, there are simply fewer 
unplanned interactions than there used to be - with almost all of our 
contact with colleagues now planned via the tech of choice. The last 
time I checked it was impossible to accidentally bump into someone 
on Zoom the way we once might have done in a corridor or over a 
co�ee – so all the spontaneous encounters have largely been 
eliminated. 
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Being afforded a degree of choice about where and 
when we work could also have unintended 

consequences and amplify divisions in ways we 
haven’t even considered along gender, personality, 

socio-economic and generational lines

Being a�orded a degree of choice about where and when we work 
could also have unintended consequences and amplify divisions in 
ways we haven’t even considered along gender, personality, 
socio-economic and generational lines.

A number of articles have referenced the fact that women have been 
much more likely to drop out of work during the pandemic, with 
women in academia submitting fewer papers for example. No doubt 
the home-schooling necessity has played a large role in this, but 
assuming that gender dynamics haven't been completely upended in 
the last 12 months, then women will still be taking on the lion’s share 
of childcare and work related to the household. This in itself leads to 
very di�erent experiences of working from home.

It will be interesting to see how hybrid working plays out along 
personality lines too. Will our o�ces be populated by extraverts 
enjoying the hustle and bustle that it a�ords, with introverts choosing 
to stay safely at home in a more controlled environment that suits 
their style of working? And if so, how will this impact on the dynamic 
of the workplace? Julie Brophy’s article talks more about the 
formation of ‘in-groups’ and ‘out-groups’.

The personality variable also plays a huge role in the perceived need 
to be physically present at least some of the working week. In a recent 
discussion with a client and healthy debate about those 
circumstances that would necessitate a physical get-together rather 
than virtual chat, it was no surprise that preference was playing a 
huge role in the views people held, with the strong extravert arguing 
that almost everything needed to be conducted  face-to-face, whilst 
her opponent argued that there was never really any need to get 
together ever again. No doubt generational divisions will play a role 
here too, and we will need to understand the extent to which these 
polar opposite views are driven by reality, or simply preference.

We also need to consider the socio-economic factors that will play a 
signi�cant role on individual decisions about when and how often to 
visit the o�ce. Will they be populated by those for whom the 
home-working environment is less than optimal, whilst those 
fortunate enough to enjoy the bene�ts of separate home o�ces stay 
away? The divide between remote and o�ce-based working has 
traditionally correlated to some degree with seniority in an 
organisation, but will now exist within teams potentially leading to 
unintended divisions. The opportunity and attractiveness of 
home-working is reduced when it is limited to a sofa, or a temporary 
location in the corner of a sometimes-occupied living room. How will 
fairness be perceived when some teams are required to be present, 
and others not?

2. Ampli�ed divisions

3. Psycho-social factors

Perhaps least understood are the ways in which the fact that there 
will be a permanent reduction in the separation of home and work 
lives for most of us.  When we go to bed at night, the report we are 
struggling with is literally in the next room, or even in the same one 
if our home set-up requires us to work in a make-shift o�ce in the 
main bedroom.  This lack of separation makes it much more di�cult 
to switch o�, and again is much less of an issue for those with 
spacious home o�ces.
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Mike Thackray is an experienced and engaging Occupational 
Psychologist and organisation consultant, having delivered 
bespoke people solutions for clients in both the private and 
public sectors, on enabling greater personal and collective 
e�ectiveness.

it is always easy to talk about increased choice as a good thing. 
But often with choice comes added stress and increased 
awareness of the path not taken…

We are coming to realise that the much-maligned commute actually 
played a signi�cant role for some.  Granted, many people will be more 
than happy to see the back of the M25/62 or Jubilee line at rush hour, 
but that commuting time also allowed us to re�ect and process the 
events of the day before we got home, contributing to the feeling of 
separation between home and work life. Perhaps of most concern is 
for those for whom the o�ce is a welcome break or even an escape 
from whatever is going on at home, as the need to go to work has 
been taken o� the table as a legitimate reason to get out of the 
house.

Finally, it is always easy to talk about increased choice as a good 
thing.  But often with choice comes added stress and increased 
awareness of the path not taken.  When we decide to stay away from 
the o�ce, we also become acutely aware of how things might have 
played out if we had gone in, and what is happening in the o�ce 
whilst we are not there.  I recall a scene from the sitcom ‘Friends’, 
where Rachel takes up smoking speci�cally because all the real 
decisions are being made in the smoker’s alleyway after the formal 
meetings have ended.  We may become more conscious about what’s 
actually happening in our absence, how work is being allocated, and 
who is actually listening to who – leading to a heightened sense of 
anxiety for those who have a real stake in what is really happening at 
work. My colleague Toni Marshall’s article looks at the impact that 
isolation can have on our ‘self-limiting beliefs’.

Present privilege is a real phenomenon, and it is not hard to imagine 
us feeling a similar pull to be present in the o�ce for Fear Of Missing 
Out.

