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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

THE STATE OF THE BLENDED WORKFORCE

The future of work is one in which workers’ desire for flexible working and employers’ need for 
higher returns will create a remote working world. Organizations seeking even more agility will 
push beyond a distributed workforce and build a network of expert freelancers – the best in the 
world tackling specific business problems on-demand. Realistically, most organizations will use a 
blend of the two, remote employees and independent freelancers. The blended workforce.

6-minute read

This future seems to be upon us. As many as 70% of 
organizations offer flexible working policiesi , and nearly 
half of companies currently use freelancersii. One third of 
the US workforce is already freelanceiii. Short of mass job 
automation, this is many people’s image of the future of 
work.

Yet when we look around it’s hard to see evidence 
that anything is changing. Almost 50% of employees 
surveyed have a designated office spacevi . Only 22% of 
freelancers use online platforms to find workvii . Remote 
working is still typically seen as a perk and a freelance 
career is still seen as an ‘alternative’ path. That said, 
business uptake of flexible working is still a distance 
ahead of freelance work integration.

If the future is not here yet, then it will 
be very soon. The number of coworking 

space members has been increasing at 
almost 25% per yeariv . 80% of hiring 

managers expected their usage of 
freelancers to increase in 2018v .

70%

80%

EMPLOYEES
SURVEYED

50%
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THE BUSINESS CASE FOR A BLENDED WORKFORCE
This would suggest that the business case for remote and 
freelance working is ambiguous. That couldn’t be further 
from the case. Global Workplace Analytics estimates 
that organizations could save over $11,000 per year per 
employee by implementing a moderate remote working 
policyviii. Paying a freelancer only for their hours worked is an 
obvious efficiency gain. Multiple papers have overturned the 
conventional wisdom that working from home means lower 
productivityix. Flexible working done right causes higher 
productivity. 

Many reasons to adopt a blended workforce are not been captured in that ROI calculation. 
Blended workforces result in more engaged employeesx . Remote working significantly reduces 
air pollution and congestionxi . However, it is shortage of talent that is consistently cited as the 
top reason to adopt a blended workforce modelxii . Hiring key roles is becoming increasingly 
challenging, and the business case for the blended workforce is clear. So why haven’t hiring 
managers turned to flexible working policies and freelance work platforms like Upwork to address 
this gap?

This paper will investigate why adoption is slower than anticipated. It will uncover the voices of 
HR executives often missing from this topic. In a knowledge economy that relies on maximizing 
human capital, the HR function deserves greater focus. They provide a vital perspective given 
the importance of a blended workforce model to the HR function. These perspectives will 
be complemented with those of HR consultants and thought leaders and supplemented with 
secondary research.

$11,000 
per year per employee
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THE BARRIERS TO ADOPTION
We find three main barriers to adopting a blended workforce; fear of remote working, 
organizational, structural impediments, and supply risk. The most prevalent is the fear of using 
a blended workforce. For many organizations a culture of management by wandering around 
has ingrained itselfxiii . Managers measure facetime and perceived effort rather than output and 
results. They believe their own value to be in monitoring and motivating. The notion of managing 
a remote team makes them feel uncertain of their ability. They resist change with stories of 
remote workers lounging in their pajamas and freelance workers charging time while walking 
their dogs.

The structural barrier imposed by traditional organization design is significant. The agile 
workforce methodology bears little resemblance to the siloed nature of many organizations. 
Programs for agile working struggle to integrate with how the rest of the business operates. 
The HR executives who know the benefits of a blended workforce are removed from the 
revenue-generating work of the organization. They don’t know how best to help their teams, and 
managers don’t know that better options exist. This is why freelance workforce adoption will take 
a longer time to reach mass-adoption.

The supply of freelance talent may be insufficient to meet demand in a world of blended 
workforce adoption. Freelancing could become decreasingly sustainable, much like how Uber 
and Lyft can pay effectively below minimum wage to their driversxiv.  If freelancers can’t generate 
a sustainable income, then the supply of independent workers will fall. This was the case for 
first time in 2018xv , surprising manyxvi . If the underlying problem isn’t corrected, then this could 
develop into a downward trend. This is the problem being tackled by LifeWork who have a 
mission is to make remote, freelance work a sustainable career choice. Organizations can do little 
about this risk other than source their freelancers from sustainable platforms.
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SOLUTIONS

While blended workforce success stories exist, the 
best way to overcome the fear of remote working is to 
have your own success story. Companies should pilot 
new alternative working policies and have a people 
analytics function measure the results. Analyzing the 
ROI of these pilots is necessary to get senior leadership 
buy-in. A trial is less risky for a leader and, as long as the 
program is executed well, the ROI data will be clear.

The barriers to adoption are more significant than they may appear on the surface. 
Tackling the fear of remote work that pervades many cultures, alongside breaking 
down the walls between the people function and where work gets done will take 
time. Organizations are proving that this is possible. Best practices will proliferate. 

More companies will pilot programs and build people analytics capabilities. We 
therefore think that adoption should accelerate over the next five years. 

Our best estimate of ‘the future of work’? 2025.

Piloting freelance talent is harder to execute given the 
structural barriers previously mentioned. A large CPG 
company built an ‘innovation team’ that was protected from 
typical business processes to foster creativity. Not having 
to go through procurement processes led to very high use of 
freelance talent. The business case from this trial can then 
be applied to the wider organization. It may prove difficult 
to scale up this result, but new businesses like Fulcrum – a 
Vendor Management System (VMS) for skilled freelancers – 
and tools like the Microsoft 365 Freelance Toolkit can help 
enterprises break down the barriers to adoption.
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WHEN IS THE 
FUTURE OF WORK?

Determining the barriers to adoption of a blended workforce

60-minute read

FOREWORD
Remote work may seem to be a new and emerging trend in the world of business, but the reality 
is that the “remote revolution” has been in full swing since the internet became widely accessible 
to households in the 1990s. Now, as travel becomes more affordable, devices more powerful 
and production becomes less mechanical, any work typically produced on an office computer is 
now portable. Consequently, any business using virtual communications is now remote-friendly, 
whether they like it or not. 

Unfortunately, from observing the evolution of large businesses from on-site offices to virtual 
workplaces, it has become evident that there are both right and wrong ways to offer flexible 
working. Unfortunately, the right way is not instinctual, nor is it easy, and here’s why: Quick 
operational updates only adjust an existing practice and are usually still based on physical 
practices, which are incompatible to long-distance collaboration. Converting to true virtual 
operations requires a fresh start in how productivity is measured, and results are managed. If a 
company isn’t fully invested in or intentional enough to make this fresh start, remote work killers 
like micromanagement, isolation, miscommunication, and burnout are imminent.

Many leaders hesitate to “go remote” due to fears like inaccessibility, lack of productivity, and 
cost of change management that are discussed in this paper, but the consequences of not 
updating to virtual-friendly infrastructures are much greater: poor production rates, insidious 
company cultures, and minimal profit margins. Like those who thought “horseless carriages” 
were a fad, professionals who fail to recognize the corporate and socioeconomic power of 
remote work are going to be left behind. It is absolutely essential to the future of economics that 
business leaders recognize the presence and benefits of remote collaboration in this, the world’s 
fourth industrial revolution.

LAUREL FARRER
Founder & President, Remote Work Association 
CEO, Distribute Consulting 
Contributor, Forbes
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INTRODUCTION 
‘The future of work’ conjures up many 
different images. Looking far into the future 
may suggest a utopian ideal of not working 
at all with robots tending to our every need. 
For others, it evokes a dystopia: not working 
at all with robots tending to our every need. 
Not only do people not know what the future 
of work will look like, many don’t know what 
they want it to look like.

