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t is human nature at the end 
of a decade to look ahead. 
And, concerning the future 

of work, it is clear company purpose 
is imperative to attract and retain 
top talent in 2020 and beyond.

Millennials and the equally eth-
ical Generation Z will make up 
almost 60 per cent of the global 
workforce at the start of the new 
decade, according to Manpower 
Group. By 2025, Deloitte predicts, 
75 per cent of the workforce will be 
millennials. Therefore, it is critical 
for leaders, striving to future-proof 
their businesses, to tap into that 
ever-expanding talent pool of prin-
cipled digital natives.

“Employee motivations are chang-
ing, and people need to feel they are 
doing something worthwhile,” says 
Professor Jeremy Myerson, director 
of WORKTECH Academy. “There 
needs to be purpose in work, a 
broader meaning and communities 
of practice.”

This chimes with Jo Cresswell, a 
community expert at Glassdoor, one 
of the world’s largest job and recruit-
ing sites, who says: “Job seekers are 
demanding more meaningful work-
place experiences.” This is backed 
up by Glassdoor’s Mission and 
Culture Survey 2019, which indicates 
77 per cent of adults would consider 
a company’s purpose before apply-
ing for a job.

Little wonder almost three quar-
ters (73 per cent) of the 7,300 
respondents to Mercer’s 2019 Global 
Talent Trends survey are bracing 
themselves for employee-related 
disruption. Encouragingly, 99 per 
cent of those quizzed said they are 
taking action to prepare for the 
future of work. 

A happy worker is a productive 
worker, goes the maxim. But in 2020, 
an increase in wages doesn’t equal 
greater happiness or output, pos-
its James Lloyd-Townshend, chair-
man and chief executive of Frank 
Recruitment Group. As he points 
out, recent Betterup research shows 
nine out of ten people are willing to 
earn less money to do more mean-
ingful work.

“Today’s workforce wants more 
than a paycheck,” he says. “They 
want to be fulfilled by the work 
they do. A company which can offer 
them the purpose they crave will 
reap the benefits of having that tal-
ent on their team. In a world where 
it’s incredibly challenging to keep 
employees engaged, creating a col-
lective ambition is an easy win.”

Indeed, engendering trust and 
loyalty is more likely to boost prof-
its, from the inside out. “Thriving 
organisations,” the Mercer study 
says, “put purpose at the heart of 
their talent value proposition and 
ensure the diversity and adaptabil-
ity of their workforce.”

Bud Caddell, founder of NOBL 
Collective, an organisational 
design firm spanning London and 
America, argues company purpose 
is an organisation’s most valuable 
asset and attracts stellar talent and 
loyal customers like a magnet. He 
says: “It can also reinforce ethical 
behaviour without the need for dra-
conian rules and enable faster deci-
sion-making because it creates sim-
ple heuristics for teams to follow 
without escalating every issue back 
up the hierarchy.”

Unfortunately, leaders are often 
confused about the subtle differ-
ences between company purpose 
and its vision, which is why NOBL 

has created a how-to guide and 
toolkit. The template says company 
purpose is “why you choose to exist 
together, beyond financial gain”, 
while vision is “the difference you’ll 
create in your customers’ lives or the 
larger world when you ultimately 
realise your purpose”.

Facebook’s “We believe connectiv-
ity is a human right” and Muji’s “We 
believe in the allure of the natural” 
are held up as examples of purpose. 
Compare them with the visions of 
Uber, “We will change the way the 
world moves”, and Airbnb’s “We will 
help you belong anywhere”.

“Company purpose is the most 
important element,” says Mr 
Caddell. “It’s your organisation’s 
strongest, longest and most widely 
shared belief. Markets can change 
and vision may shift with those 
changes, but your sense of purpose 
should be unwavering.”

Linda Aiello, senior vice president 
of international employee success 

at Salesforce, says delivering profit 
is not enough when it comes to 
attracting top talent. She urges 
business leaders to “think strategi-
cally about their purpose and what 
this offers employees”. 

Success is achieved by flatten-
ing hierarchies, encouraging feed-
back and ideas from all employ-
ees, as well as fostering inclusivity 
in the workplace. “It’s about creat-
ing a progressive culture,” says Ms 
Aiello. “There’s a huge opportunity 
for forward-thinking businesses to 
reap the rewards from building a 
workforce that has a diverse set of 
influences and backgrounds. The 
right cultural framework and envi-
ronment must be established for 
employees to be their authentic 
selves at work.”

Adopting an agile, startup 
approach and day-one mentality 
has enabled Amazon to innovate 
repeatedly. For Ben Farmer, head 
of human resources for Amazon 
UK Corporate, that pioneering atti-
tude tops the list of how to attract 
talent. “Often team members share 
their knowledge with management 
teams rather than vice versa,” he 
says. “We are constantly learning 
and teaching each other about new 
ideas because it makes us better as a 
business, and hiring and developing 
the best talent is vital to Amazon.”

Moreover, failure to either recruit 
or retain talented staff is costly. The 
Chartered Institute of Personnel 
and Development’s latest Labour 
Market Outlook Report, launched 
in November, found that in the UK 
43 per cent of businesses report it is 
becoming harder to fill vacancies. 
Company purpose and a progressive 
culture have to be utilised in tan-
dem to lure new workers and keep 
them motivated. 

“Organisations need to invest in 
and deliver a strong employee value 
proposition (EVP),” according to 
Brian Kropp, group vice president 
for HR at Gartner. “Companies with 
attractive EVPs can reduce the com-
pensation premium needed to attract 
qualified candidates as well as poten-
tially decrease annual employee 
turnover by just under 70 per cent, all 
of which helps the company’s bottom 
line and brand reputation,” he says.

Given the pace of change, fuelled 
by ethical workers and enabling 
technology, it is hard to predict what 
the future of work will look like in 
2030. But progressive organisations, 
anchored by a company purpose, 
stand the best chance of surviving, 
and thriving, in the coming turbu-
lent decade. 
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in international business and man-
agement at SOAS University of 
London, who sees scant evidence 
that fresh-faced Japanese are also 
striving for change.

“Research indicates that Japan’s 
millennials are only slightly more 
risk averse as their fathers and 
grandfathers when it comes to work. 
While they may say they reject the 
workaholic norm, the majority are 
keen to take the well-paid, high- 
status jobs that have traditionally 
guaranteed a job for life with the 
same firm,” she says.

“Given that only 3 per cent of 
men across all age groups take 
their full paternity leave for exam-
ple, it would be wrong to assume 
the bulk of Japan’s young work-
ers share the European obsession 
with work-life balance.”

Dr Macnaughtan fears the 
Japanese government’s overtime 
cap, which is backed by legal pen-
alties, may in practice simply 
“drive excessive working hours 
underground”. This is particularly 
true when it comes to male work-
ers, she says.

“To a large extent, it is Japanese 
men in ‘regular' jobs, so-called  
salarymen, who bear the brunt of 
the country’s disproportionately 
long working day, yet many of them 
continue to believe that having no 
personal life is a reasonable sacrifice 
in return for job security for life.”

In a country where women 
tend to be far better represented 
amongst the 40 per cent of employ-
ees who are defined as “non- 
regular” workers, receiving less 
money, training and develop-
ment, but typically working fewer 

hours, she notes that employment 
remains a “highly gendered issue”.

To Steve Crane, founder of Business 
Link Japan, which helps international 
organisations set up and develop in 
the country, shortage of talent will 
ultimately dictate how many employ-
ers follow Microsoft’s lead.

“The mental health implica-
tions of excessively long hours are 
severe, but it’s the scarcity of high- 
calibre job candidates that is start-
ing to cause extra problems for for-
eign firms,” Mr Crane says.

While he believes “softer” sectors, 
such as tech or creatives, may ape 
the Microsoft trial in a bid to attract 
interest, the bulk of the business 
community will take a wait-and-
see approach. 

“Financial services, for example, 
tend to be very conservative. While 
bigger employers may eventually 
opt for the four-day week, it may be 
introduced in a highly bureaucratic 
manner which could undermine 
the whole notion of flexibility,” says 
Mr Crane.

While Japanese firms take a polite 
interest in Western ways of working, 
he sees no appetite for a widespread 
catch-up with the more creative 
employment practices now sweep-
ing across America and Europe.

“Like many Westerners who know 
the country well, I have found that 
the level of pride in doing a good 
day’s work is absolutely unique to 
Japan,” says Mr Crane.

“While there still may be an ele-
ment of presenteeism, for the most 
part, staying late at the office simply 
reflects the genuine happiness that 
staff feel when they can help their 
company grow and prosper.” 

Commercial feature

n the age of rapid disruption 
and digitalisation, the human 
resources industry is in the 

thick of it. In the industrial and service 
sectors, such as hospitality and facili-
ties management, where the gig econ-
omy has been growing exponentially, 
there has traditionally been a greater 
ratio of permanent employees to inter-
nal casuals; this is changing. 

In 2016, one in twenty adults took 
on gig work at least once a week to 
supplement other forms of income; 
today this number has doubled to 
one in ten, according to a survey 
conducted by the University of 
Hertfordshire and data collected by 
Ipsos MORI. Whether this is due to 
how casual workers find job satisfac-
tion or if it’s a mere lifestyle choice, 
the fact is casual work is on the rise.

This being the case, employers are 
now curious about how their casual 
workforce operate within the larger 
gig economy, and for good reason. 
Employee engagement and loyalty are 
a growing concern, as casual staff now 
have more options and will go to work 
where they want, when they want. 

For businesses, one of the main 
blockers for successfully running a 
casual workforce is tech-adaptation. 
Many businesses, big and small, are 
still not equipped with the right tools 
or mindset to respond to the changes 
taking place in their industry’s work-
force. Gone are the days of WhatsApp 
rota group chats, phone calls, and 
manual spreadsheets. To get the 
engagement and enrolment needed 
for survival, organisations must adapt 
their tools and talent pools. 

The solution: democratise  
work with technology 
The key to adapt to the changes in the 
workforce brought on by the gig econ-
omy is to democratise work through 
technology. By responding to the way 

Sorry to break it 
to you but your 
workforce is 
seeing other people
An innovative online platform solves the problem of recruiting and 
managing quality casual workers, at the click of a button

internal casual workers are approach-
ing temp work, businesses can manage 
and benefit from what seems to be the 
downfalls of the trend. By offering a 
digital experience for casuals and ena-
bling them to work across multiple sites 
within the organisation, employers will 
win over engagement and maximise 
staff utilisation. 

This is the exact gig economy tran-
sition that we, at Syft, offer with our 
SyftForce platform. SyftForce is built 
to counter the friction between busi-
nesses, casual workers and the growing 
gig economy. With our mobile and web 
apps, SyftForce streamlines the pro-
cesses of managing work for both par-
ties, while democratising casual work. 
This is done by creating transparency 
and efficiency between employers and 
the workforce. 

SyftForce equips businesses  
to thrive in the gig economy  
Democratising casual work means 
both employers and workers enjoy 
better control and choice over when 
and where they work. SyftForce helps 
businesses and casual workers find 
one another at the click of a button, 
confirming shift booking and attend-
ance, instantly.

Besides managing permanent staff 
and internal casuals simultaneously on 

one merged platform, SyftForce ena-
bles businesses to connect with existing 
agencies, as well as benefit from Syft’s 
marketplace of vetted casuals. 

Dubbed Syfters, our temp staff  
network consists of more than 
33,000 workers in hospitality, facil-
ities management and the industrial 
sector. Syfters undergo a vetting pro-
cess by which we verify their skills, 
experiences and ensure legal compli-
ance. The credibility of the workers 
through our Uber-like rating system is 
intended for accountability with both 
the Syfters and employers, boasting 
a high average worker rating and a 
no-show rate of less than 3 per cent.

When push comes to shove, it is 
all about creating the future of work 
together and digitalisation of the gig 
economy allows us to do exactly this: 
quality casual workers at the click of 
a button. 

For more information please visit 
www.syftapp.com  
or call +44 330 128 1418 
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VACATION DEPRIVATION

Top countries for not taking their allocated annual leave; national averages

At an average 29 hours a week, 
the Netherlands not only has 
the shortest working week in 
Europe, but enjoys one of the 
highest per hour productivity 
rates in the world. 

With many sectors operating a 
standard four-day week, work-life 
balance is highly prized in a nation 
where free days are typically 
spent with family, pursuing 
hobbies or volunteering.

Dutch workers’ preference 
for part-time, rather than 
full-time, work has also led to 
high participation in the labour 
market, according to Central 
Bureau of Statistics figures, with 

some 70 per cent of men and 60 
per cent of women in paid work 
every week.

This equates to 12.8 million 
people, according to the most 
recent data, outranked only by 
even higher participation rates in 
Sweden, Germany and Estonia.

Yet, despite the rosy picture of 
boundless free time, there is a 
downside. As many as 1.5 million 
younger workers say they would 
like the opportunity to boost their 
income by working more hours 
and there is a marked difference 
in typical working hours for men 
and women.

With demographic changes 
making an impact on the country, 
the retirement age has recently 
been raised to 67.

Short hours and  
high productivity

icrosoft Japan has earned 
international plaudits for 
its recent trial of a four-

day week, most notably for the 40 
per cent employee productivity 
boost which closely followed in its 
wake. But in a country where being 
on perpetual call is as culturally 
entrenched as geishas, the notion 
that the bulk of corporate Japan will 
be keen to follow the example of a for-
eign firm is questionable.

So says Ryosuke Endo, Tokyo-
based global chief human resources 
officer at international recruitment 
consultancy JAC Group, who notes 
that the flexible working arrange-
ments now familiar in the West 
remain unchartered waters for 
much of Japan.

“For us, being seen in the office is 
the expected norm and the idea of 
being equipped with company lap-
tops so we can work at home from 
time to time is still alien. Although 
we know we have a productivity prob-
lem, the four-day week itself may not 
be the right strategy for us,” he says.

software development that attaches 
no blame if expensive product tri-
als go wrong,” says cross-cultural 
Japanese business consultant and 
author Pernille Rudlin, founder of 
the Rudlin Consultancy.

“But this is a very strange and 
even unwelcome notion in a coun-
try where risk avoidance, together 
with detailed planning, record- 
keeping in triplicate and the con-
stant watching of your colleague’s 
performance is endemic.”