1.  Why Did Hundreds of Thousands of Women Drop Out of the Work Force?” (New York Times, October 2020) https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/03/us/jobs-women-dropping-out-workforce-wage-gap-gender.html
2.  “Achieving an inclusive US economic recovery” (McKinsey, February 2021) https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/achieving-an-inclusive-us-economic-recovery
3.  Labour Market Overview (O�ce for National Statistics, February 2021) https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/february2021

What can we do?
Clearly for such a wide range of potential issues there is no one 
solution, but two things immediately spring to mind.

In the longer term, the requirement for emotionally intelligent 
leadership will be even more critical in the hybrid environment.  
We may have thought we knew our people before the pandemic, but 
we have just added a whole range of new variables that we need 
emotionally intelligent leaders to be fully attuned to if we are to 
understand and get the best out of our people.

In the immediate term however, leaders can simulate these 
scenarios and how they play out in your unique setting.  OE Cam 
has begun to do this with a number of clients – whereby we facilitate 
a ‘hybrid simulator’ workshop, using a range of constructs to consider 
how your plan for hybrid working is likely to play out in the 
workplace, and anticipate or head o� problems before they arise – 
ensuring you reap the bene�ts that hybrid working a�ords, and 
mitigate the losses.
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Making good decisions has always been a challenge. If the 
thinking sets o� in the wrong direction, or if insu�cient 
challenge is given as the thinking develops, poor quality or 
downright wrong decisions can get made. It is the cornerstone 
of high performing organisations, and is di�cult enough under 
normal circumstances. But when operating in a hybrid working 
environment, two challenges emerge. One is about the quality 
of the decision, and the other is about the e�ectiveness of the 
sign-o� and handover at the interface between functions and 
�rms. For both of these challenges it is about how you can clear 
the way for those making the decisions. Let’s explore each of 
these challenges in more detail…

Clearing the Way:
Decision Making in a Hybrid 
Working Environment
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… the team member had only 
conferred with those who were in 
the office at the same time she was, 
and had only engaged remotely 
with those who she felt comfortable 
with. So by the time the paper 
reached the management meeting, 
it did not hit the mark

Challenge 1 – poorer quality decision-making
A team that had been used to working face to face, used to �nd that 
their decision making happened more ‘organically’. Through informal 
conversations during the week, they would gain tacit approval and 
pick up on non-verbal cues, as they built up to a recommendation for 
a decision. It was �ne that the decision-making approach was a little 
fuzzy, with it not being fully clear who needed to be consulted and 
how the decision actually got made.

But when they moved to a hybrid working environment, with only 
some of the team in the o�ce for some of the time, the requisite 
people being together at any one time happened less frequently and 
those chance informal conversations dropped o�. This resulted in 
poorer quality decisions, and/or disagreement around the decisions 
being made.

A similar situation occurred in another �rm when the leader asked one 
of their team to prepare a discussion paper for the next management 
meeting. Instead of those casual conversations taking place as the 
thinking was being shaped, the team member had only conferred 
with those who were in the o�ce at the same time she was, and had 
only engaged remotely with those who she felt comfortable with.  So 
by the time the paper reached the management meeting, it did not 
hit the mark.  It had gone o� in a di�erent direction to what was 
intended, leading to a little frustration and a lot of rework…

What this demonstrates is two phenomena in action – the �rst is known 
as “present privilege”, whereby those physically in the o�ce gain a 
greater say in the thinking as it is being developed. (This is also discussed 
in Julie Brophy’s article on page 12). The second phenomenon is known 
as the echo chamber, which is the tendency to engage remotely more 
often with just our like-minded stakeholders, and so only hear what we 
want to hear.

As we go through the phases of building up to a decision, think about:

Framing the issue 
Being clear as to what is to be 
addressed and why

Diagnosing & gaining insights
Getting di�erent perspectives as to 
how to look at the issue

Developing & evaluating options 
Exploring alternatives before 
converging to a recommendation

Coming to a conclusion
Ensuring you answer the question 
that was originally framed.

So how to overcome this?  To improve the quality of decision making, it 
may seem obvious, but it is important to engage the right people – 
even if uncomfortable – at the right time. Some of these times might 
mean physically getting together (which is sometimes necessary for 
complex decision making). Other times it will be about making sure 
you converse and keep the key individuals up-to-date. So identify 
those key people you need to engage with up-front in order to come 
up with a quality decision and agree with them how and when you will 
confer with them.

1

2

3

4
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Gary leads OE Cam’s Organisation Development practice and 
consults across both public and private sectors. He has undertaken 
a variety of governance and performance improvement projects 
including Board evaluation and development, major organisation 
change to structures and processes, post-merger integration, and 
improving joint venture organisation capability.

Hybrid working brings a lot of 
efficiencies, but can also risk poorer 
quality decisions being made and 
make hand-overs at the interfaces a 
lot more problematic

Clearing the Way
In conclusion, hybrid working brings a lot of e�ciencies, but can also 
risk poorer quality decisions being made and make hand-overs at the 
interfaces between functions and �rms a lot more problematic.  