This paper imagines a nearer-term future of 
work. One that uses existing structures to 
determine what people and organizations 
want from work. For individuals, this is 
autonomy and meaning. Organizations are 
assumed to maximize shareholder value.

These forces form a workforce that is 
different from today. Workers will begin to 
shun employment and the workplace in the 
search for autonomy. Autonomy is provided 
by freelance and remote workingxvii , and 
organizations should welcome this.

These flexible structures will generate higher 
returns for businesses and a competitive 
edge as the war for talent intensifies. The 
business case for the blended workforce is 
clear, yet there are strong barriers holding 
these organizations back from implementing 
policies that would make both parties better 
off.

The state of the blended workforce today 
lags far behind what the headlines might tell 
you. This paper clarifies the business case 
for the blended workforce to help convince 
leaders that are resistant to change. It studies 
these barriers in detail to paint a complete 
picture of what must be overcome. The paper 
finally suggests solutions and ways for any 
organization to overcome these barriers and 
achieve this future of work as soon as 2025.
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METHODOLOGY
We focus on the definition of the blended workforce covered in the next chapter and on 
adoption within organizations with sufficient emphasis on human capital. The study focuses 
on the US, though interviews also came from Canada and the UK given the similarity of 
those economies. We use ‘Human Resources’ (HR) throughout the report even though many 
organizations refer to it as the ‘People’ function.

We conducted structured, confidential interviews, meaning sources can sadly not be cited 
throughout other than those interviewees willing to be named. For insights gathered from a 
particular interviewee under confidentiality, we share the industry and size of company for 
context. We supplemented those insights with extensive secondary research where possible. 
Of our 30 interviews, 16 were CHROs or senior HR executives. This small sample size still gave 
us insights across industries (biotech to semiconductors), sizes (<10 people to over 150,000) 
and maturities (startups to historic public companies). We used structured interviews to gain 
information on the organization, their perspective on the blended workforce, and the barriers 
they believe they face. 

We also interviewed 14 “outsiders”. These were mostly senior HR consultants though we also 
interviewed HR technology vendors and think tank researchers. These perspectives uncovered 
barriers that CHROs may not know about or be able to admit to themselves. Our hypothesis was 
that organizational structure would be the biggest barrier, and while this was validated through 
our interviews, our approach allowed us to discover a richer range of barriers.

Our secondary research comes from a variety of sources provided in endnotes. For example, 
Global Workplace Analytics has done incredible work to compile the research on the benefits of 
remote working and calculate the best ROI estimates around.

We believe this methodology gives our research a good balance. We hope you agree that it gives 
a rounded outlook for the blended workforce at the start of 2019.
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DEFINITION OF ‘BLENDED WORKFORCE’
A Google search for ‘What does the Future 
of Work mean?’ returns close to 2 billion 
results. This isn’t a perfect measurement, 
but it serves to indicate just how many 
interpretations and definitions there are. The 
same is true of the ‘blended workforce’. It is 
a term gaining popularity in the HR field, yet 
the majority of our interviewees hadn’t come 
across the term before.

There is no universal definition of the 
blended workforce, which is also referred 
to as the ‘hybrid team’. We need to set out 
the definition we are using this this report. 
The blended workforce is the utilization of 
both in-person and remote workers, as well as both employees and independent contractors, 
in a significant and meaningful way. Breaking that apart, our definition is two-dimensional. 
On one dimension is location: the blend of in-person, location specific work and remote work 
that can be performed anywhere with an internet connection. The other dimension is worker 
classification: the blend of W2 employees and 1099 independent contractors. These dimensions 
are not mutually exclusive, as can be seen on the following matrix.

Traditionally you have in-person, employees – workers that may have an assigned desk in the 
office. Then you can have remote employees – full-time employees that may work from home 
one day a week. Third are in-person freelance workers – these may be the consultants that join 
the company in the office for a project. Finally, are remote freelance workers – the web design 
contractor who works from Estonia.

A blended workforce is one that draws from each of these quadrants in a significant and 
meaningful way. A significant level may look like at least 10% of the workforce drawn from each 
quadrant – though we don’t define a threshold. Meaningful use of each type of worker means 
using them across both core and back-office roles within the organization. This distinguishes the 
blended workforce from the back-office outsourcing trend that is over twenty years old.
 
There are still gray areas within this definition. For example, how would you classify a field sales 
person when they don’t have the working flexibility of a typical remote worker? These edge 
cases are interesting, but we are unable to consider them in this report. The learnings from this 
research should still be applicable to your organization to some extent

In-person 
freelance 
worker

Remote 
freelance 
worker

In-person 
employee

Remote 
employee

The 
blended 

workforce
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The right ‘blend’

In this report, remote and freelance working will be discussed almost exclusively as positive. It is 
worth noting that it is not appropriate for all roles to be outsourced. It is not appropriate for all 
work to be done remotely. Aspects of the work may mean that the ideal type of work is the in-
person employee. This is often the case for early career, entry level roles. One interviewee made 
it clear that the expertise of the talent they were onboarding would not succeed in a remote 
environment. Remote working requires a level of ownership that they weren’t seeing in even the 
best candidates for the positions.

Security and confidentiality concerns are relevant for consideration. The majority of 
organizations believe that their people are their biggest cybersecurity weaknessxviii . 
Training and policies can mitigate this whether in person or remote. However, remote 
working does require a greater level of awareness given how public Wi-Fi networks are 
a greater risk, for example. Our interviews unearthed a secret corporate innovation lab 
that was proving successful with a perfect blend of all four segments. A highly secure 
public institution demonstrated using contractors in certain areas, and a flexible working 
policy more broadly. This is the best example – if cybersecurity is a top concern for your 
business then keep highly sensitive roles in-house until you are prepared to invest as 
much in those people and their technology that they are as secure as behind your firewall.

The most important factor of the type 
of work is whether there is a physical 
component. The manufacturing firms 
we interviewed couldn’t consider their 
factory workers being remote, for 
example. The shift to broader social 
interaction occurring virtually will 
enable more roles to be remote, but as 
long as there are customers in physical 
retail stores, or conferences vital to 
client development, there will have to 
be in-person activity.

The ratio of onboarding time to job length can be a factor. A large pharma company we 
spoke to believes that it takes six months to onboard somebody into a knowledge role until 
they become a productive worker. In this case, a contractor would be a last-resort. It isn’t 
necessarily the case that this is true – the interviewee themselves admitted that they don’t 
have evidence to back up that assertion – but demonstrates how it can be a consideration.

Whether to outsource is largely a 
question of to what extent the role 
can be disaggregated into a series of 
measurable tasks. If the output of a 
piece of work is difficult to quantify 
and/or qualify, it is difficult to manage a 
freelance worker successfully. Services 
are emerging to help managers with 
this process, lowering the bar to 
freelance use.
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STATE OF THE BLENDED WORKFORCE
The blended workforce has existed since communication technology has enabled people to 
work remotely. We spoke with one example of a blended workforce that has existed for over 20 
years. MoveOn.org is a US public policy advocacy group that were using a remote workforce long 
before communication tools were widespread. It was started by a Silicon Valley team who had 
philosophical belief in having staff all over the country to accurately reflect the political opinion 
of the country. They valued the workforce flexibility afforded to them by using independent 
contractors given that political advocacy is in large part a seasonal/cyclical activity. 