While working hours in manufac-
turing, for example, are governed 
by shifts, service sector roles, where 
the country’s low productivity is 
most marked, are rarely governed by 
formal job specifications. With most 
workers tending to be generalists, 
rather than specialists, it can be dif-
ficult for them to gauge when their 
job is done and dusted for the day.

To the Japanese, says Ms Rudlin, 
staying at the office until the boss 
goes home, partly to earn brownie 
points, but also in case you can 
be of service to your team, is the 
established way of working. This 
doesn’t sit well with the European 
practice of knocking off early when 
things are quiet.  

In the West, it is largely millen-
nial workers who have helped drive 
the adoption of more flexible work-
ing patterns, particularly in talent- 
starved organisations. 

Yet in Japan, where deference to 
elders is customary, younger gen-
erations may be more wary, notes 
Helen Macnaughtan, senior lecturer 

The current Shinzo Abe govern-
ment has already declared war on 
karoshi, or death by overwork, set-
ting a 100 hours a month legal cap 
on overtime at larger firms. Yet to 
Mr Endo, it is next year’s Olympic 
Games in Tokyo, which are expected 
to attract more than 600,000 for-
eign visitors, which may mark a 
more significant tipping point.

“The Abe administration 
undoubtedly needs more firms to 
embrace remote working before 
next summer if the capital’s entire 
transport system isn’t going to col-
lapse,” he says. “But by the time the 
visitors have gone home, I’m hop-
ing that a more flexible attitude to 
work will already be well advanced 
in many companies.”

While Japan’s position at the bot-
tom of the G7 for GDP per hour worked 
cries out for people policy reforms, 
the country’s innate aversion to risk 
will not be easily overcome.

“Microsoft Japan is selling hard 
the notion of ‘scrum management’, 
which is a high-risk approach to 
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Staying late at the office simply 
reflects the genuine happiness 
that staff feel when they can help 
their company grow and prosper

Traditional attitudes towards 
employment mean Japan might not be 
suited to the four-day working week 
trend spreading worldwide

Shorter hours 
might not 
solve Japan’s 
problems
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in international business and man-
agement at SOAS University of 
London, who sees scant evidence 
that fresh-faced Japanese are also 
striving for change.

“Research indicates that Japan’s 
millennials are only slightly more 
risk averse as their fathers and 
grandfathers when it comes to work. 
While they may say they reject the 
workaholic norm, the majority are 
keen to take the well-paid, high- 
status jobs that have traditionally 
guaranteed a job for life with the 
same firm,” she says.

“Given that only 3 per cent of 
men across all age groups take 
their full paternity leave for exam-
ple, it would be wrong to assume 
the bulk of Japan’s young work-
ers share the European obsession 
with work-life balance.”

Dr Macnaughtan fears the 
Japanese government’s overtime 
cap, which is backed by legal pen-
alties, may in practice simply 
“drive excessive working hours 
underground”. This is particularly 
true when it comes to male work-
ers, she says.

“To a large extent, it is Japanese 
men in ‘regular' jobs, so-called  
salarymen, who bear the brunt of 
the country’s disproportionately 
long working day, yet many of them 
continue to believe that having no 
personal life is a reasonable sacrifice 
in return for job security for life.”

In a country where women 
tend to be far better represented 
amongst the 40 per cent of employ-
ees who are defined as “non- 
regular” workers, receiving less 
money, training and develop-
ment, but typically working fewer 

hours, she notes that employment 
remains a “highly gendered issue”.

To Steve Crane, founder of Business 
Link Japan, which helps international 
organisations set up and develop in 
the country, shortage of talent will 
ultimately dictate how many employ-
ers follow Microsoft’s lead.

“The mental health implica-
tions of excessively long hours are 
severe, but it’s the scarcity of high- 
calibre job candidates that is start-
ing to cause extra problems for for-
eign firms,” Mr Crane says.

While he believes “softer” sectors, 
such as tech or creatives, may ape 
the Microsoft trial in a bid to attract 
interest, the bulk of the business 
community will take a wait-and-
see approach. 

“Financial services, for example, 
tend to be very conservative. While 
bigger employers may eventually 
opt for the four-day week, it may be 
introduced in a highly bureaucratic 
manner which could undermine 
the whole notion of flexibility,” says 
Mr Crane.

While Japanese firms take a polite 
interest in Western ways of working, 
he sees no appetite for a widespread 
catch-up with the more creative 
employment practices now sweep-
ing across America and Europe.

“Like many Westerners who know 
the country well, I have found that 
the level of pride in doing a good 
day’s work is absolutely unique to 
Japan,” says Mr Crane.

“While there still may be an ele-
ment of presenteeism, for the most 
part, staying late at the office simply 
reflects the genuine happiness that 
staff feel when they can help their 
company grow and prosper.” 

Commercial feature

n the age of rapid disruption 
and digitalisation, the human 
resources industry is in the 

thick of it. In the industrial and service 
sectors, such as hospitality and facili-
ties management, where the gig econ-
omy has been growing exponentially, 
there has traditionally been a greater 
ratio of permanent employees to inter-
nal casuals; this is changing. 

In 2016, one in twenty adults took 
on gig work at least once a week to 
supplement other forms of income; 
today this number has doubled to 
one in ten, according to a survey 
conducted by the University of 
Hertfordshire and data collected by 
Ipsos MORI. Whether this is due to 
how casual workers find job satisfac-
tion or if it’s a mere lifestyle choice, 
the fact is casual work is on the rise.

This being the case, employers are 
now curious about how their casual 
workforce operate within the larger 
gig economy, and for good reason. 
Employee engagement and loyalty are 
a growing concern, as casual staff now 
have more options and will go to work 
where they want, when they want. 

For businesses, one of the main 
blockers for successfully running a 
casual workforce is tech-adaptation. 
Many businesses, big and small, are 
still not equipped with the right tools 
or mindset to respond to the changes 
taking place in their industry’s work-
force. Gone are the days of WhatsApp 
rota group chats, phone calls, and 
manual spreadsheets. To get the 
engagement and enrolment needed 
for survival, organisations must adapt 
their tools and talent pools. 

The solution: democratise  
work with technology 
The key to adapt to the changes in the 
workforce brought on by the gig econ-
omy is to democratise work through 
technology. By responding to the way 

Sorry to break it 
to you but your 
workforce is 
seeing other people
An innovative online platform solves the problem of recruiting and 
managing quality casual workers, at the click of a button

internal casual workers are approach-
ing temp work, businesses can manage 
and benefit from what seems to be the 
downfalls of the trend. By offering a 
digital experience for casuals and ena-
bling them to work across multiple sites 
within the organisation, employers will 
win over engagement and maximise 
staff utilisation. 

This is the exact gig economy tran-
sition that we, at Syft, offer with our 
SyftForce platform. SyftForce is built 
to counter the friction between busi-
nesses, casual workers and the growing 
gig economy. With our mobile and web 
apps, SyftForce streamlines the pro-
cesses of managing work for both par-
ties, while democratising casual work. 
This is done by creating transparency 
and efficiency between employers and 
the workforce. 

SyftForce equips businesses  
to thrive in the gig economy  
Democratising casual work means 
both employers and workers enjoy 
better control and choice over when 
and where they work. SyftForce helps 
businesses and casual workers find 
one another at the click of a button, 
confirming shift booking and attend-
ance, instantly.

Besides managing permanent staff 
and internal casuals simultaneously on 

one merged platform, SyftForce ena-
bles businesses to connect with existing 
agencies, as well as benefit from Syft’s 
marketplace of vetted casuals. 

Dubbed Syfters, our temp staff  
network consists of more than 
33,000 workers in hospitality, facil-
ities management and the industrial 
sector. Syfters undergo a vetting pro-
cess by which we verify their skills, 
experiences and ensure legal compli-
ance. The credibility of the workers 
through our Uber-like rating system is 
intended for accountability with both 
the Syfters and employers, boasting 
a high average worker rating and a 
no-show rate of less than 3 per cent.

When push comes to shove, it is 
all about creating the future of work 
together and digitalisation of the gig 
economy allows us to do exactly this: 
quality casual workers at the click of 
a button. 

For more information please visit 
www.syftapp.com  
or call +44 330 128 1418 
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VACATION DEPRIVATION

Top countries for not taking their allocated annual leave; national averages

At an average 29 hours a week, 
the Netherlands not only has 
the shortest working week in 
Europe, but enjoys one of the 
highest per hour productivity 
rates in the world. 

With many sectors operating a 
standard four-day week, work-life 
balance is highly prized in a nation 
where free days are typically 
spent with family, pursuing 
hobbies or volunteering.

Dutch workers’ preference 
for part-time, rather than 
full-time, work has also led to 
high participation in the labour 
market, according to Central 
Bureau of Statistics figures, with 

some 70 per cent of men and 60 
per cent of women in paid work 
every week.

This equates to 12.8 million 
people, according to the most 
recent data, outranked only by 
even higher participation rates in 
Sweden, Germany and Estonia.

Yet, despite the rosy picture of 
boundless free time, there is a 
downside. As many as 1.5 million 
younger workers say they would 
like the opportunity to boost their 
income by working more hours 
and there is a marked difference 
in typical working hours for men 
and women.

With demographic changes 
making an impact on the country, 
the retirement age has recently 
been raised to 67.

Short hours and  
high productivity

icrosoft Japan has earned 
international plaudits for 
its recent trial of a four-

day week, most notably for the 40 
per cent employee productivity 
boost which closely followed in its 
wake. But in a country where being 
on perpetual call is as culturally 
entrenched as geishas, the notion 
that the bulk of corporate Japan will 
be keen to follow the example of a for-
eign firm is questionable.

So says Ryosuke Endo, Tokyo-
based global chief human resources 
officer at international recruitment 
consultancy JAC Group, who notes 
that the flexible working arrange-
ments now familiar in the West 
remain unchartered waters for 
much of Japan.

“For us, being seen in the office is 
the expected norm and the idea of 
being equipped with company lap-
tops so we can work at home from 
time to time is still alien. Although 
we know we have a productivity prob-
lem, the four-day week itself may not 
be the right strategy for us,” he says.

software development that attaches 
no blame if expensive product tri-
als go wrong,” says cross-cultural 
Japanese business consultant and 
author Pernille Rudlin, founder of 
the Rudlin Consultancy.

“But this is a very strange and 
even unwelcome notion in a coun-
try where risk avoidance, together 
with detailed planning, record- 
keeping in triplicate and the con-
stant watching of your colleague’s 
performance is endemic.”

While working hours in manufac-
turing, for example, are governed 
by shifts, service sector roles, where 
the country’s low productivity is 
most marked, are rarely governed by 
formal job specifications. With most 
workers tending to be generalists, 
rather than specialists, it can be dif-
ficult for them to gauge when their 
job is done and dusted for the day.

To the Japanese, says Ms Rudlin, 
staying at the office until the boss 
goes home, partly to earn brownie 
points, but also in case you can 
be of service to your team, is the 
established way of working. This 
doesn’t sit well with the European 
practice of knocking off early when 
things are quiet.  

In the West, it is largely millen-
nial workers who have helped drive 
the adoption of more flexible work-
ing patterns, particularly in talent- 
starved organisations. 

Yet in Japan, where deference to 
elders is customary, younger gen-
erations may be more wary, notes 
Helen Macnaughtan, senior lecturer 

The current Shinzo Abe govern-
ment has already declared war on 
karoshi, or death by overwork, set-
ting a 100 hours a month legal cap 
on overtime at larger firms. Yet to 
Mr Endo, it is next year’s Olympic 
Games in Tokyo, which are expected 
to attract more than 600,000 for-
eign visitors, which may mark a 
more significant tipping point.

“The Abe administration 
undoubtedly needs more firms to 
embrace remote working before 
next summer if the capital’s entire 
transport system isn’t going to col-
lapse,” he says. “But by the time the 
visitors have gone home, I’m hop-
ing that a more flexible attitude to 
work will already be well advanced 
in many companies.”

While Japan’s position at the bot-
tom of the G7 for GDP per hour worked 
cries out for people policy reforms, 
the country’s innate aversion to risk 
will not be easily overcome.

“Microsoft Japan is selling hard 
the notion of ‘scrum management’, 
which is a high-risk approach to 
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Staying late at the office simply 
reflects the genuine happiness 
that staff feel when they can help 
their company grow and prosper

Traditional attitudes towards 
employment mean Japan might not be 
suited to the four-day working week 
trend spreading worldwide

Shorter hours 
might not 
solve Japan’s 
problems
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ce WORST ONLINE DISTRACTIONS

Employees of different ages picked their number-one online distractor

Udemy 2018*7 per cent of Boomers cited ‘email and texting’ as the most distracting

Distractions take many forms in the workplace, so 
could breaking up large tasks into smaller bursts be 
the antidote to procrastination?

pieces in the first place. This is 
called decomposition,” says Walter 
Lasecki, director of the Crowds and 
Machines Lab at the University of 
Michigan. “AI will be able to ana-
lyse the work you’re doing and then 
break it into a to-do list of micro-
tasks for you.” 

All work projects logically break 
down into a series of sub tasks 
and AI can be harnessed to do this 
based on past projects and a work-
er’s preferences. It could even begin 
to send you a certain type of micro-
task at a particular time during 
the working day when it has estab-
lished you are at your most creative 
or when your concentration levels 
are at their highest.  

The question that remains is 
whether all this microproductiv-
ity will have any consequences for 
engaging with a task on a macro level. 
What are the dangers of being condi-
tioned to think small when what’s 
needed is to think big and doggedly 
stay with a task until its conclusion? 

According to researchers in 
America, underperforming on a task 
doesn’t come about because we stop 
paying attention; we just stop pay-
ing attention to a particular task. 

“You start performing poorly 
on a task because you’ve stopped 
paying attention to it, but you 
are always paying attention to 
something,” explains Alejandro 
Lleras, psychology professor at the 
University of Illinois.

“Email, Twitter, WhatsApp, all 
these distractions still demand 
our attention, which means it’s not 
attention that’s the problem. It’s 
not a finite resource. What we’ve 
found is that it’s prolonged atten-
tion to one outcome that limits 
performance, and the way to stay 
focused is by deactivating and reac-
tivating your goals.” 