Hybrid will require leaders to ‘clear the way’ by:
-  Ensuring the issue is framed clearly up front 
- Identifying the critical few individuals that need to be consulted 

along the way as you go through the phases of building up to a 
decision  – even including the di�cult ones, and agreeing on how 
to engage with them 

-  Taking account of location as a factor in redesigning certain roles so 
that any hand-overs between functions and �rms can operate more 
seamlessly.

With the economic challenges emerging for us all, there is a strong 
business imperative to help clear the way for your leaders to make 
good quality decisions when operating in this new working 
environment. And the time to act is now - before the new ways of 
working get too embedded.

Challenge 2 – increased complexity at the 
Interface
This challenge demonstrates how location has become a bigger factor 
in role design.

An example of this was in one company when operating face to face, 
three di�erent individuals would physically meet together to sign-o� 
and handover an asset to a partner organisation.  It was a meeting that 
was partly to allow for some un�nished parts of the process to be 
�nished o�, and partly social – these individuals had got to know each 
other over the years and meeting up was always a nice way to conclude 
business together.

As with the �rst example, when face to face meetings were the norm, it 
allowed for some ine�cient ways of working to creep in (in this case the 
accepted practice of spending a lot of time travelling around the 
country to meet each other). However when they had switched to a 
hybrid working environment, these individuals had fewer 
opportunities to meet and so were �nding it more di�cult to reach a 
conclusion, and also to get to meet together for the sign-o� and 
hand-over. This gave the company an opportunity to recon�gure and 
streamline the process.

So in a hybrid working environment, we can take the opportunity to 
adapt the roles in our business in order to minimise the number of 
hand-o�s / interfaces. In the example above, one role was rede�ned by 
bringing together certain responsibilities from two other roles, to allow 
for a more seamless hand-o� to their partner �rm.

Masterclass in “Clearing the Way”
Contact Gary if you would like a workshop for your leaders or 
HR team to work through how best to “clear the way” in your 
organisation and allow your teams to make e�ective decisions 
in a hybrid world.  

In this workshop we will:

• Re�ect on the quality of decision making during this last 
year of remote working

• Map how decision making takes place in your part of the 
organisation, and identify where the approach needs to 
change in a hybrid working environment

• Identify where speci�c roles need to be redesigned in order 
to make any interface management or handover more 
e�ective in the hybrid world



CLEARING THE WAY

KEEPING THE ‘ONE 
TEAM’ FEELING

MANAGING THE MENTAL 
WELL-BEING OF YOUR TEAM

SHIFTING THE MINDSET 
OF THE LEADER
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This framework can help leaders think through the implications of moving to a Hybrid working model:

1.  Focus & Perspective - Leaders need to ‘clear the way’ by giving clarity around role, purpose, who is doing what and how 
decisions get made.  See Gary Ashton’s article for more on decision-making in a hybrid environment.

2.  Autonomy - in a hybrid world, leaders need to give greater freedom to their teams with decisions pushed down the 
organisation to be closer to the customer.  Moving away from traditional ‘command & control’ may require a shift in mindset 
towards a more coaching style of leadership.

3.  Attachment - leaders need to work hard to keep the ‘one team’ feeling and mitigate against the formation of in-groups and 
out-groups.  Read more about in-groups and out-groups in Julie Brophy’s article.

4.  Security - to help manage the mental well-being of employees, think about creating a more ‘psychologically safe’ 
environment and ensure people know where to get support.  Toni Marshall’s article has more on self-limiting beliefs.

For more information about how to apply this framework to your own organisation, 
please contact gary.ashton@oecam.com or julie.brophy@oecam.com

Leading in a Hybrid Environment
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We recently heard this story from a senior leader about their experience of 
working remotely. They were involved in a meeting with the objective of making 
a signi�cant decision about a future investment. Some attendees were physically 
sat together in an o�ce, while others joined by VC from a variety of locations. 
During the meeting, three of the o�ce-based people were seen engaging in a 
side conversation just before a co�ee break.  When the meeting reconvened, it 
became clear that the decision had been made in the room without the full 
involvement of the remote leaders.

by Julie Brophy

Building the ‘One Team’ Feeling 
in Hybrid Workforces
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When the meeting reconvened, it became clear that the 
decision had been made in the room without the full 
involvement of the remote leaders...

A different group of employees 
had present privilege, and this 
changed the power dynamic of 

the organisation. While this may 
not be a bad thing, it should be a 

conscious decision rather than an 
unexpected consequence of 

hybrid working

This highlights a couple of factors that organisations need to consider 
as they make plans for if, when, and how to bring people back to 
shared locations:

•  The formation of ‘in-groups’ and ‘out-groups’
•  Present privilege

I’ve previously written about ‘in-groups’ and ‘out-groups’* and how 
the work of Tajfel and Turner (1) as well as Hunter (2) show the ease 
with which they can be formed. In this article I’ll focus on a factor that 
will become increasingly important as the move towards hybrid 
workforce gathers pace: the formation of groups based on location.