However, MoveOn.org is not a typical US company. They were pioneers with very few followers. 
Despite many recent reports trying to paint a positive picture about the remote and freelance 
workforces, reality shows that adoption is lagging. Remote working and the freelance economy 
are treated very differently in the research meaning they will often be treated so here. The lag is 
true in both areas, with remote working showing greater signs of fast growth over the next three 
years than the freelance economy.

A great state?

You would be forgiven for thinking that remote working is common. Surveys suggest that as 
many as 70% of employers offer flexible workplace optionsxix . According to new research by 
WorldatWork and FlexJobs, 80% of companies they surveyed offer flexible work arrangements to 
employeesxx . There doesn’t seem to be a lack of adoption at all.

The same is true in the freelance economy according to the latest and most extensive annual survey 
of the freelance economy by Upwork. In the past five years, the freelance workforce has grown by 
3.7 million to total nearly 57 million freelancersxxi . One third of the US workforce is freelance, and 
nearly half of the companies they surveyed currently use freelancersxxii . Americans are spending 
more than 1 billion hours per week freelancingxxiii . 

Not so great

These statistics sadly don’t paint the full picture. While up to 70% of companies may offer flexible 
working, only 37% have a formal, written philosophy or policy to support employee flexibility 
optionsxxiv . Only 7% of U.S. employers made flexible workplace options available to most of their 
employees in 2015xxv . Nearly half of employees (48%) still have a dedicated seat xxvi ; arguably the 
defining metric of workplace inflexibility. This is a decrease of just five percentage points from 2009.

LinkedIn found a significant industry disparity across this lack of formal adoption. Just 43% of 
professionals in manufacturing and healthcare say their companies allow remote work at least some 
of the time, compared to 72% in the software industryxxvii . This is driven by the nature of the work 
– more healthcare and manufacturing jobs require the worker to be co-located with their patients/
machinery. It is also true, however, that software companies are typically more familiar with remote 
working technologies.
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The highest percentage of those in assigned desks is in medium size businesses. Somewhat 
counterintuitively, larger companies are most likely to offer telecommuting options to most of their 
employeesxxviii . This is likely due to the need for formal policies in larger organizations, whereas small 
companies and startups can implement flexible working simply through their culture.

This point was stressed in an interview with FlexJobs, the professional flexible work finding service. 
“A lot of companies do rely on remote work, but much more casually. Employees are able to work 
from home occasionally, or maybe one day per week, but companies still largely don’t have policies 
surrounding those practice, they’re not tracking the outcomes of this casual remote work, and they 
aren’t actively hiring for remote-friendly roles. Remote work is being done casually but isn’t often 
integrated throughout the employee experience from hiring, onward”.

Upwork’s Freelancing in America 2018 report was arguably misleading. The reported 56.7m million 
freelancers in 2018 was lower than the 57.3m in 2017xxix , a huge surprise given the growth rates 
reported in previous years. In fact, the number of freelancers in 2018 was 3 million (5%) below 
what was forecasted from the previous yearxxx . The most widely reported point from the 2017 
report was that at current growth rates, the majority of the US workforce would be freelance by 
2027. The drop in 2018 has seriously undermined this forecast. 

These statistics set the scene for the barriers identified in this report. They may seem surprising 
now, but they become understandable once the scale of the problem is made clear. That said, our 
solutions give organizations a path to a much brighter future, and some organizations that we 
discuss are already forging that path.
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The future state

The future looks bright for remote working. 42% of alternative working programs are less than two 
years oldxxxi  showing how recent this uptake has been. 

LinkedIn found a 78% increase in job posts on their platform that mention work flexibility 
since 2016xxxii . There is momentum behind the remote working movement. This paper explores a 
number of potential reasons for this, with one notable reason being that executive endorsement 
of alternative working programs more than doubled between 2009 (7%) to 2017 (17%)xxxiii . This is 
still a low percentage, but the growth rate is important.

Those that are discovering the benefits of remote working are doubling down and setting an 
example to their peers and competitorsxxxiv . We can expect the percentage of workers on flexible 
arrangements to increase over the next five years. This paper aims to contribute to this cause to 
increase the growth and shorten the time horizon.

The future of freelance working is more uncertain. Upwork finds that four times more hiring 
managers expected their usage of freelancers to increase in 2018 than decreasexxxv . This is driven 
by the shift in generational make-up of management. Younger managers (those aged approximately 
22-38) are 30% more likely to hire freelancers to fill in skills gaps in their organizations than those 
aged over 55xxxvi . Younger managers are more than twice as likely as to have increased their 
usage of freelancers and are projected to continue increasing their usage in 2019xxxvii . They 
are 28 percent more likely to utilize remote workers and believe that two out of five full-time 
employees will work remotely within the next three yearsxxxviii .

Despite this demand-side optimism, the fall in freelancers in 2018 against all expectations 
suggests there may be a supply riskxxxix . It seems that remote freelancing is not currently a 
sustainable career path. The fall in 2018 is likely churn out of freelancing from people realizing that 
it is unsustainable for them.This is shown by the significant rise in moonlighters – those that wish 
to freelance full-time but are holding back – from 13m in 2017 to 14.7m in 2018xl . Only 22% of 
freelancers use online platforms to find workxli  suggesting that the existing platforms like Upwork 
may be the root cause of the problem.
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THE BUSINESS CASE FOR A BLENDED WORKFORCE

The state of the blended workforce in 2019 is less mainstream than industry reports may have 
you believe. Remote working is still more casual than formal, though strong uptake is led by large 
software companies that will only increase as the barriers outlined in this report are overcome. 
The state of the freelance economy is cloudier. After strong growth, a fall in freelance working in 
2018 has raised the question of supply side sustainability. This is something that businesses have 
little ability to control but could become a major barrier to adoption if not addressed. 

The business case is the language of the boardroom. An employee that requests a flexible 
working arrangement by explaining only the employee benefits will struggle to make a case. 
Employee NPS may increase, but their manager may also question whether the worker will be 
more productive. The workload of adapting meetings to cater for a remote employee results in 
a declined request when the case is ambiguous. The same is true of a CHRO looking to start a 
formal flexible working policy. This section translates the myriad benefits of a blended workforce 
into a language that the C-suite will understand. The benefits of remote working and utilizing 
freelance workers are broadly the same, so they will be addressed in parallel.
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Productivity

Global Workplace Analytics estimates that employers could save over $11,000 per employee per 
year by adopting a 50% remote working programxlii . That number alone should be enough to 
get on the agenda at the next board meeting. The savings come in part from reduced overhead, 
absenteeism and turnover, but over $7,000 of that benefit comes from increased productivity. 
Kate Lister and Tom Harnish find that “employees are so valuable that an increase in 
productivity of just eight minutes a day, for a year, would entirely offset their annual occupancy 
costs”xliii . People typically cost 12 times more than the buildings they occupy, yet the majority 
of time and resources in organizations is spent reducing the cost of the latterxliv . Human-capital 
intensive organizations should be obsessing over ways to make their workforce more productive. 
Remote working is one of the greatest opportunities to do just that.

Best Buy’s average productivity increased 35% through its flexible work programxlv . British 
Telecom estimates productivity increased 20% through telecommutingxlvi . Surveys and pilots 
conducted by IBM suggest that telework employees can be up to 50% more productivexlvii . The 
widely held belief that working from home leads to decreased productivity has been thoroughly 
disproven. GWA only use a productivity increase of 15% in their ROI calculation – conservative 
in light of the above examples. The calculator is a great resource for anybody building their 
individual business casexlviii .