This insight into how our brains 
process information actually 
strengthens the case for casual 
microtasking as a futureproof way of 
getting work tasks over the line in the 
face of overwhelming distractions. 
It appears that to work smarter, you 
need to work smaller. 

Microtasking is a process whereby 
manageable pieces of work are 
effortlessly embedded into those 
habits that chip away at our daily 
attention span. 

Jaime Teevan, chief scientist 
for experiences and devices at 
Microsoft Research, calls them 
“micromoments”, the rest of us 
would probably call them social 
media rabbit holes. 

“The idea behind casual micro-
tasking is that tasks are made availa-
ble to people in a passive way during 
those moments that are generally 
too small for larger, complex tasks,” 
explains Dr Teevan, who leads 
a team that adapted an existing 
microtasking tool so it channelled 
document-editing microtasks from 
Word into a user’s Facebook feed. 

The tool was calibrated to offer up 
a task every 2,000 pixels of scrolling 

and they discovered that when 
casual microtasking was incorpo-
rated into those moments, when 
we’re distracted by other tech plat-
forms, incremental progress on 
larger tasks could be achieved. 

“We also found that about 20 per 
cent of the time, engaging with the 
microtasks resulted in people open-
ing up the corresponding Word 

t’s a working morning, 
you get a coffee on the go 
and you’re already mak-

ing progress on the day’s first task 
when an alert toggles your atten-
tion to an email client. You flag 
it, reply to another and quickly 
check Twitter before answering a 
WhatsApp message, all the while 
getting further away from the orig-
inal task. Sound familiar? 

If it does then microtasking is a 
work process that could make you 
more resilient to the interruptions 
highlighted by a UC Irvine study, 
which found that workflow in a 
modern office is disrupted every 11 
minutes. That may not sound very 
much, but when you consider the 
research also revealed the fallout of 
such disruption is a 25-minute lull 
in productivity, the impact on work-
load becomes clear.  

I

Jon Axworthy

document,” adds Dr Teevan, “dis-
tracting people away from their dis-
traction, so to speak.”

The team prefix their concept with 
the word “casual” to differentiate it 
from the current understanding of 
microtasking that has been co-opted 
into the gig economy via platforms 
such as Amazon Mechanical Turk.

“While both are structurally sim-
ilar, designed to be completed in a 
few seconds, the key differences are 
in how people interact with them,” 
says Dr Teevan. “Casual microtasks 
are inherently passive by design, 
people can choose to engage with 
them or ignore them and the micro-
tasks that are presented are the 
users’ own tasks.” 

To understand why casual micro-
tasking could have far-reaching 
implications for productivity, we 
need to look briefly at the behaviour 
that causes procrastination. 

“We procrastinate because of that 
momentary relief we feel, which 
is what makes the cycle especially 
vicious,” says Dr Fuschia Sirois, 
professor of psychology at the 
University of Sheffield. “Add to this 
the instant gratification of social 
media and you’re actually being 
rewarded for being distracted, so we 
keep doing it.” 

Casual microtasking seems to be 
so effective because it works within 
this habit loop of procrastination, 
rather than fight against it like 
many of the other touted “produc-
tivity hacks”. 

Microsoft now plans to extend its 
research by embedding microtasks 
into Word itself so as you’re working, 
you will be able to identify snags in 
a task and flag them, using email 
to carry individual tasks to your or 
a colleague’s inbox to be completed 
when you have another micromo-
ment in your day. 

Artificial intelligence (AI) is driv-
ing this further sophistication of 
microtasking and is crucial in its 
development towards a meaningful 
way of working 

“For microtasking to work, you 
need to be able to piecemeal a pro-
ject, to break it down into bite-size 

Can microtasking solve 
the productivity puzzle?

Tasks are made available to 
people in a passive way during 
those moments that are generally 
too small for larger, complex tasks
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Commercial feature

End of email: why collaborative 
communication is the future of work
As organisations adapt to new ways  
of working, email hasn’t kept up  
and is hindering alignment, says  
Johann Butting, head of EMEA, Slack

mail is broken. Inboxes have 
become to-do lists, where the 
work you do and the informa-

tion you see is determined by the person 
sending you the message. In an age where 
nearly every element of  our work involves 
some aspect of teamwork, this 40-year-
old technology no longer fits.

Consider your personal life. If you 
have young children, you’re constantly 
organising school trips, family out-
ings and plans. Where do you do this? 
In WhatsApp groups, with relevant 
people who can respond in real time. 
The idea of trying to do this by email is 
no longer viable and we’re seeing the 
same shift at a business level. 

The same efficiencies, improve-
ments and time-saving tools we use 
in our private lives are now being 
applied to our working lives, and they 
are allowing organisations to tackle the 
fundamental challenge of co-ordina-
tion and alignment.

Email is the default co-ordinating 
point for communications, but inside 
a company it works poorly. Enormous 
flows of information course through 
it, but each person has only a tiny view. 
Email holds rich history: all the deci-
sions made, questions answered and 
information shared, but if you’re new to 
a company, or just in the wrong inbox, 
you have access to none of it.

Scaling knowledge
This is why instead of an indiscrimi-
nate push of information, we need a 

controlled pull, where employees have 
access to, and the ability to search for, 
the information they need. 

We believe Slack is leading a para-
digm shift in communication, moving 
organisations from individual to team-
based communication, organising 
messages by channels rather than 
inboxes. Channels can correspond to 
anything: projects, teams, planning, 
office locations, business units or 
functional areas. 

Instead of everyone having their 
distinct, partial, fragmented view of 
information, Slack creates a rich, per-
manent, searchable record of knowl-
edge for your organisation, giving con-
trol back to employees and creating an 
environment that supports increased 
competitiveness and innovation.

Take a new starter in an email-based 
company. When they join, their email 
folder is empty. Their boss might send 
them a few emails with things to look at, 
but essentially they are out of the loop 
and beholden to the boss for information. 

In channel-based communication 
such as Slack, the new starter is imme-
diately part of all knowledge streams 
in a company. They can join a project, 
search for it on Slack and get informa-
tion on the project from its beginning. 
In an age of intensifying global compe-
tition, the ability to make better use of 
historic knowledge within an organ-
isation is critical in enabling agile, 
fast-moving companies that iterate and 
innovate quickly.

The intellectual property of success-
ful businesses sits in the communica-
tion between its employees, rather 
than in carefully crafted documents 
sitting in hidden folders. The future 
of work is about collaboration across 
departments at speed, rather than 
silos and hierarchies. 

Email’s formal style – “Dear xxx, …
yours sincerely” – is not conducive to 
agile communication or innovation.  
A messaging platform is much quicker 
and much less formal, breaking down 
barriers between different depart-
ments and reducing the time needed 
to collaborate. 

Collaborative work is agile. For suc-
cessful companies, the old school, 
top-down method of managers telling 
employees what to do no longer works. 
Instead, modern business leaders drive 
accountability and engagement by allow-
ing employees to take control of develop-
ing the business with their own expertise. 

Why is this important?
It’s not just collaboration that is key 
to the future of work. Slack’s 2019 
State of Work report surveyed 17,000 
knowledge workers across ten coun-
tries to understand the major shifts in 
modern work. We found a direct cor-
relation between how employees feel 
about their own productivity and how 
well they are aligned to both a com-
pany’s overall objectives and their 
own colleagues. 

For example, when workers under-
stood their company’s strategic goals, 
84 per cent said they felt aligned to the 
business and 88 per cent knew how 
their day-to-day work contributed to 
the success of the organisation. On the 
flip side, when employees were unsure 
about their company’s goals, only a third 
(33 per cent) understood how their work 
contributed to business success. 

This lack of clarity has a knock-on 
effect on growth and productivity. Three 
quarters of aligned workers said they felt 
empowered to make strategic decisions 
and pursue new business, with fewer 
than a quarter (22 per cent) of unaligned 
employees agreeing. Significantly, una-
ligned workers were 12 times more likely 
to rate morale and satisfaction as very 
poor than aligned workers. 

While there is no one-size-fits-all 
solution to creating an aligned work-
force, making collaboration easier and 
communication more transparent is a 
hugely powerful driver. 

The world of work is becoming more 
complex, with every aspect from tech 

and development to procurement and 
human resources having their own spe-
cialist tools. While these tools help indi-
viduals be more productive, there is a 
risk they can also cause information to 
become more siloed.   

Bringing people, data and applica-
tions together in a single space is how 
Slack helps firms unlock greater organ-
isational alignment and performance.

Automation is taking over mundane 
tasks, freeing us up to be more crea-
tive and focus on higher-value work. 
At the same time, the next generation 
of people joining the workforce want 
a more complete understanding of a 
company’s direction and how their work 
is making an impact. 

For leaders, adopting new tech-
nologies and new ways of working to 
empower employees to be aligned and 
even more collaborative may feel like 
losing some control which can be diffi-
cult. However, at Slack, we encourage 
people to try it. In a complex, uncertain 
world, companies that do not are miss-
ing out on the most important drivers of 
the future of work.

For more information please visit
www.slack.com/intl/en-gb
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Slack in practice
Vodafone dials up developer innovation

“We have scaled rapidly over 
the past 12 months, so under-
standing the team member-
ship, microservice ownership 
and what value streams and 
products team are working is a 
non-trivial task,” says Vodafone 
UK’s head of systems engineer-
ing Paul Whyte.

To aid collaboration and speed 
up communication, the systems 
engineering team at Vodafone 
introduced a custom search 
integration into Slack where 
any Slack user can easily query 
team membership and micro 
service ownership hierarchies 
to understand the current 
organisational configuration.

Slack’s ability to integrate 
more than 2,000 different 
software tools into one collab-
orative system has also aided 
productivity at Vodafone’s 
software development team. 
“We have automated a host 
of previously manual tasks for 
our engineering teams using 
Slack, including the ability to 
streamline the provision of our 
infrastructure. These automa-
tions have helped us remove 
the tacit knowledge previously 
required to execute these 
tasks – empowering our teams 
to be more self-sufficient and 
autonomous,” according to  
Mr Whyte.

Instead of an indiscriminate 
push of information, we need 
a controlled pull, where 
employees have access to,  
and the ability to search for, 
the information they need

know what 
success  

looks like

understand 
their company’s 

strategy

feel they are 
empowered to 
make decisions

90% 86% 75%

https://slack.com/intl/en-gb/
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ce WORST ONLINE DISTRACTIONS

Employees of different ages picked their number-one online distractor

Udemy 2018*7 per cent of Boomers cited ‘email and texting’ as the most distracting

Distractions take many forms in the workplace, so 
could breaking up large tasks into smaller bursts be 
the antidote to procrastination?

pieces in the first place. This is 
called decomposition,” says Walter 
Lasecki, director of the Crowds and 
Machines Lab at the University of 
Michigan. “AI will be able to ana-
lyse the work you’re doing and then 
break it into a to-do list of micro-
tasks for you.” 

All work projects logically break 
down into a series of sub tasks 
and AI can be harnessed to do this 
based on past projects and a work-
er’s preferences. It could even begin 
to send you a certain type of micro-
task at a particular time during 
the working day when it has estab-
lished you are at your most creative 
or when your concentration levels 
are at their highest.  

The question that remains is 
whether all this microproductiv-
ity will have any consequences for 
engaging with a task on a macro level. 
What are the dangers of being condi-
tioned to think small when what’s 
needed is to think big and doggedly 
stay with a task until its conclusion? 

According to researchers in 
America, underperforming on a task 
doesn’t come about because we stop 
paying attention; we just stop pay-
ing attention to a particular task. 

“You start performing poorly 
on a task because you’ve stopped 
paying attention to it, but you 
are always paying attention to 
something,” explains Alejandro 
Lleras, psychology professor at the 
University of Illinois.

“Email, Twitter, WhatsApp, all 
these distractions still demand 
our attention, which means it’s not 
attention that’s the problem. It’s 
not a finite resource. What we’ve 
found is that it’s prolonged atten-
tion to one outcome that limits 
performance, and the way to stay 
focused is by deactivating and reac-
tivating your goals.” 

This insight into how our brains 
process information actually 
strengthens the case for casual 
microtasking as a futureproof way of 
getting work tasks over the line in the 
face of overwhelming distractions. 
It appears that to work smarter, you 
need to work smaller. 

Microtasking is a process whereby 
manageable pieces of work are 
effortlessly embedded into those 
habits that chip away at our daily 
attention span. 

Jaime Teevan, chief scientist 
for experiences and devices at 
Microsoft Research, calls them 
“micromoments”, the rest of us 
would probably call them social 
media rabbit holes. 

“The idea behind casual micro-
tasking is that tasks are made availa-
ble to people in a passive way during 
those moments that are generally 
too small for larger, complex tasks,” 
explains Dr Teevan, who leads 
a team that adapted an existing 
microtasking tool so it channelled 
document-editing microtasks from 
Word into a user’s Facebook feed. 

The tool was calibrated to offer up 
a task every 2,000 pixels of scrolling 

and they discovered that when 
casual microtasking was incorpo-
rated into those moments, when 
we’re distracted by other tech plat-
forms, incremental progress on 
larger tasks could be achieved. 

“We also found that about 20 per 
cent of the time, engaging with the 
microtasks resulted in people open-
ing up the corresponding Word 

t’s a working morning, 
you get a coffee on the go 
and you’re already mak-

ing progress on the day’s first task 
when an alert toggles your atten-
tion to an email client. You flag 
it, reply to another and quickly 
check Twitter before answering a 
WhatsApp message, all the while 
getting further away from the orig-
inal task. Sound familiar? 

If it does then microtasking is a 
work process that could make you 
more resilient to the interruptions 
highlighted by a UC Irvine study, 
which found that workflow in a 
modern office is disrupted every 11 
minutes. That may not sound very 
much, but when you consider the 
research also revealed the fallout of 
such disruption is a 25-minute lull 
in productivity, the impact on work-
load becomes clear.  

I

Jon Axworthy

document,” adds Dr Teevan, “dis-
tracting people away from their dis-
traction, so to speak.”