The remote argument
While some people were working ‘remotely’ before lockdown, we  
have heard anecdotally that there have been some unexpected 
bene�ts from the dramatic increase in remote working. Technology 
agendas were fast-tracked and communications strategies became 
more ‘considered and inclusive’, so experienced remote workers 
actually reported feeling more connected than before.

Another positive e�ect of the lockdown has been to challenge the 
traditional prejudices that some leaders and managers have had 
about the e�ectiveness of employees who are usually based in the 
o�ce when they ‘work from home’. The fact that many organisations 
have been able to function successfully through Covid runs counter 
to the old arguments used to restrict remote working.

Lockdowns o�ered organisations an opportunity to review how 
much real estate they need. For example, Gerald Walker, CEO of ING 
Americas, expects many �nancial institutions will move to a hybrid 
model with the previous norm of going into �nancial hubs like 
London’s Canary Wharf fading away.

But as organisations make the practical plans for hybrid working they 
also need to consider the psychological / emotional factors. Will 
people want to return to the o�ce? How often? What about people 
who want to work in a shared location every day? And when people 
are working in a hybrid working pattern, how will the organisation 
mitigate the formation of ‘in-groups’ and ’out-groups’?

‘In-groups’ and ‘out-groups’ and the consequences
There are clear bene�ts to the formation of ‘in-groups’.  Individuals 
are able to quickly become a team based around a common 
characteristic (in this scenario sharing a location) which enables 
them to work e�ectively together to achieve their objectives.

Present privilege - this advantage is limited to those who are 
working in a shared location where they have more direct access to 
leaders and managers which is di�cult for remote workers to 
recreate.

However, there are also drawbacks that can impact the performance 
of individuals and teams.

During the easing of restrictions in autumn 2020, one of our clients 
had begun to bring people back into two di�erent o�ce locations.  
While the vast majority of leaders were based in the Head O�ce, the 
executive director, worked in a hub o�ce due to its proximity to 
their home.  As a result, a di�erent group of employees had present 
privilege, and this changed the power dynamic of the organisation.  
While this may not be a bad thing, it should be a conscious decision 
rather than an unexpected consequence of hybrid working.
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Essentially individuals have 
become an ‘out-group’ of one 
and as organisations potentially 
look to reduce their real estate, 
the opportunity to interact with 
colleagues will reduce further.

Unconscious bias – While location-based ‘in-groups’ and 
‘out-groups’ are a�ected by the unconscious biases to others, 
research shows that ‘in-groups’ based on familiarity have speci�c 
biases. They are nice to other group members and more forgiving 
around under performance than to people in the out-group. This 
can cause issues for a business when deciding who to involve in a 
project or allocating work. It can also a�ect whether di�cult 
performance conversations are biased against people working at 
home. Leaders need to ensure that these types of decisions and 
conversations are based on skills and capabilities and not present 
privilege.

Isolation and loneliness – In 2015 Professor Nicholas Bloom of 
Stanford University (3), conducted a research project on home 
working with Ctrip, a Chinese travel company. While there were 
bene�ts for both the organisation and the individuals, after nine 
months more than half of participants wanted to return to working 
fully in the o�ce. The reason most often given was feelings of 
isolation and loneliness. 

Lockdown has dramatically increased the likelihood of employees 
feeling isolated and lonely. Not only cut o� from many friendship 
groups, remote working means working alone without the normal 
social support that comes from being with colleagues. Essentially 
individuals have become an ‘out-group of one’ and as organisations 
potentially look to reduce their real estate, the opportunity to 
interact with colleagues will reduce further.

Negative self-belief – In recent coaching sessions we’ve seen an 
increasing number of leaders questioning their own performance 
and doubting personal capability. 

When we are in a shared working environment, as well as formal 
feedback on our performance, we receive adhoc positive 
reinforcement such as a passing comment of support, an informal 
thank you, someone passes your desk and takes the opportunity to 
ask your opinion. These signals of capability are not the kinds of thing 
that people naturally think of doing on online as it takes more e�ort 
to arrange a mutually convenient time and set up the VC. As a result, 
people working remotely are more likely to develop negative 
narratives about themselves. My colleague Toni Marshall’s article 
explores this in more detail.

Indicators of ‘in-groups’ and ‘out-groups’’
While there are advantages to ‘in-groups’ there are likely to be more 
disadvantages. This is because for each ‘in group’ there will be at 
least one ‘out-group’. To know whether the organisation’s hybrid 
working approach is giving rise to the two groups there are a 
number of indicators to be aware of:

Change in language – look for changes in the 
language people are using:

Are they using negative language about their performance or 
ability to deliver required outcomes?

Are people talking about ‘them and us’ or questioning the 
capability or ability to deliver to time / quality deadline of 
colleagues who are working remotely?

Increase in low level con�ict between colleagues – 
look for an increase in con�ict during meetings 
and the slowing down of decision making:

Are there more challenges being made in meetings and does 
the body language / tone of voice of individuals have a con�ict 
undertone?