The research into the quantitative benefits of using a freelance workforce aren’t quite as robust, 
but the intuition is similar to that for remote working. The productivity gains are likely to be 
even higher. Freelancers and remote employees alike have autonomy over how they work which 
drives higher productivity. Social psychologist Ron Friedman says that “it’s because autonomy 
is a basic psychological need. The more autonomous we feel, the more likely we are to be 
engaged”xlix. Using freelance talent also means that you only pay for what you need. While a 
remote employee is contracted for eight hours per day, a freelance worker can flex between two 
and ten hours based on business need. There is no fear of paying for ‘downtime’, as is inevitable 
with employees.

The other boost comes from specializationl . Rarely are there eight hours of work for a specific 
employee to do each day. Their remaining time is filled with work that could be done at a lower 
rate. Utilizing a freelancer brings a more critical mindset to how they spend their time. The 
framing as a one-off purchase – rather than an ongoing salary – focuses the manager on getting 
the highest return. They therefore ensure the freelancer is only doing work that’s at the peak of 
their abilities, saving any ‘busywork’ for employees. This is a best-case scenario, but it is on the 
organization to use their blended workforce in the right way to obtain these benefits.
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Lower costs 

More intuitively, the remaining $4,000 in savings per employee comes from lower costs. The 
largest area is the 25% saving in real estate costsli . McKesson Corporation’s telecommuting 
program for example saves them $1million a year in real estatelii . Many newer businesses such as 
FlexJobs and LifeWork have minute overheads as they are fully virtual operations. 

A 31% reduction in absenteeism contributes over $1,000 of the total savingliii . GWA research 
finds that 78% of employees who call in sick are not really sickliv . They do so because of family 
issues, personal needs, and stress which can all be overcome with a flexible working policy. 

The final savings area is in improved continuity of operations . Recovering just one day of work 
per year that would otherwise have been lost to unforeseen weather impediments, could save 
a 500-person company over $200,000 per yearlv . All of these savings also apply to the use of 
remote freelancers.

There may even be financial incentives available to your organization to boost the ROI higher. A 
number of state and local programs incentivize remote working to rejuvenate local economies 
and reduce congestion and air pollution. They provide incentives for telecommuting initiatives, 
for example TeleworkVA (Virginia) that provides $3,500 per new telecommuter and free 
assistance, and The Clean Air Campaign (Georgia) that provides tax credits and free assistancelvi .

Access to skills

Access to skills was the leading challenge for hiring managers in 2017lvii. It is increasingly cited as 
a main reason for organizations to explore new ways of workinglviii . The workforce is increasingly 
expecting flexible working policies and businesses must listen to stay competitive. LinkedIn 
found that 31% of their members say flexible work arrangements are very important when 
considering a joblix . The majority of hiring managers with remote employees agreed that hiring 
had become easier in the past yearlx . Twice as many hiring managers cite having the right skills as 
being more important than working in the same location as the rest of the teamlxi .

The flexi-time policies of ten years ago are no longer enough. While 54% of remote workers 
do value the ‘when’ most (having a flexible schedule/time with family), Buffer finds that 43% 
value the where most (anywhere/working from home)lxii . At Dell, the Net Promoter Score of 
employees who work remotely tends to be 20% higher than the score of those who don’tlxiii .

The case for utilizing freelancers as a means of accessing skills should be clear, but it seems 
not to all hiring managers. Younger generations are 50% more likely to leverage freelancers to 
address skills gaps compared to those over 55lxiv. It is much easier to find a skilled freelancer 
available for 20 hours a week than try to make a full-time hire. This is increasingly becoming the 
norm for organizations located in highly competitive areas such as the San Francisco Bay Area. 
We interviewed a large hardware company headquartered in this region that expressed how 
difficult they were finding talent acquisition. It is an area of sky-rocketing living costs and where 
talent is drawn to the ‘cool’ companies of Silicon Valleylxv. They were increasingly looking towards 
platforms like FlexJobs and Upwork to access the skilled workers from other parts of the country 
on a remote basis.
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Organizational agility

Leveraging a blended workforce enables organizations to significantly increase their agility – the 
speed at which they can change their workforce to meet new demands. Hiring becomes much 
faster when you can draw from the entire country to find suitable candidates. Onboarding 
workers is faster still when they are on a limited contract with the organization. Freelance 
work platforms often vet their talent in advance, and some provide support in finding the right 
freelancer for your needs, both decreasing the time to start a project to a matter of hours. The 
nature of project work also limits the downside of a bad hiring decision, which for an employee is 
typically 30% of their salary according to the U.S. Department of Labor.

This can lead to material benefits to organizations that experience work demand variability. 
Overtime among shift workers and the need for overstaffing to accommodate peak loads can 
both be reduced. It becomes more effective and less expensive to provide 24/7 global coverage, 
and firms become able to hire people with local knowledge without brick and mortar presence. A 
great example of this is Liveops, the remote call center that utilizes its Liveops Nation of remote, 
freelance call center agents to provide local expertise to their enterprise clients that simply could 
not be achieved through the traditional call center model.
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For the people

This section provides the Corporate Social Responsibility business case. Adding the human touch 
of the benefits to the employee can help communicate an otherwise logical message. GWA 
estimates that half-time telecommuting could save employees between $2,000 and $6,800 per 
year through reduced driving and fewer work-related expenseslxxi. It could also save them over 
ten equivalent workdays per year that are currently spent commutinglxxii. This improved work-life 
balance increases quality of life and helps avoid employee burnout.
The bigger benefit for the organization is that remote, flexible working is inherently more 
inclusive. Removing face-to-face interaction can reduce the negative bias that women, people of 
color, and many others currently face in hiring processeslxvi . Virtual communications have been 
shown to equalize personalities in a team and therefore increase employee empowermentlxvii . 
Some communities such as those with physical disabilities and the elderly are unable to work 
in physical office locations. Inclusion of the elderly will be particularly important over the next 
ten years as the elderly population finds themselves with a desire to continue working in some 
capacity. Firms that find a way to tap into this growing talent pool will have a clear advantage.

The positive societal impact of a shift to remote working should not be overlooked. GWA 
estimates that the typical 500-person company would save the greenhouse gas equivalent of 
taking 80 cars off the roadlxviii. They would save 50,000 gallons of gas and reduce the cost of 
traffic accidents by almost $150,000lxix .

 For every car taken off the roads due to somebody telecommuting, congestion is reduced by a 
factor of threelxx. These positive externalities can mean the avoidance of environmental sanctions 
or city access fees, and higher community citizenship scores. Local goodwill can increase as 
moving to remote working is an attractive alternative to politically unpopular off-shoring.

The business case for implementing both remote and freelance working policies is clear. 
Organizations will achieve higher productivity while saving on people and real estate costs. They 
will grow their access to increasingly scarce skills and have greater agility to only access these 
skillsets when necessary. The societal case for the blended workforce should lead to mounting 
political pressure to adopt these practices. Given all of this has been thoroughly researched and 
marketed, however, why are most organizations still not adopting these policies?

