
Top 3 takeaways: 
 

It’s hard to believe we’ve passed the midpoint of 
the year: facing the final financial quarter. 
Remote working will form the basis of our 
professional lives until the end of 2020 – at the 
very least.  

Day 172 of lockdown was a good time to reflect on 
the lessons of the past six months and delve into the 
question of whether your firm is equipped to remain 
a virtual firm for the foreseeable future. The reality 
on the ground is that firms are not only surviving but 
thriving - using new and existing tech creatively - 
aided by companies such as Pulsant with their deep 
expertise in all aspects of cloud infrastructure - to 
accelerate their businesses and support both their 
people and clients through the new ‘hybrid’ reality.
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AT WORK 

There is a demarcation developing between the 
home being the place where work is done, and the 
office serving as an ‘occasional collaborative space.’ 
But firms need to balance this development against 
ongoing lockdown regulations, and the individual 
needs of employees.

Effective, open, and increasingly personal client 
communication is more vital than ever – generating 
interest in ideas such as client-to-agent live video. 
One effect of “Zoom culture” has been that parts of a 
business operation that have not previously spoken 
to each other, now do.

There is a strong desire to use communications 
technology to both enable and harness the advantages 
of remote working. Firms need to be aware of the 
compliance implications and get specialist advice. 
Particularly if the technology is easy to use - there is a 
risk of data flowing unmonitored.

ANDY BEVAN, 
CLOUD SALES 

SPECIALIST
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We focused on people first. As we 
enter a “hybrid” work mode (a mix of 
home and socially-distanced office 
working) – do people even want to 
go back to the office? The consensus 
was that it all depends on the person. 
“At our firm, people are spending 
between 1-2 days in the office. Some 
people spend more because in 
management consulting the age 
tends to be younger and likely to live 
in shared housing. Someone 
described it as ‘I feel like I’ve eaten, 
slept, and worked in the same 6x6 ft 
bedroom’” said Deborah O’Neill, UK 
Head of Digital, Technology and 
Analytics at Oliver Wyman, talking 
about how the new hybrid mode is 
playing out across different 
demographics. 

Similarly, while CIO Haig Tyler is rightly 
proud of Herbert Smith Freehill’s highly 
effective remote working culture and 
capability, he tempered this by observing 
that “what we need to think going forward 
is that we have people in all sorts of 
settings - younger city-based people in 
small apartments or house-shares who 
are desperate to get back to the office.” 

And a new term - occasional 
collaborative space – has entered the 
professional services lexicon. The very 
function of the modern office as a place 
people come to do work – a function 
unchanged for much of the past 300 
years of its existence – has shifted 
dramatically in just six months. “From 
Womble Bond Dickinson’s perspective, 
there has been a real change in how the 
physical space of the office will be used 
from now on. We’re moving from the 
office being the default to it being an 
occasional collaborative space. We’re 
now moving to 50% capacity within the 
office. Booking ahead is necessary to 
get desk space. And we’re going back in 
on a team basis - predominantly if 
there’s a clear justification, like a 
particular project or team training and 
development,” said Malcolm Bowden, 
the law firm’s Legal Director. 

So, does this mean that professional 
services will see a solid demarcation 
where the day job will be done at home 
and the office used as a training and 
collaborative venue? It certainly looks 
like it’s headed that way – though Haig 
noted that it was important to recognise 
those employees with less than optimal 
home environments – and also 
consider the ongoing impact of 
lockdown laws. “We have wanted to get 
back together to do that collaboration 
and innovation, but we’re going to 
struggle because of the rules and 
regulations. But in the medium and 
longer term - that collaboration 
capability will come to the fore.” 

And this new virtual hybrid environment 
raises the issue of effective 
communication. The issue is clearly at 
the forefront of attendees’ minds given 
their answer to our poll question ‘Which 
tech has provided the greatest value to 
your business during remote working’? 
An overwhelming 57% pointed to ‘Group 
chat, team chat, and collaboration tools’. 
Remarkably, it came far ahead of 
“security tools for remote working” 
(picked by exactly zero people). It was 
closely followed (35%) by ‘Remote/
Virtual desktop delivery’ – an enterprise 
which would no doubt require specialist 
input along the lines of Pulsant’s 
managed hosting of desktop services. 
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Poll results:

PROFESSIONALS  
WHO ATTENDED  
THE SESSION

        When would you personally 
feel comfortable attending 
in-person events again?

53% 
Personally feel  
comfortable 
attending from 
April - June 2021

27% January - March 2021

20% July - December 2021

47%
Platforms that 
provide better 
collaboration 
capabilities 

Which of the following 
would improve processes 
and performance in your 
organisation, while staff 
are working remotely?

27% Less reliance on spreadsheets

17%  Access to technology 
platforms that provide real-
time analytics and business 
intelligence

10%  Increased use of historical 
data and insights to inform 
future strategy

PEOPLE 
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And one of the more intriguing 
revelations during the session was how 
the evolution of communication 
structures could in turn impact 
management structures. “Over the 
working from home period, we’ve 
changed our communication strategy to 
a more network strategy than a layered 
one. Connection points and messages 
are being sent out in a more multi-node 
way. We are trying to encourage that as 
the way we continue to do things 
because it moves decision making closer 
to those who can make decisions more 
effectively,” says Deborah. Most of her 
advisory work is with other organisations 
on how they run their organisation: 
“There have been lots of conversations 
around de-layering in management 
structures because you can now move 
to a more cross-functional, smaller, 
decision-making basis. So, some 
organisations are asking – ‘could this 
give us a chance to free up money or 
roles or time by fundamentally changing 
that layered structure?’” 