Are decisions taking longer to make with people needing 
more debate / evidence to support options?



Collaboration and creativity will 
decrease, which will negatively 
impact long-term productivity and 
ultimately an organisation’s 
responsiveness to market changes 
and customer’s expectations.

Whatever the design of hybrid working, the potential for ‘in-groups’ 
and ‘out-groups’ will be there. However, there are things that can be 
done to reduce any negative impact:

These indicators come from a loss of social capital within the group.  
Culture is developed through shared experiences, personal stories 
and how we behave towards one another. There is anecdotal evidence 
that this ‘common understanding’ of how we work together is 
declining as a result of remote working.  If these behavioural norms 
that we follow are reduced, con�ict and misunderstanding will 
increase. Collaboration and creativity will decrease, which will 
negatively impact long-term productivity and ultimately an 
organisation’s responsiveness to market changes and customer’s 
expectations.
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Working remotely provides fewer opportunities to share those real 
‘bonding’ experiences which are critical to developing a strong 
culture. As humans, the physical, non-verbal cues and signals are so 
important in building trust and chemistry. Experiences shared online 
tend to follow a broadly mechanical pattern which does not provide 
breadth of experience or those adhoc informal interactions, which go 
on to become cultural artefacts within the group – the stories, 
language and in-jokes.  In addition, there is less positive reinforcement 
of the ways of doing things, as peoples’ behaviour is less visible when 
working remotely or on VC. 

What leaders/managers can do
When developing their organisation’s hybrid approach, leaders are 
often seeking to get the best of both worlds – the �exibility and 
autonomy of remote working and the structure and sociability of 
being in a shared location.

Deal with unconscious bias - Leaders can raise 
awareness, discuss and challenge underlying beliefs. They 
can highlight evidence that doesn’t support assumptions 
about the ‘out-group’. Interventions and processes that 
mitigate the impact of the bias can then be developed. In 
addition they can review their processes and language 
used in their documentation to ensure it doesn’t reinforce 
any biases.

Actively manage the time spent in a shared location - 
bring together people from the two di�erent groups 
which will help develop the understanding of others and 
challenge the underlying beliefs and biases

Mitigate present privilege - Leaders can role model the 
hybrid working pattern, spending time working remotely 
a well as in shared locations. While working in the same 
location as colleagues, be very visible and try to balance 
the time spent face-to-face with a mix of di�erent teams / 
individuals across any of the  hub o�ces

Reduce negative self-limiting beliefs – talk to 
colleagues and challenge the self-limiting views they 
hold about themselves. Use positive bias language to 
acknowledge good performance both formally and 
informally

Maintain levels of social capital – Reinforce the 
organisation’s purpose and values. E.g. sending nudges 
about the organisation’s values and ways of working; 
arrange activities that can safely bring colleagues 
together to build new joint experiences and strengthen 
social networks

Widely communicate success stories - where the 
behaviour of colleagues re�ects the desired culture and 
values

Limit isolation and loneliness – reach out to individuals 
to �nd out how they are and what support they need. 
Role model how to make connections with colleagues by 
arranging meetings with a diverse group of employees 
and share di�erent experiences of hybrid working.
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Conclusion
There are bene�ts to hybrid working for both employee and 
organisation.  It allows employees to bene�t from the �exibility of 
working remotely and the sociability of working face-to-face with 
colleagues. For organisations, it o�ers the chance to review, and 
potentially reduce, expensive real estate.

However, as organisations begin to bring people back to some degree 
of working in shared spaces, they also need to also consider the 
emotional and psychological impact. Being aware of, and consciously 
designing an approach which mitigates formation of ‘in group’ / ‘out 
groups’ will help rebuild social capital and keep the ‘one team’ feeling.

This article has brie�y covered what is a broad and complex subject, if 
you would like to continue the conversation please contact Julie Brophy.
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1.  Jost & J. Sidanius (Eds.), Key readings in social psychology. Political psychology: Key readings (p. 276–293). Psychology Press.
2.  ‘Flying-through-the-air Magic’: Skateboarders, Fashion and Social Identity (2001) Janine Hunter
3.  “The productivity pitfalls of working from home in the age of COVID-19” (2020) Professor Nicholas Bloom, Stanford University 
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Identify the key aspects of 
pre-lockdown culture that 
need to be preserved

Proactive design of hybrid 
culture  

Reconnect with 
norms and values

Identify how values 
come to life  

Translating ‘what it 
means for me’ in our 
hybrid way of working

CULTURE  

NORMS & 
VALUES  

HYBRID & ME 
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Rebuilding Social Capital: Time to Re-energise your Culture?
Extended periods of remote working through lockdown have inevitably made a dent in an 
organisation’s social capital… so how do leaders reconnect and build that ‘one team feeling’ again?

For employees returning to a new hybrid workforce, rebuilding social capital is about:
•  Re-establishing social networks
•  Reinforcing trust and reciprocity
•  Reconnecting with norms and values
•  Reengaging with the organisation

In this mini programme, OE Cam can work with your leaders to identify cultural attributes of the new 
hybrid working culture. Through short induction / on-boarding styles of workshop we help reconnect 
employees with your company’s norms and values and then establish buy-in to hybrid ways of working.