500
Person 

Company 
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Gallons of Gas 

80
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The fear of remote working

“Management has the opinion that to be effective, you need to 
be co-located with your team” – CHRO of a 40,000-employee 
technology company. Put another way, managers fear that if they 
allow remote working then their employees will all relocate to the 
Bahamas and work from the beach with cocktail in hand. This is 
such a commonly expressed sentiment that Buffer surveyed for it in 
their State of Remote Work 2019. They found that 84% of remote 
workers predominantly work from home, and that 73% work and 
travel simultaneously fewer than four weeks per yearlxxiii . 

of remote workers 
predominantly work 

from home

BARRIERS TO ADOPTION
Our hypothesis was that organizational structure would be the biggest barrier to the adoption of 
a blended workforce. With the business case so clear, it must be walls between functional siloes 
that broad adoption difficult. HR executives who know this business case, we hypothesized, are 
so removed from how work gets done in most organizations that they won’t be able to create 
meaningful policies. This proved half right. Structural barriers are a huge impediment to adoption, 
however not all executives want to adopt remote working policies out of fear of remote working. 
To summarize in a commonly used refrain: “If I can’t see my employees, how do I know they 
aren’t slacking off?”. We also discovered that despite growing demand for freelancer workers, a 
lack of sustainability within freelancing may cause a supply risk in the future. There is little that 
organizations can do to address this barrier, so we touch on it only briefly. Then there is a long 
tail of other reasons that were given during our interviews. We address them in detail relative to 
their frequency and stated importance.

84%
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Remote employees are working from home offices that they have designed to maximize their 
productivity. The willingness of remote workers to work while they travel ensures continuity of 
operation – a huge cost savinglxxiv .

While managers may say that this is their fear of remote working – and laugh it off as jealousy 
when they ‘could never work remotely’ – the truth is deeper rooted. To see where it comes from 
requires a history lesson.

A leadership expert and executive coach we interviewed shared how management and ‘the 
manager’ are structures that have existed for millennia, borne out of a lack of trust for workers. 
The explicit role of the ‘supervisor’ is to observe and direct the execution of a tasklxxv . The fear of 
remote working is so strong because organizations have trained their managers to be effective 
at ‘management by wandering around’lxxvi . While the term was coined in the 1970’s by Hewlett 
Packard executiveslxxvii , the practice comes from the industrial revolution. It taught supervisors 
to walk around the factory floor seeking to intervene with their subordinates to correct or coach 
them to do better.

This practice translated into the office environment and was left unchallenged for decadeslxxviii . 
Managers could be confident in their team’s productivity from their appearance at their cubicle 
from 9-to-5 and the ferocity of their typing. If work wasn’t completed by deadlines, managers 
would support their team to request an extension. They knew there was no way their team could 
have worked harder on the task. Executives would grant middle managers this power because 
they themselves would observe how hard the manager and their team were working.

Remote working – be that employees or freelancers – has left these classically trained executives 
and managers paralyzedlxxix . With no ability to monitor and adjust their workers, they don’t know 
how to help their employees. If they are expected to empower their workers and then manage by 
results, then what value are they really adding? The root of this fear is in managers questioning 
their self-worth.

This is a deep human fear that should be treated with care. We heard that for these managers, 
a sweeping change to remote working may be seen as an attack and they will look for any way 
possible to resist it. One interviewee – a CHRO at a large consumer goods company in the 
late 90’s - shared how her flexible working program was halted as soon as one employee was 
discovered to be abusing the privilege. As the only woman on the executive team, she fought 
for flexible working before the business case was well researched. She started with small pilot 
schemes and built momentum and leadership buy-in. As the program grew, one remote employee 
didn’t answer her phone during ‘working hours’. It later transpired that she had been out walking 
her dog. The call was likely not urgent, but a small army of fearful managers and executives used 
the case to fight against the new policies. Eventually they were quashed. It would take another 
ten years before a new flexible working program could be introduced.

Beyond highlighting this fear in action, this story shows the importance of leadership buy-in for 
building a culture of remote working and showing managers that they don’t need to be scared. 
Sadly, it is senior leadership that is most often resistant the benefit of a blended workforce. We 
heard from multiple leaders of the unspoken philosophy that “if you’re a people leader, with lots 
of stress and small budget, you just don’t invest as much in your contractors”.
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When challenged on this, CHROs emphasized that such a large part of their focus in the ‘war for 
talent’ was on retention, which is “antithetical to a blended workforce mentality”. The data backs 
this up; there is little exploration on freelance work platforms. Most users already believe in the 
value of freelance worklxxx . 

This fear will further inhibit more elaborate use of the freelance economy. The most agile 
companies will recognize how the project nature of freelancing would allow them to disaggregate 
jobs and distribute them to the most specialized freelancer. However, humans fearing declining 
value and potential job loss were described by one interviewee as the “natural antibodies to 
the notion of carving up jobs and apportioning correctly”. Managers who fear being exposed for 
adding little value to remote employees have no conception of how they can manage a network 
of maybe twice as many remote freelancers. They are often thinking about the contractors 
as a replacement for FTEs in this way rather than a specialized resource. Even then, a core 
competency of a future manager is to compile the individual contributions of a broad team.
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Structural

Multiple leaders of future of work conferences told us that the majority of attendees are HR 
leaders. This may not be too surprising – work is a naturally people-centered topic – but why 
would organizations not send hiring managers too? When HR is often so far removed from how 
work gets done, how will the new ideas about the future of work translate into a new way of 
working? These were the questions that prompted this research, and our interviewees quickly 
validated these hypotheses. One CHRO said, “I’m pretty up to speed on the future of work but 
most of that stuff wouldn’t work for us”, when it quickly transpired that it could work for them. A 
world leading HR consultant provided an incisive perspective: “At conferences, everyone is talking 
about the future of work but [they are] currently headless chickens. HR is still reactive. They see 
that it is a big deal but have no way to translate into action”

This old school mentality of not thinking about HR strategically seems to be at the heart of this 
structural problem. Historically, HR has been seen as a cost-center with the CHRO reporting into 
CFO “or anyone bar the CEO” as one interviewee put it. They have not been empowered to think 
strategically, so now that companies need to differentiate through alternative working approaches 
to stay competitive, these functions are finding themselves stuck. One extreme example is a 
large hardware technology company we interviewed where the CHRO was bound by the board’s 
enduring strategy of vertical integration. Outsourcing of any kind was off limits.

This notion of non-strategic HR tends to only exist in larger organizations. It doesn’t exist in 
startups because the CEO plays the CHRO role for a long time. They truly understand the value 
of people and ensure that a highly strategic HR function endures when they hire a CHRO. Some 
large companies have made this transition, but these only occur during HR transformations and 
these happen infrequently. One proxy measure is to see who manages the alternative workplace 
program in large organizations. HR only runs 24% of programs - it is facilities management at 33% 
that is most frequentlxxxi. Organizations are increasingly handing control of alternative working over 
to real estate and facilities management, but success is increasingly being measured by people 
outcomes. People typically cost 12 to 15 times more than the buildings they occupy, yet the focus 
remains on reducing the cost of the latterlxxxii .
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The relationship between HR and Procurement over freelance workers is even more strained 
than between HR and FM over remote workers. The misaligned incentives between the 
two functions makes it difficult to utilize in-person contractors today and will prevent the 
strategic use of remote freelancers in the future. Procurement is incentivized to do things as 
cheap and compliant as possiblelxxxiii . It is not a strategic function, which is fine when they 
are paying for staplers but is a huge problem when the majority of Procurement spend is 
on people. An HR function with the goal of hiring people for the lowest possible cost will 
not compete for very long. While compliance within procurement is certainly the greatest 
driver of slow processes, in most large companies it takes longer to gain approval for more 
expensive contract staff. 