The team prefix their concept with 
the word “casual” to differentiate it 
from the current understanding of 
microtasking that has been co-opted 
into the gig economy via platforms 
such as Amazon Mechanical Turk.

“While both are structurally sim-
ilar, designed to be completed in a 
few seconds, the key differences are 
in how people interact with them,” 
says Dr Teevan. “Casual microtasks 
are inherently passive by design, 
people can choose to engage with 
them or ignore them and the micro-
tasks that are presented are the 
users’ own tasks.” 

To understand why casual micro-
tasking could have far-reaching 
implications for productivity, we 
need to look briefly at the behaviour 
that causes procrastination. 

“We procrastinate because of that 
momentary relief we feel, which 
is what makes the cycle especially 
vicious,” says Dr Fuschia Sirois, 
professor of psychology at the 
University of Sheffield. “Add to this 
the instant gratification of social 
media and you’re actually being 
rewarded for being distracted, so we 
keep doing it.” 

Casual microtasking seems to be 
so effective because it works within 
this habit loop of procrastination, 
rather than fight against it like 
many of the other touted “produc-
tivity hacks”. 

Microsoft now plans to extend its 
research by embedding microtasks 
into Word itself so as you’re working, 
you will be able to identify snags in 
a task and flag them, using email 
to carry individual tasks to your or 
a colleague’s inbox to be completed 
when you have another micromo-
ment in your day. 

Artificial intelligence (AI) is driv-
ing this further sophistication of 
microtasking and is crucial in its 
development towards a meaningful 
way of working 

“For microtasking to work, you 
need to be able to piecemeal a pro-
ject, to break it down into bite-size 

Can microtasking solve 
the productivity puzzle?

Tasks are made available to 
people in a passive way during 
those moments that are generally 
too small for larger, complex tasks
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Commercial feature

End of email: why collaborative 
communication is the future of work
As organisations adapt to new ways  
of working, email hasn’t kept up  
and is hindering alignment, says  
Johann Butting, head of EMEA, Slack

mail is broken. Inboxes have 
become to-do lists, where the 
work you do and the informa-

tion you see is determined by the person 
sending you the message. In an age where 
nearly every element of  our work involves 
some aspect of teamwork, this 40-year-
old technology no longer fits.

Consider your personal life. If you 
have young children, you’re constantly 
organising school trips, family out-
ings and plans. Where do you do this? 
In WhatsApp groups, with relevant 
people who can respond in real time. 
The idea of trying to do this by email is 
no longer viable and we’re seeing the 
same shift at a business level. 

The same efficiencies, improve-
ments and time-saving tools we use 
in our private lives are now being 
applied to our working lives, and they 
are allowing organisations to tackle the 
fundamental challenge of co-ordina-
tion and alignment.

Email is the default co-ordinating 
point for communications, but inside 
a company it works poorly. Enormous 
flows of information course through 
it, but each person has only a tiny view. 
Email holds rich history: all the deci-
sions made, questions answered and 
information shared, but if you’re new to 
a company, or just in the wrong inbox, 
you have access to none of it.

Scaling knowledge
This is why instead of an indiscrimi-
nate push of information, we need a 

controlled pull, where employees have 
access to, and the ability to search for, 
the information they need. 

We believe Slack is leading a para-
digm shift in communication, moving 
organisations from individual to team-
based communication, organising 
messages by channels rather than 
inboxes. Channels can correspond to 
anything: projects, teams, planning, 
office locations, business units or 
functional areas. 

Instead of everyone having their 
distinct, partial, fragmented view of 
information, Slack creates a rich, per-
manent, searchable record of knowl-
edge for your organisation, giving con-
trol back to employees and creating an 
environment that supports increased 
competitiveness and innovation.

Take a new starter in an email-based 
company. When they join, their email 
folder is empty. Their boss might send 
them a few emails with things to look at, 
but essentially they are out of the loop 
and beholden to the boss for information. 

In channel-based communication 
such as Slack, the new starter is imme-
diately part of all knowledge streams 
in a company. They can join a project, 
search for it on Slack and get informa-
tion on the project from its beginning. 
In an age of intensifying global compe-
tition, the ability to make better use of 
historic knowledge within an organ-
isation is critical in enabling agile, 
fast-moving companies that iterate and 
innovate quickly.

The intellectual property of success-
ful businesses sits in the communica-
tion between its employees, rather 
than in carefully crafted documents 
sitting in hidden folders. The future 
of work is about collaboration across 
departments at speed, rather than 
silos and hierarchies. 

Email’s formal style – “Dear xxx, …
yours sincerely” – is not conducive to 
agile communication or innovation.  
A messaging platform is much quicker 
and much less formal, breaking down 
barriers between different depart-
ments and reducing the time needed 
to collaborate. 

Collaborative work is agile. For suc-
cessful companies, the old school, 
top-down method of managers telling 
employees what to do no longer works. 
Instead, modern business leaders drive 
accountability and engagement by allow-
ing employees to take control of develop-
ing the business with their own expertise. 

Why is this important?
It’s not just collaboration that is key 
to the future of work. Slack’s 2019 
State of Work report surveyed 17,000 
knowledge workers across ten coun-
tries to understand the major shifts in 
modern work. We found a direct cor-
relation between how employees feel 
about their own productivity and how 
well they are aligned to both a com-
pany’s overall objectives and their 
own colleagues. 

For example, when workers under-
stood their company’s strategic goals, 
84 per cent said they felt aligned to the 
business and 88 per cent knew how 
their day-to-day work contributed to 
the success of the organisation. On the 
flip side, when employees were unsure 
about their company’s goals, only a third 
(33 per cent) understood how their work 
contributed to business success. 

This lack of clarity has a knock-on 
effect on growth and productivity. Three 
quarters of aligned workers said they felt 
empowered to make strategic decisions 
and pursue new business, with fewer 
than a quarter (22 per cent) of unaligned 
employees agreeing. Significantly, una-
ligned workers were 12 times more likely 
to rate morale and satisfaction as very 
poor than aligned workers. 

While there is no one-size-fits-all 
solution to creating an aligned work-
force, making collaboration easier and 
communication more transparent is a 
hugely powerful driver. 

The world of work is becoming more 
complex, with every aspect from tech 

and development to procurement and 
human resources having their own spe-
cialist tools. While these tools help indi-
viduals be more productive, there is a 
risk they can also cause information to 
become more siloed.   

Bringing people, data and applica-
tions together in a single space is how 
Slack helps firms unlock greater organ-
isational alignment and performance.

Automation is taking over mundane 
tasks, freeing us up to be more crea-
tive and focus on higher-value work. 
At the same time, the next generation 
of people joining the workforce want 
a more complete understanding of a 
company’s direction and how their work 
is making an impact. 

For leaders, adopting new tech-
nologies and new ways of working to 
empower employees to be aligned and 
even more collaborative may feel like 
losing some control which can be diffi-
cult. However, at Slack, we encourage 
people to try it. In a complex, uncertain 
world, companies that do not are miss-
ing out on the most important drivers of 
the future of work.

For more information please visit
www.slack.com/intl/en-gb
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Slack in practice
Vodafone dials up developer innovation

“We have scaled rapidly over 
the past 12 months, so under-
standing the team member-
ship, microservice ownership 
and what value streams and 
products team are working is a 
non-trivial task,” says Vodafone 
UK’s head of systems engineer-
ing Paul Whyte.

To aid collaboration and speed 
up communication, the systems 
engineering team at Vodafone 
introduced a custom search 
integration into Slack where 
any Slack user can easily query 
team membership and micro 
service ownership hierarchies 
to understand the current 
organisational configuration.

Slack’s ability to integrate 
more than 2,000 different 
software tools into one collab-
orative system has also aided 
productivity at Vodafone’s 
software development team. 
“We have automated a host 
of previously manual tasks for 
our engineering teams using 
Slack, including the ability to 
streamline the provision of our 
infrastructure. These automa-
tions have helped us remove 
the tacit knowledge previously 
required to execute these 
tasks – empowering our teams 
to be more self-sufficient and 
autonomous,” according to  
Mr Whyte.

Instead of an indiscriminate 
push of information, we need 
a controlled pull, where 
employees have access to,  
and the ability to search for, 
the information they need

know what 
success  

looks like

understand 
their company’s 

strategy

feel they are 
empowered to 
make decisions

90% 86% 75%

https://slack.com/intl/en-gb/
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There are some dramatic differences 
in statutory paternity leave and pay 
worldwide, depending on the country and 
whether you are a mother or a father. 
Across the OECD, Croatia appears to have 
the most balanced rules for both parents, 
while there is a stark contrast in Estonia. 
The United States, meanwhile, is the 
only industrialised nation not to require 
employers to offer paid parental leave

GLOBAL MATERNITY POLICIES
Survey of employers worldwide

MATERNITY LEAVE WITH JOB PROTECTION
Number of weeks after maternity leave which a woman can take as parental leave with her job 
protected, disregarding payment conditions; 2016 data for selected countries only

18wks
average entitlement of paid 
leave available to mothers 
around the time of childbirth 
across the OECD

average entitlement of paid 
leave available to fathers, either 
through paid paternity leave or 
paid father-specific parental or 
home care leave

8wks
paid maternity leave for new 
mothers in the United States 
– the only OECD country 
without a national statutory 
entitlement to paid leave 

0wks

Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare 2019Aon 2019

Eurostat/OECD/Unicef 2019 

OECD 2019

SlovakiaSpain Norway South 
Korea

Japan Canada Italy UK USOECD 
average

183.7 130150 78 52 44 35 26 18 1265.7

Poland

68%
Yes

32%
No

Provide enhanced maternity 
pay beyond the statutory 
requirement?

Had requests for shared 
parental leave?

Policies for shared 
parental leave

58%
Yes

58%
Apply statutory 
shared parental pay

38%
Match enhanced 
maternity pay 
provision

4%
Enhanced but 
at a lower rate 
than enhanced 
maternity pay 
provision

42%
No

PAID LEAVE AVAILABLE TO PARENTS
Number of weeks leave equivalent to full-rate pay
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There are some dramatic differences 
in statutory paternity leave and pay 
worldwide, depending on the country and 
whether you are a mother or a father. 
Across the OECD, Croatia appears to have 
the most balanced rules for both parents, 
while there is a stark contrast in Estonia. 
The United States, meanwhile, is the 
only industrialised nation not to require 
employers to offer paid parental leave

GLOBAL MATERNITY POLICIES
Survey of employers worldwide

MATERNITY LEAVE WITH JOB PROTECTION
Number of weeks after maternity leave which a woman can take as parental leave with her job 
protected, disregarding payment conditions; 2016 data for selected countries only

18wks
average entitlement of paid 
leave available to mothers 
around the time of childbirth 
across the OECD

average entitlement of paid 
leave available to fathers, either 
through paid paternity leave or 
paid father-specific parental or 
home care leave
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paid maternity leave for new 
mothers in the United States 
– the only OECD country 
without a national statutory 
entitlement to paid leave 
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Yes
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Provide enhanced maternity 
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Had requests for shared 
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Yes
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Match enhanced 
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No
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Connecting the 
unconnected 
workforce
With four out of five workers in a non-
desk-based role, unconnected to emails, 
businesses are missing out on leveraging the 
ideas and knowledge of those most engaged 
with customers and products. Connecting 
the entirety of their organisation is crucial

ocial media has reinvented 
communication, enabling 
people to close the gap 

between friends and family wherever 
they are in the world. By connecting 
the previously unconnected, it has 
reduced the distance between people 
who are meaningful to each other or 
part of meaningful groups. In the work-
place, however, a gap remains. 

Eighty per cent of the global working 
population, or 2.7 billion people, are 
deskless. They’re the frontline staff in 
hotels, retail stores, hospitals, facto-
ries and beyond. These employees are 
at the coalface on a daily basis, dealing 
with customers and handling the prod-
ucts, yet too many of them feel silenced 
and disconnected from management. 

A recent study of 2,000 business 
decision-makers based in head offices 
and 2,000 frontline workers exposed 
a major communications failure 
between these two groups of people. 
While 86 per cent of employees said 
they feel connected to their direct 
co-workers, only 14 per cent said the 
same about colleagues in HQ and just 3 
per cent about their C-suite. 

The vast majority of frontline workers 
feel they receive information passively, 
rather than participating actively in a 
mutual exchange. While half of manag-
ers said new ideas from frontline staff 
are the main topic of their conversa-
tions with them, just one in five frontline 
employees agreed and one in six said 
they never speak with their head office.

This clear disconnect is preventing 
valuable ideas from rising through the 
business, limiting innovation and stop-
ping key talent being recognised and 
feeling appreciated. 

Nine in ten managers said their front-
line workers are empowered to share 
ideas with them, but only 45 per cent of 
the frontline workers agreed. A further 
38 per cent of workers have shared 
their idea, only for it to be ignored. 
This not only blocks ideas from being 
deployed, but leaves employees feel-
ing voiceless and ignored, stymying 

employee engagement, draining moti-
vation and driving people out the door. 
Yet 83 per cent of managers confi-
dently claim they give all employees a 
voice in their business.

“Big companies are trying to trans-
form into a more sharing culture, 
but we hear from our customers, 
including Walmart, Starbucks and 
Deliveroo, that before talking about 
being more productive or collabora-
tive, you have to be connected,” says 
Julien Codorniou, vice president of 
Workplace from Facebook, which 
conducted the research. 

“It’s not easy to create a network 
that incorporates 100 per cent of your 
employees, particularly when most are 
deskless. But when you do manage to 
connect everyone, you can remove 
silos, share news fast, identify talent and 
ultimately drive competitive advantage. 

“You make decisions better and 
quicker because you’re more informed, 
and you can increase employee sen-
timent, engagement and retention. 
By connecting your workforce, your 
people are happier and then stay 
longer, and that has a big impact on 
your bottom line. 

“On the other hand, if people aren’t 
connected, they don’t know who they 
work for. They don’t know the values 
and culture of the company. They feel 
like they don’t have a voice and that they 
can never be identified by the manage-
ment of the people at HQ. The choice 
of tools you use to connect people can 
have an amazing impact on the business 
at every level: top line, bottom line, pro-
ductivity and retention.”