For more information, please contact julie.brophy@oecam.com
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by Toni Marshall

Me, Myself and my Screen: 
How working alone can fuel our self-limiting beliefs 
and what we, and leaders, can do about it

Let’s talk about Jen...
Jen is a highly engaged member of her team, she is eager to do a great job, to support her 
colleagues and be proud of the work she does. Like many of us she has recently increased the 
number of hours she spends working at home alone, just her and her screen.

Jen is currently presenting remotely to a number of her colleagues, some of whom are in the o�ce, others, like her, are 
joining from home. She’s nervous. This is an important presentation and she has been working hard to make sure that she 
represents herself well, and lands her key messages. While presenting she notices the colleagues in the o�ce lean in and 
speak to each other, she can’t hear what they are saying, to her they might as well be whispering, so she carries on. She 
notices those colleagues joining remotely seem pretty engaged, but aren’t giving too much away.  Jen �nishes presenting 
and team members ask a few reasonable questions, then smile and wave (the new normal for signing o� a video 
conference), before ending the call. Jen is left staring at her own re�ection in the now black mirror like screen.
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But alas no, Jen is alone - no small 
talk, and no opportunity for social 

interruption before the self-talk 
begins, which means that things 

start to go downhill. Because like the 
majority of us, Jen has a few pesky 
self-limiting beliefs that love to be 

reinforced whenever they get the 
opportunity.

Self-limiting beliefs are a problem because they are limiting. They 
aren’t a driver to better yourself, they are a reason to never attempt to 
do something you could do well.  While supporting others to 
develop, I am in a position to witness people becoming more aware 
of their self-limiting beliefs as we talk, and then support them to 
begin to overcome them. More recently, this has left me concerned 
that the in�uence of self-limiting beliefs seems to be getting ever 
stronger than usual in isolated working environments… and I’m 
reminded of just how important social interaction is on helping  to  
shape our view of our self and our working lives.

It’s easy to recognise the impact of self-limiting beliefs at an 
individual level, often touched on and worked through during 
coaching interventions. However, we often fail to consider the 
serious business impact if the organisational environment allows 
self-limiting beliefs to go unchecked - hybrid environments have the 
potential to do this if left unmanaged.

Sound familiar? This is the reality for many of us at the moment.  
Going from potentially high levels of nervous engagement to being 
immediately alone. What’s the problem with this you might ask?  
Surely Jen can now relax, go and grab a cuppa and take a moment 
to relish in her triumph. Well maybe, but how often is that really the 
next thing that will happen? Jen is likely to begin to re�ect on what 
she just presented, and this re�ection is a lonely one.

When working co-located with her colleagues, Jen might walk out 
of a presentation with others, chatting informally about what they 
had just heard, or making small talk about the weather perhaps - or 
the fact that neither colleague has long enough to get to their next 
meeting without running late. This allows Jen’s re�ection of the 
presentation to incorporate social observations or social persuasion. 
In addition, it allows her previously nervous (even stressed) physical 
state to bene�t from the calming e�ects of interacting with trusted 
others. Regardless of the post-meeting conversation, it’s providing 
Jen with snippets of conscious or subconscious feedback about 
how her presentation just landed.

But alas no, Jen is alone - no small talk, and no opportunity for 
interruption before the self-talk begins, which means that things 
start to go downhill. Because like the many of us, Jen has a few pesky 
self-limiting beliefs that love to be reinforced whenever they get the 
opportunity.

Belief baggage in the new hybrid world
What’s a self-limiting belief you ask? Any belief that is held about 
oneself, usually built up over time, possibly  ‘baggage’ or a hanger-on 
from childhood, which holds us back from reaching our full potential, 
feeding into our larger sense of capability or self-worth. Here are a 
few you might recognise:

•  I’m too young to be taken seriously

•  I’m not smart enough to do this job

• I can never make my point eloquently enough

• I’m too old to understand the new ideas
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(In a hybrid world) there are 
inevitably fewer naturally 
occurring opportunities for 
feedback or informal social 
engagement… to help shape our 
beliefs about ourselves…. 
Consequently, there is a 
potential for self-limiting beliefs, 
and the resulting reduced impact 
of your employees, to flourish if 
not managed...

As individuals, how can we begin 
to recognise and challenge our 
self-limiting beliefs?

Let’s say that within your business, which has just started to 
incorporate a greater level of hybrid working - Jen’s experience 
becomes the norm. There are inevitably fewer naturally occurring 
opportunities for feedback or informal social engagement; that 
helps to feed our perception of our performance and how we are 
contributing.

Consequently, there is a potential for self-limiting beliefs, and the 
resulting reduced impact of your employees, to �ourish if not 
managed...  Meaning you may have a high percentage of your team 
less inclined to make best use of their capabilities; a workforce less 
likely to air their views; feel con�dent enough to try new things and 
essentially not live up the highly valuable potential that you 
employed them for in the �rst place.