This dynamic spills-over to reduce the strategic thinking of team leaders. Knowing that 
obtaining contract labor is so difficult, managers protect their employee headcount at all 
costs. They pad their budgets to ensure they don’t lose headcount the following year, even 
if they know that using a flexible contractor relationship would be more efficient for the 
company. The relationship between HR and Procurement must improve rapidly to enable 
the agility that large organizations will need. Again, we see the opposite dynamic in startups. 
People strategy is so important that HR and Procurement work together. An insider shared 
that in fact, some large tech companies even overuse contract labor to lower headcount to 
achieve inflated earnings-per-employee metrics. 

HR
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Even in cutting-edge technology firms the integration isn’t seamless. 
There is seemingly insurmountable difficulty in tracking the ‘quantum 
headcount’ of independent workers. Few EPR systems (e.g., Workday) 
allow integration of employee and independent worker data. Data on 
freelance usage sits with Procurement in unstructured forms. A senior 
workforce planner at one of these technology firms estimates that 
it would take four full-time analysts at least six months to integrate 
contractor data with employee data. The overall “visibility” into the 
motivation, skills, productivity and costs of non-employed workers is 
therefore about two-thirds as for employeeslxxxiv .

This structural barrier to integration drives the cultural divide between 
employees and contractors that has been highly publicized at Google 
and Facebook. All of the internal culture and engagement processes are 
only applicable to employees. This is only partly due to the sentiment 
that “there is no value in building relationships with contractors that 
you might terminate next month” as one interviewee put it. It is also 
driven by employee classification regulation that prevents engaged 
relationships with contractors. That the ‘employee’ line is different to the 
‘contractor’ line in the profit and loss statement, means leaders will treat 
them differently until their bonus tells them otherwise.

There is a big structural barrier holding back large, mature companies 
from replicating the agility and talent attraction generated by smaller 
companies and startups. Until HR is given the strategic mandate that is 
so necessary in the people-centered environment today, the frictions 
between HR, FM, and Procurement will slow these companies down so 
much they may grind to a halt.
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You would be forgiven for thinking that large 
organizations may never overcome the barriers 
to a blended workforce, especially on the 
freelance worker dimension. Imagining that they 
do, however, what would it mean if there aren’t 
sufficient freelance workers to meet the demand 
for their labor? The risk of insufficient supply 
of freelance talent is a barrier to adoption that 
is minimally under the control of organizations 
but is significant enough to mention here. 
A supply risk even over the next few years 
could significantly impede progress towards 
the blended workforce that we have shown to 
provide so many benefits to the organization.

As recently as mid-2018 the notion of a 
freelance worker supply risk was laughable. 
Upwork’s Freelancing in America 2017 report 
stated that the freelance workforce was growing 
at over three times the rate as the rest of the 
workforce and would become the majority of 
the US workforce by 2027lxxxv. A few months 
later and the outlook was very different. The 
number of freelancers in 2018 was reported at 
56.7m, falling for the first time on record and 3 
million below the forecast levellxxxvi. For the first 
time there was doubt in the belief that freelance 
workers would be abundant in the future of 
work.

Further investigation suggests that it was 
that very abundance that has undermined 
the freelance workforce. Much like the more 
publicized and parallel ‘gig economy’ epitomized 
by Uber and Lyft drivers, the freelance economy 
has been uncovered as an unsustainable career 
path. The percentage of freelancers earning 
more than $75K fell from 36% in 2017 to 31% 
in 2018lxxxvii . The number of ‘moonlighters’ 
– freelancers that are also employed to help 
sustain their income – jumped from 13m in 2017 
to 14.7m in 2018lxxxviii . Very few freelancers are 
earning enough doing what they love to sustain 
their lifestyle.

This lack of sustainability is driven by 
simple supply and demand. Organizations 
are still developing the desire and ability 
to hire freelancers whereas the benefits of 
freelance working are so clear that millions 
have sought that path. With such excess 
supply, the price paid for the labor – the 
hourly rate the freelancer earns – will 
naturally be low. This is clear on freelance 
work marketplaces like Upwork where 
freelancers race to the bottom to offer the 
cheapest rate to try and obtain worklxxxix . 
The lack of power that freelancers exert 
in these systems is concerning – with little 
support to build their careers freelancers 
will increasingly have to revert back to 
moonlighting or giving up their freelance 
careers altogether. 

The risk of the freelance economy 
declining is sufficient that organizations 
should do what they can to increase the 
sustainability of independent working. 
Primarily, increasing demand for freelance 
talent will improve this situation through 
economics. How these companies work 
with independent workers will become 
more important over time too. Worker 
classification regulations make it difficult 
for companies to directly support their 
freelancers. Instead they should use 
intermediary platforms like LifeWork that 
have a mission to make freelance working 
sustainable in lieu of marketplaces like 
Upwork that decrease the sustainability of 
freelancing

Supply risk



When is the Future of Work ? | 27

The long tail 

Our interviews uncovered many more barriers than the primary three highlighted above. Some 
seemed to be the fear of remote working in disguise. Others were distinct and independently 
valid. All are worth sharing here in order of significance, but we advise you to critically think 
through how difficult these would be to overcome.
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Management capability
In a survey of over ten thousand leaders within various organizations, the most important skills 
for top level leaders were 

• Listening
• Drawing attention to the success of others
• Knowing how to get out of the way of their teams
• Connecting people that are valuable to each other. 

These are the exact same capabilities required of a successful leader of remote teams. When an 
HR leader states that they don’t have leaders that are skilled in managing remote teams, they are 
really saying that they don’t have skilled leaders. It is true that leadership training should highlight 
how these skills apply to the remote context and recommend some other best practices, but at 
the core this is a problem of insufficient management training of any kind.

One complaint heard in our interviews is that hiring managers aren’t capable of knowing how to 
bring in contractors. This isn’t a talent or training problem. In fact, it stems from the ‘structural’ 
issues discussed earlier. The company is not giving them the process or incentivization for this, if 
they did then it would not be difficult for managers to execute on that plan.
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Quicker fixes in other areas
There are many other areas of HR that require innovation. It is therefore true that CHROs would 
prefer to focus time and resources on improving these processes that will achieve faster results. 
For example, many companies are improving the effectiveness of their interview process by being 
more scientific in identifying top candidates. They are using technology to reduce hiring bias and 
are improving the experience of interviewees to make them more likely to accept an offer. There 
are clear steps to take to achieve an impact that is immediate and tangible. The same is true with 
the emergence of recruiting marketing and recruiting operations. Companies strive for ‘great 
place to work’ accreditation knowing that those on such lists have roughly half the attrition of 
those not on the listxc . That ROI is an easy sell to the leadership team. 

Nick Livingston, CEO of Honeit - a technology company that makes telephone interviews more 
efficient - told us how recruiting teams are really refining their processes to better understand 
how they can access the “great [seven-out-of-ten candidates] given that the nines and tens 
can work wherever they like”. The question is whether the scale of impact through these easier 
means is on the scale discussed in the business case for remote work. There is hope that some of 
these efforts could contribute to a transition to alternative working.