Frontline workers need a space 
where they can share their experi-
ences with the entire company. Doing 
this requires technology that really 
connects everyone, including remote 
and deskless workers, in a secure and 
scalable way. According to a Forrester 
Total Economic Impact study, busi-
nesses that connect their people are 
34 per cent faster to inform frontline 
workers of company news and see 32 

per cent more production innovation, 
as well as a 25 per cent reduction in 
leadership communication costs.

Workplace from Facebook is a SaaS 
(software-as-a-service) startup within 
Facebook whose mission is to bring the 
power of community to work. By bring-
ing the familiarity of Facebook to busi-
ness collaboration, Workplace allows 
employees to connect and communi-
cate using an interface that 2.5 billion 
people around the world already use. 

More than three million people are 
already connected on Workplace across 
businesses of all sizes. Employees can 
chat one to one or in groups through 
instant messaging, using text, pictures, 
voice and video. They can share updates, 
files and feedback, and broadcast live 

announcements, training sessions or 
meetings. With Workplace Chat, they 
can make HD video calls with up to 50 
people wherever they are in the world.

The ever-familiar News Feed is also 
included, incorporating artificial intel-
ligence to update employees on the 
people and projects most relevant 
to them in a scrolling stream of posts 
that can be liked and commented on. 
Meanwhile, Workplace ensures global 
organisations are truly connected 
by breaking down language barriers 
through automatic translations and 
video captioning.

“I can write in French, but my col-
leagues in Japan will see the contents 
in Japanese,” says Mr Codorniou. 
“Connecting the frontline means 

connecting the unconnected. When 
you do that at global scale, great things 
happen. Facebook is already known for 
connecting people, but by connect-
ing everyone in the same company for 
the first time and going beyond the 
technological and cultural challenges, 
it becomes a fantastic way to be more 
productive and collaborative.

“It’s hard to give everyone a voice, 
especially when you have people who 
have never touched a SaaS application 
before. There’s a reason it wasn’t pos-
sible before. It was expensive, it didn’t 
work, it wasn’t mobile friendly and 
it wasn’t adapted to a population of 
employees who don’t deal with emails. 

“The future of work is connecting 
everyone and creating that network of 

employees who can then be turned into 
a platform for automation, bots, inte-
grations, becoming the place where you 
get the job done every day with experi-
ences that are integrated, user friendly 
and mobile. That’s what Facebook is 
famous for – connecting people – and 
it’s time to bring that to work.”

For more information please visit 
workplace.com

 
When you do manage to 
connect everyone, you can 
remove silos, share news fast, 
identify talent and ultimately 
drive competitive advantage 

S

IXIL, a Japanese manufac-
turer of building materials 
and housing equipment, 

faced a challenge common to many 
predominantly deskless companies: 
connecting its people.

The sprawling Japanese conglom-
erate employs 70,000 people across 
150 markets, but with seven in ten of 
its employees working on the frontline 
on plants, showrooms and sales sites, it 
was a company in search of an identity.

It realised the best ideas lay in the 
minds of these frontline staff, yet they 
weren’t forthcoming because they 
had no way to access decision-mak-
ers or influence the product-devel-
opment process. It was clear LIXIL 
needed these two areas to connect.

“When most of our employees have no 
desk or email access, but they are online 
on their mobiles, how do we get 70,000 
people working together towards an 
aligned vision that we’ve agreed for the 
company?” says Jin Montesano, LIXIL’s 
chief public affairs and people officer. 
“There’s only one way to do that and 
that’s to build community.”

Deploying Workplace from Facebook 
has enabled LIXIL to not only build 
its community, but also eliminate 
the gulf between frontline staff and 

management, bringing the people 
with the greatest ideas much closer to 
the decision-making process. 

Typical of a Japanese company, LIXIL 
traditionally had a formal and hierar-
chical culture with employees who are 
very careful about how they behave 
and talk to colleagues, particularly 
those more senior to them. Workplace 
has allowed the company to flatten this 
out and engrain an informality crucial 
to encouraging ideas to be shared.

“This makes conversations and 
engagement much easier and it’s 
been the single most powerful reason 

why Workplace is working for LIXIL,” 
says Ms Montesano. “Workplace has 
also allowed us to create what we call 
the ‘LIXIL civilisation’. We don’t want 
to destroy or abolish our different 
cultures, but what connects us is a  
base foundation. 

“Just like the Roman civilisation was 
built on the rule of law and paying taxes, 
the LIXIL civilisation is built on belonging 
to the communities we’re building on 
Workplace. If we want to go from being 
a company facing commoditisation to 
one that’s disrupting home tech, then 
culture and connection are everything.”

Community allows  
idea-sharing to thrive

on Coughlin received an unu-
sual email from an employee 
shortly after joining Petco, 

the pet retailer, as chief executive. The 
staff member, whose French bulldog 
had recently passed away, attached a 
loving photo of the pooch and asked 
a simple question: why does Petco’s 
bereavement policy only cover rela-
tives, despite its long-standing belief 
that pets are family?

From that day forward, any Petco 
employee whose pet dies receives 
paid time off to grieve. The incident 
also made Mr Coughlin realise that one 
email had made an important policy 
much better for staff. Yet only those 
in Petco’s corporate office and store 
leaders had access to email to contact 
him. Frontline staff across its 1,500 pet 
stores were disconnected.

What was needed was not just a plat-
form that enabled every employee in 
the organisation to communicate and 
connect, but one that amplified their 
thoughts and ideas and facilitated an 
immediate, two-way feedback loop. 
The company decided that Workplace 

from Facebook would be the tool to 
connect all 27,000 Petco employees 
in this way. 

“Our frontline staff interact with pets 
and pet parents in our stores every 
day, and it’s our job to stand up for 
them and ensure their voices are heard 
and their needs are both understood 
and appreciated,” says Daniel Sundin, 

director of internal communications 
at Petco. “We had strong disconnects 
among our corporate offices, regional 
leadership and store locations just 
because they couldn’t really see what 
the other was doing.”

With Workplace, that gap has been 
greatly reduced. Petco’s HQ is now able 
to hear much more clearly the chal-
lenges its retail locations are facing, 
and therefore address those issues 
faster and more effectively. Frontline 
staff are much more visible to man-
agement thanks to videos and photos 
they upload to Workplace, and Petco’s 
leaders can get messages directly to 
everyone without facilitation and with 
immediate feedback.

“Workplace shines a light on every 
part of the organisation,” says Mr 
Sundin. “We’re seeing things we didn’t 
see before and it ultimately makes us 
stronger. People choose to work at 
Petco because they love animals. Now 
they’re really able to connect with like-
minded people across the company to 
find it’s more than just a job. Workplace 
has helped facilitate that.”

Shining a light on 
frontline staff

Workplace shines a 
light on every part 
of the organisation. 
We’re seeing things 
we didn’t see be-
fore and it ultimately 
makes us stronger
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of workers say they do not have a 
voice within their company. How can 
businesses encourage idea-sharing 
across the whole organisation?
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of managers 
confidently 
report that 
their frontline 
workers feel 
empowered to 
share business 
ideas with them

45%

of frontline 
workers 
actually 
share their 
ideas with 
senior team 
members

52%

believe that their 
employees’ new 
ideas are the 
main topic for 
conversations 
with frontline 
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shared an idea that has then 
been ignored

38%

shared ideas 
that were stifled 
because they were 
communicated 
poorly

28%

shared ideas that were 
not followed through with

19%

Those without access to 
collaboration tools were 12 per 
cent less likely to feel empowered 
to share ideas internally at work
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Connecting the 
unconnected 
workforce
With four out of five workers in a non-
desk-based role, unconnected to emails, 
businesses are missing out on leveraging the 
ideas and knowledge of those most engaged 
with customers and products. Connecting 
the entirety of their organisation is crucial

ocial media has reinvented 
communication, enabling 
people to close the gap 

between friends and family wherever 
they are in the world. By connecting 
the previously unconnected, it has 
reduced the distance between people 
who are meaningful to each other or 
part of meaningful groups. In the work-
place, however, a gap remains. 

Eighty per cent of the global working 
population, or 2.7 billion people, are 
deskless. They’re the frontline staff in 
hotels, retail stores, hospitals, facto-
ries and beyond. These employees are 
at the coalface on a daily basis, dealing 
with customers and handling the prod-
ucts, yet too many of them feel silenced 
and disconnected from management. 

A recent study of 2,000 business 
decision-makers based in head offices 
and 2,000 frontline workers exposed 
a major communications failure 
between these two groups of people. 
While 86 per cent of employees said 
they feel connected to their direct 
co-workers, only 14 per cent said the 
same about colleagues in HQ and just 3 
per cent about their C-suite. 

The vast majority of frontline workers 
feel they receive information passively, 
rather than participating actively in a 
mutual exchange. While half of manag-
ers said new ideas from frontline staff 
are the main topic of their conversa-
tions with them, just one in five frontline 
employees agreed and one in six said 
they never speak with their head office.

This clear disconnect is preventing 
valuable ideas from rising through the 
business, limiting innovation and stop-
ping key talent being recognised and 
feeling appreciated. 

Nine in ten managers said their front-
line workers are empowered to share 
ideas with them, but only 45 per cent of 
the frontline workers agreed. A further 
38 per cent of workers have shared 
their idea, only for it to be ignored. 
This not only blocks ideas from being 
deployed, but leaves employees feel-
ing voiceless and ignored, stymying 

employee engagement, draining moti-
vation and driving people out the door. 
Yet 83 per cent of managers confi-
dently claim they give all employees a 
voice in their business.

“Big companies are trying to trans-
form into a more sharing culture, 
but we hear from our customers, 
including Walmart, Starbucks and 
Deliveroo, that before talking about 
being more productive or collabora-
tive, you have to be connected,” says 
Julien Codorniou, vice president of 
Workplace from Facebook, which 
conducted the research. 

“It’s not easy to create a network 
that incorporates 100 per cent of your 
employees, particularly when most are 
deskless. But when you do manage to 
connect everyone, you can remove 
silos, share news fast, identify talent and 
ultimately drive competitive advantage. 

“You make decisions better and 
quicker because you’re more informed, 
and you can increase employee sen-
timent, engagement and retention. 
By connecting your workforce, your 
people are happier and then stay 
longer, and that has a big impact on 
your bottom line. 

“On the other hand, if people aren’t 
connected, they don’t know who they 
work for. They don’t know the values 
and culture of the company. They feel 
like they don’t have a voice and that they 
can never be identified by the manage-
ment of the people at HQ. The choice 
of tools you use to connect people can 
have an amazing impact on the business 
at every level: top line, bottom line, pro-
ductivity and retention.”

Frontline workers need a space 
where they can share their experi-
ences with the entire company. Doing 
this requires technology that really 
connects everyone, including remote 
and deskless workers, in a secure and 
scalable way. According to a Forrester 
Total Economic Impact study, busi-
nesses that connect their people are 
34 per cent faster to inform frontline 
workers of company news and see 32 

per cent more production innovation, 
as well as a 25 per cent reduction in 
leadership communication costs.

Workplace from Facebook is a SaaS 
(software-as-a-service) startup within 
Facebook whose mission is to bring the 
power of community to work. By bring-
ing the familiarity of Facebook to busi-
ness collaboration, Workplace allows 
employees to connect and communi-
cate using an interface that 2.5 billion 
people around the world already use. 

More than three million people are 
already connected on Workplace across 
businesses of all sizes. Employees can 
chat one to one or in groups through 
instant messaging, using text, pictures, 
voice and video. They can share updates, 
files and feedback, and broadcast live 

announcements, training sessions or 
meetings. With Workplace Chat, they 
can make HD video calls with up to 50 
people wherever they are in the world.

The ever-familiar News Feed is also 
included, incorporating artificial intel-
ligence to update employees on the 
people and projects most relevant 
to them in a scrolling stream of posts 
that can be liked and commented on. 
Meanwhile, Workplace ensures global 
organisations are truly connected 
by breaking down language barriers 
through automatic translations and 
video captioning.

“I can write in French, but my col-
leagues in Japan will see the contents 
in Japanese,” says Mr Codorniou. 
“Connecting the frontline means 

connecting the unconnected. When 
you do that at global scale, great things 
happen. Facebook is already known for 
connecting people, but by connect-
ing everyone in the same company for 
the first time and going beyond the 
technological and cultural challenges, 
it becomes a fantastic way to be more 
productive and collaborative.

“It’s hard to give everyone a voice, 
especially when you have people who 
have never touched a SaaS application 
before. There’s a reason it wasn’t pos-
sible before. It was expensive, it didn’t 
work, it wasn’t mobile friendly and 
it wasn’t adapted to a population of 
employees who don’t deal with emails. 

“The future of work is connecting 
everyone and creating that network of 

employees who can then be turned into 
a platform for automation, bots, inte-
grations, becoming the place where you 
get the job done every day with experi-
ences that are integrated, user friendly 
and mobile. That’s what Facebook is 
famous for – connecting people – and 
it’s time to bring that to work.”

For more information please visit 
workplace.com

 
When you do manage to 
connect everyone, you can 
remove silos, share news fast, 
identify talent and ultimately 
drive competitive advantage 

S

IXIL, a Japanese manufac-
turer of building materials 
and housing equipment, 

faced a challenge common to many 
predominantly deskless companies: 
connecting its people.

The sprawling Japanese conglom-
erate employs 70,000 people across 
150 markets, but with seven in ten of 
its employees working on the frontline 
on plants, showrooms and sales sites, it 
was a company in search of an identity.

It realised the best ideas lay in the 
minds of these frontline staff, yet they 
weren’t forthcoming because they 
had no way to access decision-mak-
ers or influence the product-devel-
opment process. It was clear LIXIL 
needed these two areas to connect.

“When most of our employees have no 
desk or email access, but they are online 
on their mobiles, how do we get 70,000 
people working together towards an 
aligned vision that we’ve agreed for the 
company?” says Jin Montesano, LIXIL’s 
chief public affairs and people officer. 
“There’s only one way to do that and 
that’s to build community.”

Deploying Workplace from Facebook 
has enabled LIXIL to not only build 
its community, but also eliminate 
the gulf between frontline staff and 

management, bringing the people 
with the greatest ideas much closer to 
the decision-making process. 