So what can we do about this in a hybrid environment?  There are 
two things to consider: what an individual can do for themselves, 
and what leaders can do for everyone.

1

2

3

4

Recognise your belief baggage - Take time to 
understand what beliefs you are holding onto
Consider whether what you tell yourself about - 
yourself, your performance, and your capability are fair.  
By recognising what we tell ourselves we can begin to 
unpick whether our self-view is based on reality or 
psychological baggage we have built up over time. 
Consider the questions: “Is this view of myself helping 
me to achieve what I would like to achieve, feel how I 
would like to feel, or act how I would like to act?” “If 
someone else said this about themselves would I 
consider it fair or extreme?”

Humour could help - cutting through any negative 
self-talk with humour can really help to disrupt 
your thinking
Reframing the self-limiting belief with something 
funny (and having this written somewhere in your 
working from home environment) can keep the 
negativity spiral at bay. For example, switching 
immediately following negative self-talk with the exact 
opposite.  So, Jen might make this change: “I can never 
make my point eloquently enough” becomes, “I’m a 
fantastic public speaker, Barack Obama’s got nothin’ on 
me”.  Allowing this to disrupt an initial thought process 
can put Jen in a better psychological state to take a 
realistic look at how she just did.  Similarly, once 
acknowledged, laughing at your self-limiting beliefs, 
recognising them as extremist or unhelpful begins to 
break down their worth.

Socialise your screen - your screen now provides 
social engagement - so make it work for you
It’s a small point, but an easy �x - consider your screen 
as a source of valuable social feedback.  Include your 
converted self-beliefs on your screen when presenting, 
and consciously look for positive feedback from 
colleagues on video conference rather than allowing 
the potential negative is to take hold.  Misinterpreting 
neutral facial expressions or language as negative is 
common for those under stress or anxiety, remind 
yourself of this when you are allowing social cues to 
feed into your self-critique. 

Consider Coaching - an objective view hears 
self-limiting beliefs easily
For some, self-limiting beliefs are highly engrained and 
freeing ourselves from them can take time. If you 
recognise you have self-limiting beliefs that have been 
plaguing you for a while, an objective view can be a 
really useful source of feedback as well as supporting 
you to build more helpful self-beliefs.
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Feedback processes in a hybrid 
environment might need a face lift. 
Working with a screen rather than a 
physical team leaves the likes of Jen 
open to mis-reading social cues 
leading her to become desperate, 
whether she realises or not, for 
opportunities to pick up subconscious 
signals from her peers. 

How can leaders enable healthy self-beliefs 
in their hybrid working environments?
1. Self-a�rming safety - enable a psychologically safe environment
During this article, self-limiting beliefs have been considered to be 
the enemy, something to be feared and avoided. But just like all 
enemies, there is a reason they attack and for leaders to help their 
colleagues, it is useful to understand why.  

For self-limiting beliefs, the reason is to protect ourselves from, for 
example, embarrassment, disappointment, or failing.  If we remove 
this risk, self-limiting beliefs can be much more easily managed and 
reframed. Therefore, creating a ‘psychologically safe’ environment is 
critical for minimising such beliefs within your teams. Remember 
that self-limiting beliefs are belief baggage, often following people 
from job to job and triggered even before someone joins the 
business. Consider the internal and external view of the business, 
does it suggest a safe place to be yourself? an environment that 
enables learning? is there evidence that a wide variety of people can 
be successful?

2. Social soup - Increase opportunities for feedback  or observation 
and mix them up into a more natural blend of formal and informal 
social cues. Feedback processes in a hybrid environment might need 
a face lift.  Working with a screen rather than a physical team leaves 
the likes of Jen open to mis-reading social cues leading her to 
become desperate, whether she realises or not, for opportunities to 
pick up subconscious signals from her peers. 
My colleague Mariam Mirza writes more about misinterpreting 
behaviours in VC meetings.

Re�ect on your current working practices as you move into a hybrid 
working pattern, how is informal feedback enabled? Do your 
leaders and wider team members understand the psychology of 
isolated working?  And are they emotionally intelligent enough to 
manage their impact on others?

3. Cognitive Control - Develop thinking as well as behaviour
When exploring opportunities for development across the business, 
review whether your materials consider the impact of the thinking 
patterns that might be created in a hybrid environment.

Are you enabling people to be self-aware from a thinking 
perspective as well as a behavioural perspective? With greater 
exposure to being alone with our thoughts, understanding them 
and making them work for us is more critical than ever.  Consider 
programmes that look at cognitive development as well as 
behavioural.

The example of Jen is a cautionary anacdote of what might happen 
for many of us or our teams as we begin to increase hybrid working.  
However, with the right self-support, and business in�uences in 
place we can make the most of the hybrid opportunity. Consider the 
“Jens” that you are going to have in your teams with hybrid working 
- do you understand what happens psychologically when the screen 
goes black and are you ready to support them? 
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by Mariam Mirza

In the Room or Zoom?  
The Misinterpretation 
I recently saw a tweet that said “poor communication leaves too much room for imagination 
and misinterpretation” and it got me thinking about our current virtual workplace situation.