Interviewees cited employee experience as another area of intense HR focus that was in 
opposition to discussions of the blended workforce. The three core aspects of good employee 
experience according to one expert consultant we interviewed are

Again, these aspects are all still applicable to remote and freelance workers. It is true that, for 
example, it takes more intention to enable camaraderie when those watercooler moments cannot 
occur organically, but they are easily overcome with new collaboration tools like Lithium. To 
attract the best talent for a blended workforce you need to highlight trusting relationships with 
every party

Trust in leadership - 
defined as respect, 

fairness and 
credibility

Camaraderie with 
peers Pride in the job
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Regulation
An important barrier to adoption of independent workers is the risk of labor misclassification, 
especially in California where the regulations are the tightest in the countryxci . For some 
interviewees, this was the primary concern. One responded that they “don’t use a lot. [The] primary 
reason is employee classification – we would want to direct them too much so would infringe on 
classifications”. These responses reflected both leaders that had thought through what their use of 
freelancers would entail, but also those who had not thought it through enough. The business case is 
so strong that there is value in identifying even the few areas in which contract staff could provide an 
upgrade. Often this reflex response was a cover to prevent acknowledgement of the deeper cultural 
flaws of trust and fear.

It is worth stating that the legal code in general is built for an ‘employee-first’ workforce. As much 
as organizations can work around the regulations, we need large scale regulatory innovations if this 
barrier to a blended workforce isn’t to become binding at some point. The founding team of Ibbaka 
– a partnership of a handful of independent contributors – had to officially employ its members to 
receive tax breaks that are based on headcount. Dell Technologies has one of the broadest flexible 
working programs of any large organization, yet they struggled in rolling it out due to the Nexus 
tax laws that require filing in whatever state work was performed in. Those laws made sense in a 
world of physical factories, but when software can be written on a flight from New York City to San 
Francisco, it is clear that the rules need updating. With regulations like these stuck in the past, it can 
be impossible to truly integrate remote and in-person workers even with the best of intentions.
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Technology
This research assumes that the technology to achieve the benefits of a blended workforce exists. 
That it isn’t always the case, but it is often very easily overcome. Some interviewees insisted that 
the future of their work is innovation, which requires intense collaboration, which is impossible 
to do remotely. MURAL – a virtual whiteboard software that increases the innovation and 
collaboration capability of remote teams above their in-person counterparts – is undermining 
this argument. By relying on asynchronous communication, and enabling a greater frequency of 
collaborative practice, teams build the skills necessary to innovate at a faster rate when working 
remotely. 

A fairer argument is that the existing freelance work platforms aren’t good enough. Research 
by the Institute For The Future shows that existing platforms make finding the right people too 
difficultxcii . They rely on personal networks and biased decision making which is not good for 
diversity. This is likely to become less of an issue as many new companies enter the space.

There are many barriers to the adoption of a blended workforce. Some more significant than 
others. Some more under the control of organizations to change. All are worth highlighting 
to show all organizations that they are not alone in the challenges they face. Beyond the 30 
interviews we conducted, this list is mirrored in broader research. The four biggest barriers to 
alternative working in 2017 were variants on a cultural fear of remote working (organizational 
culture (entitlement, trust), manager concerns, resistance/fear of change, executive buy-in)xciii. 
The next two reasons were staff concerns. We don’t address those for the simple reason that 
remote or independent working isn’t for everyone and organizations shouldn’t push it on the 
unwilling. Hence the blended workforce. The remaining reasons - lack of IT infrastructure, 
security concerns, and lack of expertise to implement a program – reflect our list in that they are 
easier to overcome. For those more significant barriers, however, how might we overcome them?
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SOLUTIONS
These solutions should be treated with care. Poorly designed and implemented alternative 
working policies can cause more harm than good. The business case for the blended workforce 
assumes that it has been implemented thoughtfully. As seen in earlier examples, fearful 
executives may be looking for any negative signal to stop or slow the implementation of the 
program. With the business case so strong many leaders may translate their sense of urgency 
into a rushed rollout. These solutions all advise starting small, measuring outcomes, and 
proceeding in incremental steps.

The following suggestions are ranked by a combination of feasibility and impact – those actions 
that will have the greatest business impact with the least commitment of time and resources. Not 
every suggestion may be relevant to your organization, but we continue to recommend that you 
to challenge any assertion that your organization is truly unique.
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People Analytics

People analytics is the practice of using data-driven insights to inform decisions about the 
workforce. Expert consultant Amit Mohindra compares it to when you are “given a chemical in 
chemistry class. Analytics is trying to figure out ‘what is this substance?’ by applying all of the 
different tests that they have”. This equates to seeing worker productivity increase and using 
statistical techniques to identify what caused that increase. People analytics is the practice 
of collecting data on workers, measuring the outcomes of ‘experiments’ or new workplace 
initiatives, and analyzing those data to make more informed decisions.

The practice has accelerated in attention and credibility since Google coined the term in 2007xciv. 
Despite this, only a small handful of organizations have people analytics capabilities that would 
be recommended by an expert. Only three percent of organizations measure productivity, 
performance, and engagement to quantify the ROI of their flexible working programsxcv . Only 
seven percent measure it at allxcvi . A good example of where people analytics capabilities 
are lacking came from Honeit. The lack of data collected through the hiring process makes 
it impossible for companies to determine how to improve those processes. If Jimmy is doing 
particularly well 6 months in to the job, there is no way to tweak the hiring process to find more 
people like Jimmy, because there is no data on why Jimmy was collected in the first place.
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People analytics plays an outsized role in reducing barriers to adoption of a blended workforce. 
Companies with formal alternative working programs cited ‘cost savings’ as the top reason for 
the program by a wide margin - 10 percentage points more than any of the othersxcvii . Those 
with informal programs ranked ‘cost savings’ third from the bottom. Productivity, ranked fifth by 
those with formal programs, is the number one driver for informal programs, though only 30% 
of these companies measure itxcviii . This shows how important it is to speak the language of the 
board room – ‘cost savings’ or ROI – in having formal policies adopted, and this is exactly what 
people analytics provides. We can’t infer that it was the ability to measure tangible outcomes 
that caused the formal adoption, but the correlation is strong enough to suggest that it is a very 
wise investment.

Hiring even one people analytics expert for your organization can provide huge returns. They 
will very quickly prove why you should hire more. They can translate the impact of an alternative 
working pilot study into ROI for the business to help the executive team feel comfortable in 
extending the program. This comfort is important. The majority of CHRO’s we spoke to felt 
that their organization was sufficiently unique that they couldn’t trust the general business 
case research. Only evidence from within their organization would suffice. That is the air-tight 
argument that only an internal people analytics capability can provide.

Finally, the function will be important for the ongoing success of a flexible working program. 
Employees systematically evaluated based on results rather than how they work is 76% more 
important for remote teams than in-person teamsxcix . People analytics can implement an 
organization-wide measurement program and can train managers and leaders in thinking in a 
results-oriented manner.

Pilot programs

Mentioned above, pilot programs are almost a necessity to convince a skeptical executive team 
to begin experimenting with a blended workforce. Beyond helping allay leadership concerns, pilot 
programs help the designers and implementers of the program get feedback on what could be 
improvedc . It also allows the notion to be socialized within the organization – obtaining buy-in and 
raising concerns from middle managers, as well as convincing other employees that remote working 
could be beneficial for them too.

These pilot programs don’t have to be a dumbed-down version of the ideal plan. The CHRO of a 
large pharmaceutical company told me how their ‘protected innovation’ team was empowered to 
use freelancers on a ‘try before you employ’ basis. This demonstrated to the rest of the organization 
how it was an efficient model to use. A more extreme example was the manager of an innovation 
team within a multi-national consumer goods business who was given almost full autonomy over the 
working practices of the team. They could bring in freelance talent without the typical drawn-out 
procurement process. The team were empowered to work remotely and only come into the office for 
collaboration purposes. This agility was hugely beneficial for the team and leadership can use them 
as an example to begin sharing the new practices with the rest of the organization. Even the fact that 
these occurred within ‘innovation’ teams shows how these organizations know that this is the future 
of work, they just need small steps to get there.
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Structural Changes

The ‘carte blanche’ given to the innovation team in the example above is clearly not something 
that could be replicated across the organization, and nor should it be when the compliance 
function of procurement is a necessary friction to control spending. The structural barrier is so 
strong, however, that organizations will need to spend meaningful time how to rewrite their 
business processes and potentially restructure their organizations to enable a more agile way 
of working. How that might be done is beyond the scope of this research and is one area in 
which each organization should be treated differently. The case studies of Spotify and ING Bank 
restructuring for agility may be a good starting point for manyci .