Typical of a Japanese company, LIXIL 
traditionally had a formal and hierar-
chical culture with employees who are 
very careful about how they behave 
and talk to colleagues, particularly 
those more senior to them. Workplace 
has allowed the company to flatten this 
out and engrain an informality crucial 
to encouraging ideas to be shared.

“This makes conversations and 
engagement much easier and it’s 
been the single most powerful reason 

why Workplace is working for LIXIL,” 
says Ms Montesano. “Workplace has 
also allowed us to create what we call 
the ‘LIXIL civilisation’. We don’t want 
to destroy or abolish our different 
cultures, but what connects us is a  
base foundation. 

“Just like the Roman civilisation was 
built on the rule of law and paying taxes, 
the LIXIL civilisation is built on belonging 
to the communities we’re building on 
Workplace. If we want to go from being 
a company facing commoditisation to 
one that’s disrupting home tech, then 
culture and connection are everything.”

Community allows  
idea-sharing to thrive

on Coughlin received an unu-
sual email from an employee 
shortly after joining Petco, 

the pet retailer, as chief executive. The 
staff member, whose French bulldog 
had recently passed away, attached a 
loving photo of the pooch and asked 
a simple question: why does Petco’s 
bereavement policy only cover rela-
tives, despite its long-standing belief 
that pets are family?

From that day forward, any Petco 
employee whose pet dies receives 
paid time off to grieve. The incident 
also made Mr Coughlin realise that one 
email had made an important policy 
much better for staff. Yet only those 
in Petco’s corporate office and store 
leaders had access to email to contact 
him. Frontline staff across its 1,500 pet 
stores were disconnected.

What was needed was not just a plat-
form that enabled every employee in 
the organisation to communicate and 
connect, but one that amplified their 
thoughts and ideas and facilitated an 
immediate, two-way feedback loop. 
The company decided that Workplace 

from Facebook would be the tool to 
connect all 27,000 Petco employees 
in this way. 

“Our frontline staff interact with pets 
and pet parents in our stores every 
day, and it’s our job to stand up for 
them and ensure their voices are heard 
and their needs are both understood 
and appreciated,” says Daniel Sundin, 

director of internal communications 
at Petco. “We had strong disconnects 
among our corporate offices, regional 
leadership and store locations just 
because they couldn’t really see what 
the other was doing.”

With Workplace, that gap has been 
greatly reduced. Petco’s HQ is now able 
to hear much more clearly the chal-
lenges its retail locations are facing, 
and therefore address those issues 
faster and more effectively. Frontline 
staff are much more visible to man-
agement thanks to videos and photos 
they upload to Workplace, and Petco’s 
leaders can get messages directly to 
everyone without facilitation and with 
immediate feedback.

“Workplace shines a light on every 
part of the organisation,” says Mr 
Sundin. “We’re seeing things we didn’t 
see before and it ultimately makes us 
stronger. People choose to work at 
Petco because they love animals. Now 
they’re really able to connect with like-
minded people across the company to 
find it’s more than just a job. Workplace 
has helped facilitate that.”

Shining a light on 
frontline staff

Workplace shines a 
light on every part 
of the organisation. 
We’re seeing things 
we didn’t see be-
fore and it ultimately 
makes us stronger
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of workers say they do not have a 
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Those without access to 
collaboration tools were 12 per 
cent less likely to feel empowered 
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merging communication 
technologies are promis-
ing to unify an increas-

ingly dispersed workforce, not 
through boring 2D video confer-
encing screens, but with 3D holo-
graphic images, avatars, and vir-
tual and augmented reality. 

Spatial, a new virtual communi-
cation app that uses the Microsoft 
HoloLens 2 headset, enables work-
ers based in different locations to 
participate in meetings together 
using avatars, or holographic 
shapes, of themselves.

Using virtual reality (VR) and aug-
mented reality (AR), teams can see 
and interact with 3D images of pro-
jects they are working on collectively, 
and drag and share information, 
including text and images, from their 
devices into a shared holographic 
space in real time.

Spatial co-founder Jinha Lee, 
a Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology graduate, says the com-
pany’s vision is to unlock people’s 
creativity and release them from 
the tiny screens they are currently 
working on to a much bigger space. 

The main aim, however, is to reduce 
the need for office space and air 
travel, which can minimise energy 
use and reduce costs. Eventually, 
the company hopes to be able to tele-
port an entire office space virtually to 
another place so remote workers can 
feel part of a team.

“Working remotely can feel isolat-
ing, but by teleporting the office space 
to someone’s house, for example, via 
a 3D holographic feed, the remote 
worker can hear and see everything 
that is happening,” says Mr Lee. 

The technology is currently being 
trialled by toymaker Mattel and  
others, but wider commercial release 
is planned for early next year. 

Early adopters of virtual commu-
nication technologies include firms 
in manufacturing and offshore oil 
and gas that are using AR and VR to 
teleport expert knowledge to wher-
ever it is needed. 

Working with the University of 
Essex and using mixed reality head-
sets, senior BT field engineers ran a 
trial that involved remotely view-
ing and advising junior colleagues 
in different engineering tasks to 
onboard personnel quickly and 
reduce response times.

Professor Hani Hagras, research 
director at the School of Computer 
Science and Electronic Engineering, 
University of Essex, worked on the 
project and says this will soon be com-
monplace in the engineering sector. 

“Engineers will wear headsets to 
see a holographic image of the engi-
neering problem and, via an ava-
tar, will guide the less experienced 
engineer to fix it. The supervisor 
will see in real time what the junior 
engineer can see and will know how 
they perform when fixing it,” says 
Professor Hagras.  

Eventually, the junior engineer 
could be guided by an artificial intel-
ligence-powered avatar, instead of a 
real-life colleague, he adds. 

Immerse, a virtual experience 
platform, has done similar work 
with DHL and Shell. Using AR and 
VR technologies, it created a virtual 
world where new employees could 
experience hands-on training in 
critical situations remotely.

As well as creating cost-savings 
by not needing to transport peo-
ple to training centres, it also helps 
managers monitor the perfor-
mance of trainees. 

“In VR you can view every sin-
gle movement someone is making 
because it’s collecting around 30 dat-
apoints a second. This provides the 
power to track performance through 
precise data capture,” says Immerse 
chief executive Tom Symonds. 

The technology also offers quicker 
onboarding through increased 
employee focus and concentration 
because it’s impossible to get dis-
tracted while wearing a headset, he 
says. Experts agree the future of vir-
tual communication lies in mixed 
reality headsets. 

“We need to have a mix of differ-
ent applications working together, 
such as AR and artificial intel-
ligence (AI); combined they can 
create new technologies and new 
possibilities for education, commu-
nication, training and co-working,” 
says Professor Hagras. 

For example, in the future, sen-
sor-captured data of a person’s body 
language and facial expressions can be 
fed into machine-learning algorithms 
to create AI-powered holograms that 
accurately mimic and represent an 
individual in precise detail, creating a 
more lifelike virtual experience. 

There are, of course, barriers to 
widespread adoption. For starters, 
will employees consent to having 
their every movement recorded and 
how does the wearer write notes with 
a headset on? Both practical and pri-
vacy issues will need to be addressed. 

Nevertheless, a new consumer 
trends report by Ericsson found 
the majority of respondents sur-
veyed expect mixed reality and a 
full internet of senses experience in 
the future. More than half said they 
imagine the difference between 
physical and digital reality will 
almost disappear by 2030.

Supported by interconnectivity, 
the cloud, AI, 5G, which can address 
latency issues, sensors and faster 
processing, virtual communica-
tion technologies are the future and 
development is moving faster now 
than it has in the last ten years.

Professor Hagras concludes: “A 
conservative estimate is, within 
the next decade, it will become the 
norm; a business tool similar to a 
laptop or a smartphone, replacing 
video conferencing. There is defi-
nitely the investment to do it.” 
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How holograms will 
revolutionise work 
as we know it
Next-generation tech that lets you interact with lifelike 
avatars and share information in a hologram is set to 
transform remote working

C O M M U N I C A T I O N

ur working lives are faster, 
more competitive and 
global than ever before, but 

the pressure to be always on is tak-
ing a significant toll on mental and 
physical health. 

A recent survey by YouGov and the 
Mental Health Foundation revealed 
74 per cent of UK adults have expe-
rienced so much stress that at some 
point they felt overwhelmed or una-
ble to cope. An alarming 32 per cent 
said they experienced suicidal feel-
ings as a result. 

Statistics in America are even 
more shocking. Research from the 
American Institute of Stress shows 
83 per cent of US workers suffer 
from workplace stress. Alarmingly, 
work-related stress causes 120,000 
deaths and results in $190 billion in 
healthcare costs yearly.

“Most of us will feel stressed at 
some point during our working day, 
that’s just a given,” says health and 

wellness consultancy MobGroup’s 
director Mark Briant. “But what hap-
pens when that spills over into the 
unmanageable and everything gets 
a bit much? For a lot of people, they 
are starting to reach levels of daily 
stress which are unsustainable and 
ultimately lead to burnout.”

Experts agree eradicating work-
place stress is not only unrealistic, 
it also shouldn’t be the end goal. 
Instead, organisations need to 
put in place strategies that strike 
a healthy balance between “good" 
and “bad” stress. 

“Our research shows that some 
stress is indeed good for you, but 

too much of it can cause anxiety, 
depression, burnout and all sorts 
of physiological problems,” says 
Jacob Morgan, futurist, TED speaker 
and founder of the Future of Work 
University. “Too little stress will just 
leave you bored and disengaged. The 
key is to manage an amount that 
keeps you excited and engaged at 
work, but doesn't cause you any emo-
tional, mental or physical harm.”

So are nap rooms, virtual real-
ity (VR) meditation rooms and 
yoga retreats the answer to achiev-
ing corporate wellness nirvana? 
According to World Employee 
Experience Institute founder and 

ignore some of the bigger things that 
get in the way of a positive employee 
experience. As a result, they risk 
missing the mark and end up with a 
very stressed workforce.

“If you give free massages and 
sleeps pods, but as a company you 
provide poor quality leaders and 
line managers, then none of the 
above is going to make much of a 
difference,” he explains. “Likewise, 
if people aren’t connected to some-
thing bigger through their work 
and the brand, then these new 
trends are nothing more than fads 
that won’t be of real value beyond 
the short term.”

In his book Employee Experience, 
Mr Whitter explores evidence from 
global corporates and businesses of 
all sizes. His findings show the key 
to a positive, sustainable employee 
experience rests on “the whole, 
rather than the parts”.

“In a study by Harvard Business 
Review, companies with a well-de-
fined purpose outperformed their 
markets by 5 to 7 per cent. This is no 
accident,” he adds. “A strong pur-
pose provides a platform to bring 
together these corporate activities to 
maximise their total impact on peo-
ple. But at the same time, purpose 
is only one part of creating a strong 
company. It must be surrounded by 
a compelling mission and the values 
people believe in.”

According to global transport 
and logistics company Kuehne + 
Nagel’s senior vice president of cus-
tomer and employee experience 
Jason Allen Ashlock, ensuring their 
70,000-plus employees work in an 
optimum environment doesn’t start 
with free fitness passes, but with 
a deeper empathy towards funda-
mental human needs.

“None of our strategies are as sexy or 
flashy as VR therapy or free lunches; 
that’s intentional,” he says. “We’ve 
worked for nearly a year-and-a-half, 
performing internal experiments and 
gathering data from our colleagues 
on what really moves the needle when 
it comes to job satisfaction, engage-
ment and happiness. What we found 
was the basic human impulses that 
lead to wellbeing can be met through 
simple practices that build connec-
tion, increase a sense of belonging, 
remove barriers to progress, and ena-
ble expression and ownership.”

One of the most successful compo-
nents of Kuehne + Nagel’s corporate 
wellness strategy includes a peer 
leadership programme in which 
employees are invited to serve as 
“culture carriers”.

“A certain percentage of their 
weekly hours are devoted to help-
ing management and leadership 
listen to employees, identify their 
struggles and clarify their needs,” 
says Mr Allen Ashlock. “It helps get 
the best work done for colleagues 
and customers, and provides edu-
cation and connection opportu-
nities. This layer has surfaced a 
remarkable talent base and is also 
a practical representation of how 
much we care about building our 
people and culture.”

HubSpot’s chief people officer 
Katie Burke says getting corporate 
wellness right starts with the C-suite 
and when leaders and line managers 
are encouraged to build their work 
around their life, not the other way 
around. This creates a trickle-down 
effect and helps grow a positive, 
cohesive culture everyone can enjoy.

“A few years ago, we heard that 
folks weren’t sure if our executives 
even took a holiday, so as a result we 
started adding vacations and per-
sonal milestones to our monthly 
management priorities,” she says. 
“This normalised, for example, our 
head of sales being home for his son’s 
birthday or our chief operating officer 
taking time for his annual fishing 
trip. It set the tone that taking time 
off and enjoying life outside work 
isn’t the exception, it’s the norm, and 
that if senior executives can make 

time to do it, every employee should 
be able to do the same.”

Normalising discussions around 
mental health, stress and anxiety 
is also critical for workplace wellbe-
ing, Ms Burke adds, as it automati-
cally creates an accepting environ-
ment where it’s OK to talk about it.

“We’re super proud to have our 
Healthy@HubSpot programme that 
offers fitness classes, nutrition con-
sultations and a global wellness week 
focused on mental, physical and emo-
tional health. But I also view our core 
benefits as directly tied to employee 
wellbeing,” she says. “This ensures we 
normalise therapy and discussions 
about mental health, rest and avoid-
ing burnout. It’s been a huge part of 
our overall strategy to ensure our 
employees are healthy and happy.” 

A small dose of “healthy" stress is good for 
productivity, but a lot risks long-term damage 
to personal wellbeing and the bottom line.  
So how can companies strike a balance? 

According to World Employee Experience 
Institute’s Ben Whitter, the companies 
getting it right lead through holistic 
employee experience (HEX). This serves as a 
powerful tool that balances critical elements 
of work, while assessing a person’s stress 
against strength.

HEX is made up of: 

Truth  
Immerse people in the combination of  
a company’s purpose, mission and values. 
Truth is at the heart of the business and serves 
to connect everything and everyone. A positive 
employee experience will be reflected through 
other HEX elements.