OE Cam’s experience in working with global organisations has meant that we were discussing 
e�ective virtual communication as early as 2013. However, the uncertainty that dominated 
2020 (which continues this year), has left many of us feeling disconnected / unsure and these 
feelings have shown to leak into the ways we communicate with others, particularly a�ecting 
meeting behaviours during online or VC meetings.

For many of us, we might feel that we have now ‘got to 
grips’ with virtual communication – we bought the 
technology, we have learned how to share our screen in 
Zoom and we know the height our cameras should be to 
get the best angle. However, when speaking virtually, 
colleagues have to navigate the behaviours and actions of 
others without an explanation as to why they are 
occurring.  In the physical environment we can use context 
to explain behaviours but nowadays we are trying to 
understand the behaviour of another colleague through a 
small window (�guratively and literally). Whilst this doesn’t 
necessarily equate to ‘poor’ communication, as the tweet 
states, the ‘lack of’ the usual signs, signals and actually 
being in the room, means that there is more room for 
misinterpretation. 

In this article we explore some of the common workplace 
behaviours that were once simple to understand in a 
physical workplace context but now might be 
misinterpreted when working remotely or online. 

Through the conversations we have had with our clients, 
we have collected experiences and examples to share with 
you to give you an insight into the psychological 
blueprints of social cues when remote working. We believe 
that these insights this will help you and your team 
navigate towards having more productive virtual 
conversations in a hybrid world. 
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Take the time to think about the following scenarios and how you might 
perceive the situation. There are no right or wrong answers…

Remote working scenario 1:  Silence 
You are leading a virtual meeting and you have just asked your team a question on X.  Some 
members of the group are very vocal with their opinions however, two members of the group 
remain silent.  What could this silence mean? 

1.  They do not like the members in the group and therefore do not want to participate 

2.  They have heard the question and are using some time re�ect before giving their answer

3.  They have their email window open and they have been distracted by replying back to that 
email, therefore they have not been listening and cannot answer the question 

4.  Other…

Remote scenario 2:   Looking away from the screen 
In that same meeting, you notice that a team member is continuously looking away from the 
laptop screen.  What could this behaviour mean?

1.  Using another form of communication (text/instant messenger), a small number of 
colleagues are separately discussing another colleague on the video call. You feel a sense of 
in-group/out-group behaviour

2.  Distracted by the working from home environment and therefore not currently engaged in 
the virtual meeting

3.  Taking a break/resting their eyes
4.  Other…

Remote scenario 3:  What does mute on and camera o� mean?
1.  The individual is not mentally present for the meeting and has no intention of contributing
2.  The individuals(s) have been on many video calls/meetings prior to this meeting and would 

like some ‘screen break’ time
3.  Dealing with a working from home issue (e.g. family or delivery)
4.  Other…

Remote scenario 4: Hearing typing and clicking when on a video call 
1.  Answering emails that are not relevant to the meeting agenda but the individual considers 

to be urgent 
2.  Team members might be taking notes from the meeting 
3. Using another form of communication (text/instant messenger), a small number of 

colleagues are separately discussing another colleague on the video call. You feel a sense of 
in-group/out-group behaviour

4.  Other…

Quiz:
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This short quiz illustrates that there are many di�erent ways of 
interpreting meeting behaviour and with remote working it is much 
easier to jump to the wrong conclusion.

What does this mean for more e�ective hybrid working? Well, 
responsibility for an e�ective remote meeting is on both the leader and 
the meeting attendees.

Leaders will need to use skills in empathy (under the umbrella of 
emotional intelligence) to demonstrate greater understanding and on 
some occasions, give their colleagues the ‘bene�t of the doubt’ - working 
remotely has its challenges and leaders should be considerate of that.

At the same time, those colleagues attending the meeting should ensure 
they are doing what they can do be mentally present for the meeting. A 
few examples of this could be: getting regular screen breaks where 
possible to feel refreshed (as can be) for the next virtual meeting, not 
answering calls when in the meeting and, whilst disturbances can’t 
always be helped, reminding members of your household when you will 
be in a meeting. 

In your experience, what have you been doing di�erently to show 
empathy and understanding to your colleagues who are working 
remotely? 



Organisation E�ectiveness Cambridge (OE Cam LLP) is a specialist �rm of business 
psychologists and organisation consultants who maximise the e�ectiveness of individuals, 
teams and organisations.

We believe that organisational e�ectiveness can only be improved through tackling the ‘hard’ 
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structural, the cultural and the economic so that we get to the essence of your challenge and 
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We are a boutique consultancy, which means that your experience with us will be a personal 
one.  We will invest the e�ort to get to know you and your organisation to jointly deliver the 
outcome you are seeking. We are proud to be an employee-owned company.

For more information please visit www.oecam.com or call us on +44 (0)1223 269009.
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