We can provide some targeted – though still substantial – recommendations on how any 
organization may overcome some structural difficulty. Step one is to give HR a seat at the 
executive table. Human capital is a fundamental driver of success for every company and so to 
treat the HR function as non-strategic is a death-wish. The CHRO needs to report in to the CEO 
and be involved in all major strategy discussionscii . This may seem like a lofty recommendation 
when discussing alternative working policies but adapting to the future of work should be a 
strategic focus for all companies and believing that this is just a question of workforce cost 
savings is to largely miss the point.

Once HR has been established as a strategic function, they should own the alternative working 
policy. Facilities management and real estate are stakeholders who should be informed that 
investments in new technology may be necessary and real estate expansion is unlikely. This will 
signal to the organization that leadership is putting its people first. The policy can then be co-
created with people analytics to ensure that it is data-driven from the start and that managers 
are suitably equipped to manage their teams through results rather than monitoring.

At a more complex level, organizations should explore how more responsibility for the use of 
freelancers can sit with HR rather than procurement. This may mean that ‘people’ procurement 
spend be excluded from any incentives that encourage procurement to minimize costs. The goal 
is to empower hiring managers with the skills and ability to know which type of worker is best 
suited to the work and then remove any barrier from them onboarding whoever they identify. 
This may seem a daunting concept, but new companies have tools to help this happen such as 
Fulcrum – a VMS platform for freelance talent – and Microsoft 365 Freelance toolkit. As the 
freelance worker experience becomes as important as the employee experience, it is vital that 
their first interface with the organization is with some form of people leadership rather than a 
compliance-driven procurement agent.
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Leadership training

To overcome the fear of remote working in managers we need to move from a focus on management 
to one of leadership, and even the notion of servant leadership. The research shows that workers 
that are intrinsically motivated and trusted to hit their targets – be that in person or working 
remotely – are more productiveciii . The manager as a servant leader gives their team clear direction 
and then gets out of the way. They position themselves as a resource for their workers to draw on 
to help them achieve their goals. 50% of workers leave their job because they have a bad managerciv, 
showing a severe lack of leadership training overall. Organizations looking to increase the skill level 
of their managers should focus on servant leadership training.

For a manager transitioning to a servant leader mindset, giving greater autonomy to their workers 
is a frightening concept. Those workers may not make the right decisions. This is often the hardest 
part of the transition for servant leaders because they believe that their ability to make consistently 
good decisions comes from their experience in the role. They don’t believe they can empower their 
workers with better decision-making ability when they are simply less experienced.

Here we can look to the world of startups where organizational structures tend to be flatter, with 
more devolved decision-making authority. These startups can function this way because of the 
importance placed on their mission, vision and values. These three things, understood by every 
worker in a well-functioning startup, put constraints around decision making. Even the lowest 
ranked employee can make a board-level decision just by asking whether this decision aligns with 
the company’s mission, vision and values. The role of the servant leader in a larger organization is to 
create the mission, vision and values for their team. By equipping their team with these tools, they 
can step back with the confidence that workers are using the same framework that the manager was 
using previously, even if they referred to it simply as ‘experience’.
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How to do it – best practices

Implementing people analytics, pilot programs, structural changes, and leadership training will 
enable your organization to obtain over 90% of the returns highlighted in the business case for 
the blended workforce. The last ten percent comes from being best in class. Thankfully there are 
organizations that have blazed the trail to using a blended workforce that have best practices to 
share. Here we highlight some of these, in no particular order, to give you a better idea of what a 
well-designed policy could look like.

Remote.co is a website full of resources on how to start, grow and manage remote teams. In 
one of their popular Q&A sessionscv , Codebusters Inc – a staffing and consulting company – 
highlighted how their desire to seek a lot of feedback on how to build the program was pivotal 
to its eventual success. CloudPeeps – a freelance work marketplace – also emphasized the 
importance of buy-in. They suggest starting small to help shift the culture to remote working 
gradually which helped them avoid the potential resistance of a ‘big bang’ introductioncvi .

Just because your workers are not in the office doesn’t mean that you can’t continue to support 
their needs. This is advice from Buffer – the social media management platform. Buffer had 
always paid for remote employees to use coworking spaces. They realized, however, that more 
of their workers preferred to work from coffee shops to coworking spaces. They therefore 
implemented a stipend for coffee shop coworking to recognize that coworking spaces weren’t for 
everyonecvii .
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The simplest advice on hiring for remote workers is to focus on remote working as a core 
competency. One interviewee shared their experience that “workers coming from large 
organizations with no flexible working policy may struggle in a remote-first environment. It does 
require a different mindset, one of ownership, communication and intrinsic drive. Test for these 
attributes in your hiring process, whether bringing on a remote employee or freelancer”. Don’t 
put the onus on candidates to ask about flexible working. By being proactive in your search and 
writing job descriptions showing that you are open to flexible working will encourage the best 
talent to come to you. 

These solutions may not have taken long to read but they should take time to design and then 
implement in your organization. The results are obtainable. Getting a strategic mandate for HR 
may be the hardest part. From there, running an analytics-informed pilot program that is owned 
by the function can be straightforward. Leadership training at scale and broad structural changes 
will prove tough but manageable with sufficient leadership buy-in after the glowing results of 
the pilot program. Then a range of best practices are available for you to follow when you are in 
position for widespread rollout. Even the most rigid organization could achieve all of this within 
18 months. It is possible for everyone.
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LifeWork’s mission is to make remote 
freelancing a sustainable career choice. 

They help freelancers avoid non-payment 
and receive their earnings faster than 
any other service. In the future they 
will employ freelancers to give them 
‘flexicurity’ – the flexibility of remote 

freelancing with the income and benefits 
security of employment. This will leave 

freelancers to do what they love and not 
worry about running a business.

CONCLUSION
The state of the blended workforce – a huge opportunity for every organization – is so far from its 
potential because of numerous and embedded barriers to adoption of alternative working policies. 
The fear of remote working pervades most organizational cultures, and even if it is overcome 
then the siloed structure of most companies will prevent seamless adoption and there may not be 
sufficient freelancers to even complete the work. When management capability is sorely lacking, 
regulation will lag far behind workforce innovation, and there are many other areas of HR to 
improve – it can raise the question of whether these barriers are worth overcoming at all.

The organizations that are proving that it is possible to overcome these barriers are also reminding 
their industries why it is worth it. They use pilot programs that are informed by people analytics 
capabilities to prove the high ROI to senior leadership and help them overcome their fears. They 
place such importance on innovating the way they work that they are empowered to restructure 
entire sections of their organization to make those changes possible. They train their managers 
not just to be able to manage remote teams, but to become servant leaders. 

These changes will take time to be adopted broadly, but by 2025 it is very possible that we will 
have achieved a future of work that is more beneficial to both workers and organizations.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/davidcorfield/
https://www.lifeworkonline.com
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