Human  
Treat employees like human beings, not numbers 
on a payroll. Employees are co-creators and co-
producers of their own experience. 

Leadership  
Collective leadership and human-centred 
leaders are accountable for wellbeing 
outcomes and serve as a critical element of  
a balanced employee experience.

Structure  
How an organisation is structured is key to 
aligning all experiences within a business 

to move companies away from short-term 
thinking and purely tactical approaches to 
promoting wellness.

Technology  
Collaborative digital platforms, technology and 
equipment should facilitate successful human 
experiences and enable employees to perform 
at their best. 

Workplace  
A workplace is not a building; it’s a blend of 
places and spaces that inspire and enable 
great work. The design and concept of an 
employee-defined workplace can significantly 
impact positive emotional connections, 
community, collaboration and innovation. 

Community  
Build a connected community by design and 
intention. A successful employee experience 
focuses on the collective, to build a deep 
sense of belonging, all working as one to make 
a wider, positive societal impact.
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HEX method

If senior executives 
are truly concerned 
with corporate 
wellness, they need 
to implement more 
tactical strategies 
to tackle the root 
causes of workplace 
stress and burnout

How to find a healthy level of stress

O

Azadeh Williams

Some stress is indeed good for 
you, but too much of it can cause 
anxiety, depression and burnout

Health and Safety Executive 2019

S T R E S S

MOST STRESSFUL JOBS

UK prevalence rate for work-related stress, depression or anxiety by occupation 
per 100,000 workers between 2016-17 and 2018-19

Mental Health Foundation 2018

74%
of UK adults have felt so stressed at 
some point over the last year they 
felt overwhelmed or unable to cope

61%
of those who have felt stressed 
reported feeling anxious

51%
reported feeling depressed

chief executive Ben Whitter, some 
companies may be doing “tactical 
things” to promote wellness, but in 
isolation their impact is negligible. 
This is because often companies 
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merging communication 
technologies are promis-
ing to unify an increas-

ingly dispersed workforce, not 
through boring 2D video confer-
encing screens, but with 3D holo-
graphic images, avatars, and vir-
tual and augmented reality. 

Spatial, a new virtual communi-
cation app that uses the Microsoft 
HoloLens 2 headset, enables work-
ers based in different locations to 
participate in meetings together 
using avatars, or holographic 
shapes, of themselves.

Using virtual reality (VR) and aug-
mented reality (AR), teams can see 
and interact with 3D images of pro-
jects they are working on collectively, 
and drag and share information, 
including text and images, from their 
devices into a shared holographic 
space in real time.

Spatial co-founder Jinha Lee, 
a Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology graduate, says the com-
pany’s vision is to unlock people’s 
creativity and release them from 
the tiny screens they are currently 
working on to a much bigger space. 

The main aim, however, is to reduce 
the need for office space and air 
travel, which can minimise energy 
use and reduce costs. Eventually, 
the company hopes to be able to tele-
port an entire office space virtually to 
another place so remote workers can 
feel part of a team.

“Working remotely can feel isolat-
ing, but by teleporting the office space 
to someone’s house, for example, via 
a 3D holographic feed, the remote 
worker can hear and see everything 
that is happening,” says Mr Lee. 

The technology is currently being 
trialled by toymaker Mattel and  
others, but wider commercial release 
is planned for early next year. 

Early adopters of virtual commu-
nication technologies include firms 
in manufacturing and offshore oil 
and gas that are using AR and VR to 
teleport expert knowledge to wher-
ever it is needed. 

Working with the University of 
Essex and using mixed reality head-
sets, senior BT field engineers ran a 
trial that involved remotely view-
ing and advising junior colleagues 
in different engineering tasks to 
onboard personnel quickly and 
reduce response times.

Professor Hani Hagras, research 
director at the School of Computer 
Science and Electronic Engineering, 
University of Essex, worked on the 
project and says this will soon be com-
monplace in the engineering sector. 

“Engineers will wear headsets to 
see a holographic image of the engi-
neering problem and, via an ava-
tar, will guide the less experienced 
engineer to fix it. The supervisor 
will see in real time what the junior 
engineer can see and will know how 
they perform when fixing it,” says 
Professor Hagras.  

Eventually, the junior engineer 
could be guided by an artificial intel-
ligence-powered avatar, instead of a 
real-life colleague, he adds. 

Immerse, a virtual experience 
platform, has done similar work 
with DHL and Shell. Using AR and 
VR technologies, it created a virtual 
world where new employees could 
experience hands-on training in 
critical situations remotely.

As well as creating cost-savings 
by not needing to transport peo-
ple to training centres, it also helps 
managers monitor the perfor-
mance of trainees. 

“In VR you can view every sin-
gle movement someone is making 
because it’s collecting around 30 dat-
apoints a second. This provides the 
power to track performance through 
precise data capture,” says Immerse 
chief executive Tom Symonds. 

The technology also offers quicker 
onboarding through increased 
employee focus and concentration 
because it’s impossible to get dis-
tracted while wearing a headset, he 
says. Experts agree the future of vir-
tual communication lies in mixed 
reality headsets. 

“We need to have a mix of differ-
ent applications working together, 
such as AR and artificial intel-
ligence (AI); combined they can 
create new technologies and new 
possibilities for education, commu-
nication, training and co-working,” 
says Professor Hagras. 

For example, in the future, sen-
sor-captured data of a person’s body 
language and facial expressions can be 
fed into machine-learning algorithms 
to create AI-powered holograms that 
accurately mimic and represent an 
individual in precise detail, creating a 
more lifelike virtual experience. 

There are, of course, barriers to 
widespread adoption. For starters, 
will employees consent to having 
their every movement recorded and 
how does the wearer write notes with 
a headset on? Both practical and pri-
vacy issues will need to be addressed. 

Nevertheless, a new consumer 
trends report by Ericsson found 
the majority of respondents sur-
veyed expect mixed reality and a 
full internet of senses experience in 
the future. More than half said they 
imagine the difference between 
physical and digital reality will 
almost disappear by 2030.

Supported by interconnectivity, 
the cloud, AI, 5G, which can address 
latency issues, sensors and faster 
processing, virtual communica-
tion technologies are the future and 
development is moving faster now 
than it has in the last ten years.

Professor Hagras concludes: “A 
conservative estimate is, within 
the next decade, it will become the 
norm; a business tool similar to a 
laptop or a smartphone, replacing 
video conferencing. There is defi-
nitely the investment to do it.” 
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How holograms will 
revolutionise work 
as we know it
Next-generation tech that lets you interact with lifelike 
avatars and share information in a hologram is set to 
transform remote working

C O M M U N I C A T I O N

ur working lives are faster, 
more competitive and 
global than ever before, but 

the pressure to be always on is tak-
ing a significant toll on mental and 
physical health. 

A recent survey by YouGov and the 
Mental Health Foundation revealed 
74 per cent of UK adults have expe-
rienced so much stress that at some 
point they felt overwhelmed or una-
ble to cope. An alarming 32 per cent 
said they experienced suicidal feel-
ings as a result. 

Statistics in America are even 
more shocking. Research from the 
American Institute of Stress shows 
83 per cent of US workers suffer 
from workplace stress. Alarmingly, 
work-related stress causes 120,000 
deaths and results in $190 billion in 
healthcare costs yearly.

“Most of us will feel stressed at 
some point during our working day, 
that’s just a given,” says health and 

wellness consultancy MobGroup’s 
director Mark Briant. “But what hap-
pens when that spills over into the 
unmanageable and everything gets 
a bit much? For a lot of people, they 
are starting to reach levels of daily 
stress which are unsustainable and 
ultimately lead to burnout.”

Experts agree eradicating work-
place stress is not only unrealistic, 
it also shouldn’t be the end goal. 
Instead, organisations need to 
put in place strategies that strike 
a healthy balance between “good" 
and “bad” stress. 

“Our research shows that some 
stress is indeed good for you, but 

too much of it can cause anxiety, 
depression, burnout and all sorts 
of physiological problems,” says 
Jacob Morgan, futurist, TED speaker 
and founder of the Future of Work 
University. “Too little stress will just 
leave you bored and disengaged. The 
key is to manage an amount that 
keeps you excited and engaged at 
work, but doesn't cause you any emo-
tional, mental or physical harm.”

So are nap rooms, virtual real-
ity (VR) meditation rooms and 
yoga retreats the answer to achiev-
ing corporate wellness nirvana? 
According to World Employee 
Experience Institute founder and 

ignore some of the bigger things that 
get in the way of a positive employee 
experience. As a result, they risk 
missing the mark and end up with a 
very stressed workforce.

“If you give free massages and 
sleeps pods, but as a company you 
provide poor quality leaders and 
line managers, then none of the 
above is going to make much of a 
difference,” he explains. “Likewise, 
if people aren’t connected to some-
thing bigger through their work 
and the brand, then these new 
trends are nothing more than fads 
that won’t be of real value beyond 
the short term.”

In his book Employee Experience, 
Mr Whitter explores evidence from 
global corporates and businesses of 
all sizes. His findings show the key 
to a positive, sustainable employee 
experience rests on “the whole, 
rather than the parts”.

“In a study by Harvard Business 
Review, companies with a well-de-
fined purpose outperformed their 
markets by 5 to 7 per cent. This is no 
accident,” he adds. “A strong pur-
pose provides a platform to bring 
together these corporate activities to 
maximise their total impact on peo-
ple. But at the same time, purpose 
is only one part of creating a strong 
company. It must be surrounded by 
a compelling mission and the values 
people believe in.”

According to global transport 
and logistics company Kuehne + 
Nagel’s senior vice president of cus-
tomer and employee experience 
Jason Allen Ashlock, ensuring their 
70,000-plus employees work in an 
optimum environment doesn’t start 
with free fitness passes, but with 
a deeper empathy towards funda-
mental human needs.

“None of our strategies are as sexy or 
flashy as VR therapy or free lunches; 
that’s intentional,” he says. “We’ve 
worked for nearly a year-and-a-half, 
performing internal experiments and 
gathering data from our colleagues 
on what really moves the needle when 
it comes to job satisfaction, engage-
ment and happiness. What we found 
was the basic human impulses that 
lead to wellbeing can be met through 
simple practices that build connec-
tion, increase a sense of belonging, 
remove barriers to progress, and ena-
ble expression and ownership.”

One of the most successful compo-
nents of Kuehne + Nagel’s corporate 
wellness strategy includes a peer 
leadership programme in which 
employees are invited to serve as 
“culture carriers”.

“A certain percentage of their 
weekly hours are devoted to help-
ing management and leadership 
listen to employees, identify their 
struggles and clarify their needs,” 
says Mr Allen Ashlock. “It helps get 
the best work done for colleagues 
and customers, and provides edu-
cation and connection opportu-
nities. This layer has surfaced a 
remarkable talent base and is also 
a practical representation of how 
much we care about building our 
people and culture.”

HubSpot’s chief people officer 
Katie Burke says getting corporate 
wellness right starts with the C-suite 
and when leaders and line managers 
are encouraged to build their work 
around their life, not the other way 
around. This creates a trickle-down 
effect and helps grow a positive, 
cohesive culture everyone can enjoy.

“A few years ago, we heard that 
folks weren’t sure if our executives 
even took a holiday, so as a result we 
started adding vacations and per-
sonal milestones to our monthly 
management priorities,” she says. 
“This normalised, for example, our 
head of sales being home for his son’s 
birthday or our chief operating officer 
taking time for his annual fishing 
trip. It set the tone that taking time 
off and enjoying life outside work 
isn’t the exception, it’s the norm, and 
that if senior executives can make 

time to do it, every employee should 
be able to do the same.”

Normalising discussions around 
mental health, stress and anxiety 
is also critical for workplace wellbe-
ing, Ms Burke adds, as it automati-
cally creates an accepting environ-
ment where it’s OK to talk about it.

“We’re super proud to have our 
Healthy@HubSpot programme that 
offers fitness classes, nutrition con-
sultations and a global wellness week 
focused on mental, physical and emo-
tional health. But I also view our core 
benefits as directly tied to employee 
wellbeing,” she says. “This ensures we 
normalise therapy and discussions 
about mental health, rest and avoid-
ing burnout. It’s been a huge part of 
our overall strategy to ensure our 
employees are healthy and happy.” 

A small dose of “healthy" stress is good for 
productivity, but a lot risks long-term damage 
to personal wellbeing and the bottom line.  
So how can companies strike a balance? 

According to World Employee Experience 
Institute’s Ben Whitter, the companies 
getting it right lead through holistic 
employee experience (HEX). This serves as a 
powerful tool that balances critical elements 
of work, while assessing a person’s stress 
against strength.

HEX is made up of: 

Truth  
Immerse people in the combination of  
a company’s purpose, mission and values. 
Truth is at the heart of the business and serves 
to connect everything and everyone. A positive 
employee experience will be reflected through 
other HEX elements.

Human  
Treat employees like human beings, not numbers 
on a payroll. Employees are co-creators and co-
producers of their own experience. 

Leadership  
Collective leadership and human-centred 
leaders are accountable for wellbeing 
outcomes and serve as a critical element of  
a balanced employee experience.

Structure  
How an organisation is structured is key to 
aligning all experiences within a business 

to move companies away from short-term 
thinking and purely tactical approaches to 
promoting wellness.

Technology  
Collaborative digital platforms, technology and 
equipment should facilitate successful human 
experiences and enable employees to perform 
at their best. 

Workplace  
A workplace is not a building; it’s a blend of 
places and spaces that inspire and enable 
great work. The design and concept of an 
employee-defined workplace can significantly 
impact positive emotional connections, 
community, collaboration and innovation. 

Community  
Build a connected community by design and 
intention. A successful employee experience 
focuses on the collective, to build a deep 
sense of belonging, all working as one to make 
a wider, positive societal impact.
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If senior executives 
are truly concerned 
with corporate 
wellness, they need 
to implement more 
tactical strategies 
to tackle the root 
causes of workplace 
stress and burnout

How to find a healthy level of stress

O

Azadeh Williams

Some stress is indeed good for 
you, but too much of it can cause 
anxiety, depression and burnout

Health and Safety Executive 2019

S T R E S S

MOST STRESSFUL JOBS

UK prevalence rate for work-related stress, depression or anxiety by occupation 
per 100,000 workers between 2016-17 and 2018-19

Mental Health Foundation 2018

74%
of UK adults have felt so stressed at 
some point over the last year they 
felt overwhelmed or unable to cope

61%
of those who have felt stressed 
reported feeling anxious

51%
reported feeling depressed

chief executive Ben Whitter, some 
companies may be doing “tactical 
things” to promote wellness, but in 
isolation their impact is negligible. 
This is because often companies 
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What a Mali 
mine teaches 
us about the 
future of work 
Tech has increased safety, efficiency and 
technical skills of employees at Mali’s 
Syama mining project, which can teach 
businesses valuable lessons about work 
in an automated age

training, high-tech simulators and 
hands-on instruction. Mastering its 
automation system only takes a “cou-
ple of weeks”, according to the Riku 
Pulli, Sandvik’s vice president of busi-
ness unit automation.

Rio Tinto is another company 
addressing the pending skills gap. 
The London-listed mining giant, 
which operates a Centre for Mine 
Automation in Sydney, recently 
announced a £5.26-million education 
programme with startup accelerator 
BlueChilli and Amazon Web Services. 

The four-year initiative aims to 
help school-age learners across 
Australia acquire work-related dig-
ital skills, such as systems design 
and data analytics. The focus on 
transferrable skills, rather than 
mining-specific aptitudes, marks 
a tacit acceptance of the role that 
mining companies have in prepar-
ing workers for jobs outside, as well 
as inside, the sector. 

Capturing the technology and 
knowledge spillovers from the 

mining automation process is 
especially critical for resource-de-
pendent emerging economies, 
says technology innovation expert 
Nahom Ghebrihiwet. 

“Host countries should aim to 
convince international mining com-
panies to establish research hubs 
and encourage mining firms to col-
laborate with local knowledge insti-
tutions,” he says. 

Creating such hubs will not be 
straightforward, Dr Ghebrihiwet 
concedes, although he points to the 

iners at the underground 
Syama gold mine in the 
Malian desert are of a dif-

ferent kind. Gone are the days of 
descending in elevator shafts to toil 
with picks and shovels. The 1,500 
workers at this state-of-the-art sub-
terranean mine are as likely to be 
dressed in office wear as overalls 
and hobnail boots. 

Owned by Australia-based Reso-
lute Mining, the $223-million site 
is the world’s first fully automated 
mine. Equipped with everything 
from driverless trucks to robotic 
drills, the mine operates 24/7 and is 
up to 30 per cent more efficient than 
conventional mining operations. 

Mining automation is taking off at 
pace around the world, but what are 
its implications for workers? Does 
its spell the end for soot-faced mine 
workers and, if so, what does the 
future hold for them? 

John Welborn makes no bones 
about the fact that mining is enter-
ing an epoch-changing moment, 
yet Resolute Mining’s chief execu-
tive only sees advantages for work-
ers. Automation offers jobs that are 
safer, higher skilled, longer lasting 
and, thanks to efficiency gains, bet-
ter paid, he insists. 

Because automation was built into 
the creation of the Syama mine, the 
threat of job losses hasn’t arisen. 
That said, Mr Welborn concedes that 
mining companies looking to shift 
to more automated systems have an 
obligation to invest in training up 
new employees and retraining exist-
ing workers. 

Again, he is characteristically 
upbeat about the prospects of 
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doing so. By way of illustration, 
he cites his octogenarian mother 
who, although once unable to even 
operate a video recorder, now uses 
a smartphone with ease. What has 
changed, he suggests, is the intui-
tive nature of modern technology.

He notes that all 16 senior manag-
ers at the Syama underground mine 
were initially expats. Four years 
on, six are Malian. The remaining 
ten,  meanwhile, have instructions 
to train up eventual local replace-
ments within the next 36 months. 

Such inclusion of local people 
is vital if the mining sector is to 
maintain its social contract, argues 
Nicky Black, director of social and 
economic development at the Inter-
national Council on Mining and 
Metals, who says local communities 
rightly expect to benefit from min-
ing automation. 

Meeting this expectation will 
require proactive steps by the indus-
try’s big players. “We will need to 
work across sectors in new ways to 
equip people with the skills they will 
need in an increasingly uncertain 
future,” she says.

Initial moves are already afoot. 
The government of Western Aus-
tralia, for example, has a memoran-
dum of understanding in place with 
COMESA (the trade bloc for eastern 
and southern Africa) that includes 
provisions to transfer mining-re-
lated knowledge and training. 

Individual companies are also tak-
ing a lead. A case in point in Sandvik. 
The Swedish engineering firm, which 
is behind much of the automated tech 
in the Syama gold mine, offers its new 
clients a combination of classroom 
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United Nations-backed African Min-
erals Development Centre (AMDC) in 
Addis Ababa as a good place to start. 
If successful, such alliances can help 
create spin-off firms that can in turn 
provide high-tech services to the min-
ing industry as well as other sectors. 

In low-income, resource-rich Afri-
can countries, it will obviously be 
difficult to establish such research 
hubs. However, organisations such 
as the AMDC could help establish 
pan-African centres of excellence.

While the Syama gold mine proves 
that an inclusive approach to auto-
mated mining is possible, workers 
remain understandably nervous 
about the future. Coal India, for 
example, alone employs nearly 
300,000 people. If mining automa-
tion affects just a fraction of these 
jobs, the investment required for 
retraining will be vast. 

Even with the right training, mine 
workers will be disappointed if they 
expect a like-for-like swap in their 
employment. Truck drivers most 
likely won’t be overseeing the truck 
fleet once it is fully automated. 
Instead, the promise of automation 
is new jobs will emerge in areas such 
as mine maintenance, information 
processing and data science.    

It is futile to try to halt mining 
automation, especially given the 
improved safety it offers, says 
Jeff Geipel, managing director 
of Canadian non-profit initia-
tive Mining Shared Value. Yet the 
harsh reality is direct employment 
at mines is destined to dwindle. 
“So governments and industry 
will have to be creative to address 
this,” Mr Geipel concludes. 

We need to work across sectors 
in new ways to equip people with 
the skills they will need in an 
increasingly uncertain future

Re
so

lu
te

 M
in

in
g

Re
so

lu
te

 M
in

in
g



R A C O N T E U R . N E TF U T U R E  O F  W O R K 1514

What a Mali 
mine teaches 
us about the 
future of work 
Tech has increased safety, efficiency and 
technical skills of employees at Mali’s 
Syama mining project, which can teach 
businesses valuable lessons about work 
in an automated age

training, high-tech simulators and 
hands-on instruction. Mastering its 
automation system only takes a “cou-
ple of weeks”, according to the Riku 
Pulli, Sandvik’s vice president of busi-
ness unit automation.
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ing workers for jobs outside, as well 
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Capturing the technology and 
knowledge spillovers from the 

mining automation process is 
especially critical for resource-de-
pendent emerging economies, 
says technology innovation expert 
Nahom Ghebrihiwet. 

“Host countries should aim to 
convince international mining com-
panies to establish research hubs 
and encourage mining firms to col-
laborate with local knowledge insti-
tutions,” he says. 

Creating such hubs will not be 
straightforward, Dr Ghebrihiwet 
concedes, although he points to the 

iners at the underground 
Syama gold mine in the 
Malian desert are of a dif-

ferent kind. Gone are the days of 
descending in elevator shafts to toil 
with picks and shovels. The 1,500 
workers at this state-of-the-art sub-
terranean mine are as likely to be 
dressed in office wear as overalls 
and hobnail boots. 
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yet Resolute Mining’s chief execu-
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ers. Automation offers jobs that are 
safer, higher skilled, longer lasting 
and, thanks to efficiency gains, bet-
ter paid, he insists. 

Because automation was built into 
the creation of the Syama mine, the 
threat of job losses hasn’t arisen. 
That said, Mr Wellbourne concedes 
that mining companies looking to 
shift to more automated systems 
have an obligation to invest in train-
ing up new employees and retrain-
ing existing workers. 

Again, he is characteristically 
upbeat about the prospects of 
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a smartphone with ease. What has 
changed, he suggests, is the intui-
tive nature of modern technology.

He notes that all 16 senior manag-
ers at the Syama underground mine 
were initially expats. Four years 
on, six are Malian. The remaining 
ten,  meanwhile, have instructions 
to train up eventual local replace-
ments within the next 36 months. 

Such inclusion of local people 
is vital if the mining sector is to 
maintain its social contract, argues 
Nicky Black, director of social and 
economic development at the Inter-
national Council on Mining and 
Metals, who says local communities 
rightly expect to benefit from min-
ing automation. 

Meeting this expectation will 
require proactive steps by the indus-
try’s big players. “We will need to 
work across sectors in new ways to 
equip people with the skills they will 
need in an increasingly uncertain 
future,” she says.

Initial moves are already afoot. 
The government of Western Aus-
tralia, for example, has a memoran-
dum of understanding in place with 
COMESA (the trade bloc for eastern 
and southern Africa) that includes 
provisions to transfer mining-re-
lated knowledge and training. 

Individual companies are also tak-
ing a lead. A case in point in Sandvik. 
The Swedish engineering firm, which 
is behind much of the automated tech 
in the Syama gold mine, offers its new 
clients a combination of classroom 
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United Nations-backed African Min-
erals Development Centre (AMDC) in 
Addis Ababa as a good place to start. 
If successful, such alliances can help 
create spin-off firms that can in turn 
provide high-tech services to the min-
ing industry as well as other sectors. 

In low-income, resource-rich Afri-
can countries, it will obviously be 
difficult to establish such research 
hubs. However, organisations such 
as the AMDC could help establish 
pan-African centres of excellence.

While the Syama gold mine proves 
that an inclusive approach to auto-
mated mining is possible, workers 
remain understandably nervous 
about the future. Coal India, for 
example, alone employs nearly 
300,000 people. If mining automa-
tion affects just a fraction of these 
jobs, the investment required for 
retraining will be vast. 

Even with the right training, mine 
workers will be disappointed if they 
expect a like-for-like swap in their 
employment. Truck drivers most 
likely won’t be overseeing the truck 
fleet once it is fully automated. 
Instead, the promise of automation 
is new jobs will emerge in areas such 
as mine maintenance, information 
processing and data science.    

It is futile to try to halt mining 
automation, especially given the 
improved safety it offers, says 
Jeff Geipel, managing director 
of Canadian non-profit initia-
tive Mining Shared Value. Yet the 
harsh reality is direct employment 
at mines is destined to dwindle. 
“So governments and industry 
will have to be creative to address 
this,” Mr Geipel concludes. 

We need to work across sectors 
in new ways to equip people with 
the skills they will need in an 
increasingly uncertain future
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nnovation often brings 
both opportunities and 
challenges. There are 

legitimate concerns about what 
the impact will be on those whose 
industries are disrupted. As history 
teaches, automation and new tech-
nologies will not replace human 
work, but rather transform it, boost-
ing existing employment and creat-
ing whole new types of work. 

Thirty years ago, there were no 
data scientists. Twenty years ago, 
search engine optimisation did 
not exist and ten years ago no one 
employed social media managers.

Of course, the fourth industrial 
revolution has many unknowns, one 
of which is that we are faced with the 
task of preparing for jobs that don’t 
yet exist. We prepare by ensuring 
that everyone, no matter their age, 
gender, ethnicity, background or 
skill level, is given the opportunity 
to gain the skills needed to thrive in 
the future workforce and society. 

It is now time for businesses to get 
ready for a gear change in upskilling 
across the UK workforce. Given that 
90 per cent of all jobs will have a dig-
ital element to them by 2020, life-
long learning really matters.

However, some fear that we aren’t 
ready for what’s coming. Earlier 
this year, techUK surveyed parents 
working in tech to find out what they 
thought the future of work held for 
their children. 

Parents working in tech roles are 
not convinced that, as it stands, the 
education system will help develop 
the opportunities required for their 
children. Some 73 per cent of those 
surveyed felt the curriculum did 
not place sufficient emphasis on the 
types of skills that would become 
more vital in the future world of work, 
with 90 per cent believing their chil-
dren would need to retrain through-
out their lives to keep up with the 
pace of technological change. 

The need for us all to embrace a 
culture of lifelong learning was my 
fundamental takeaway from London 
Tech Week this year. To drive this 
change, there needs to be a cul-
tural shift. We must engage an ever- 
changing workforce by transforming 
attitudes to learning across the whole 
of our lifetime and realising the crit-
ical nature and value of constantly 
refreshing our personal skillset. 

So how do we adapt to our digi-
tal future? Businesses are already 
preparing their employees and we 

need to ensure curriculums align 
industry needs with the outturn of 
skills. The tech industry is engaged 
in retraining, apprenticeships and 
the upcoming adoption of T-levels to 
reduce the impact of automation on 
workers in the short term. 

This proactive approach gives both 
businesses and their pipeline of tal-
ent the skills and infrastructure they 
need to participate in the workforce. 

I am a technology optimist and 
believe new technologies, such as 
automation, can allow workers to be 
more creative and have a better work-
life balance. Flexible working and 
people’s relationships with organi-
sations are becoming more fluid. The 
numbers of contractors, freelancers 
and portfolio workers are increas-
ing. Identifying where and how to 
engage this flexible and diverse tal-
ent will become increasingly impor-
tant. Skills and education are funda-
mental if we are to take advantage of 
these opportunities.

Let’s be clear, we can’t uninvent 
technology, so it is not going away. 
But we can harness it for good, man-
age the ethical challenges and lever-
age the opportunities for all society. 

I see remarkable examples of pro-
gress where AI and machine-learn-
ing are helping people and society to 
achieve remarkable things; helping 
doctors with the early detection of 
diseases and supporting scientists 
grappling with climate change to 
bring together diverse groups from 
around the globe through real-time 
speech-to-speech translation. 

There is no doubt that technology is 
forcing humans to confront our digital 
future and it is our personal respon-
sibility to keep up through lifelong 
learning. Join the future of work dis-
cussion at London Tech Week, June 
2020: www.londontechweek.com  

‘We must realise the 
critical nature and 
value of constantly 

refreshing our 
personal skillset’
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