Deborah Chantler, Professional Services 
Lead at Board noted the importance of 
ensuring that employees could access 
the tech and insights necessary to do their 
jobs and maintain collaboration between 
offices – she asked how the different 
panel member’s organisations were 
managing the challenges around this.

As an international management 
consulting firm, cross-office 
collaboration is the norm at Oliver 
Wyman. “Whereas we had quite a few 
people who were able to do 
collaboration remotely, having to roll 
that out across the entire population as 
a way of working - not just something 
we offer to our clients as a service - 
required a bit of thought, particularly 
around tools beyond Zoom,” noted 
Deborah. It’s an art: “So with 
collaboration whiteboarding tools - 
how do you curate those sessions to 
replicate the exploratory phase, or the 
consolidation phase? Coaching people 
on how to communicate that in a 
remote setting is very different. We’re 
used to running workshops and being 
effective in sticking up post-its - the 
agile journey.” Her advice undoubtedly 
resonated with the 47% of hangout 
attendees who were looking for 
platforms that ‘provided better 
collaboration capability’ in answer to 
our poll question ‘Which of the following 
would improve processes and 
performance in your organisation while 
staff work remotely?’ Alongside 
platforms will come the need to 
translate traditional ‘pen, paper and wall’ 
collaboration into a dispersed, virtual, 
world.

A particularly exciting outcome of the 
session were the discoveries around 
the ‘people benefits’ of remote working. 
Haig pointed out how, when it comes 
to connectedness, HSF was doing 
things – such as regular global town 
hall meetings - that they wouldn’t have 
done previously. “Our digital dexterity 
has gone through the roof. We ran an 
internal digital conference a couple of 
months ago – it was probably 120 
people at one point digitally 
collaborating and talking about our 
digital client offering. It’s a fantastic 
example of using the basic tools to do 
something that wouldn’t have 
happened before.” He pointed to 
equality of participation as another 
advantage of a virtual work world: 
“Everyone’s in the same environment 
and that provides equality of discussion 
and recognition.” 

Still, all participants agreed that when it 
comes to people - emotional health is 
key. Dr Helena Boschi, a psychologist 
specialising in applied neuroscience at 
work, gave an insightful talk on how 
leaders could support people amidst 
the uncertainty and help them through 
the new hybrid work model. “People 
are now reporting that the virtual world 
is wearing thin. So, we need to keep 
people going, particularly as they are 
reporting increasingly feelings of 
energy depletion and exhaustion. They 
are disconnected mentally because 
they’re disconnected physically,” she 
said. She advocated redesign: “The 
digital world demands different things 
from our brain than the office 
environment does. It’s more exhausting. 
Our attentional system is limited, so we 
need to focus on one thing at a time. 
This was the thinking behind Accenture 
redesigning their strategy meetings. 
Virtual meetings should not be back to 
back every hour; we need to be moving 
in between.” 
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And one of the more intriguing revelations during the session was how the evolution of 
communication structures could in turn impact management structures. “Over the working 
from home period, we’ve changed our communication strategy to a more network strategy 
than a layered one. Connection points and messages are being sent out in a more multi-node 
way. We are trying to encourage that as the way we continue to do things because it moves 
decision making closer to those who can make decisions more effectively,” says Deborah. 
Most of her advisory work is with other organisations on how they run their organisation: 
“There have been lots of conversations around de-layering in management structures because 
you can now move to a more cross-functional, smaller, decision-making basis. So, some 
organisations are asking – ‘could this give us a chance to free up money or roles or time by 
fundamentally changing that layered structure?’” 

e highest adoption of technology.
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Supporting clients

Oliver Wyman already work closely with 
their clients on digital transformation 
programmes – and Deborah found that 
this quickly migrated to a focus on the 
immediate challenges that clients faced 
with their own clients and customers. 
“There’s more internal thinking around 
‘Do our operations work the way that we 
expect them to?’” And what she saw in 
doing this sort of advisory work was a 
shift to more nimble working. “There’s 
more frequent decision making. They 
behave more like a fintech - saying ‘let’s 
spend a bit of money and check it’s 
doing what we expect before we send 
the next money.’ And that’s having a 
positive effect on how fast some of 
these organizations are getting through 
transformation programs. We’re seeing 
a change from functional silo 
organizations to more tech-looking, 
multidisciplinary teams where you bring 
the industry expertise and tie it with 
these six other people to give a fuller 
picture. Some of our organisations - this 
is where they needed to get to for a long 
time. The big trick we’re now on is 
stopping them going backwards.”  

 
 
This idea of shutting the door on old 
ways came out in our poll question – 
‘What are your biggest tech/operational 
challenges in providing your team with a 
hybrid work environment for the rest of 
this year?’ 43% selected ‘ensuring the 
team doesn’t revert back to old ways of 
working’ as their biggest challenge.

Haig has found that HSF’s webinars and 
online events are better attended and 
engaged with by clients than their 
physical events ever were - and he 
hopes they will continue to do a lot of 
their events this way. “It’s easier. You get 
a more authentic experience talking to 
people sitting here in your home and 
having a proper, engaged, equality of 
participation type discussion”.
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43% Ensuring 
a good physical 
environment for team 
members WFM

What are your biggest tech/
operational challenges in 
providing your team with a 
hybrid work environment for the 
rest of this year? (top 3 choices):

43%  Ensuring the team doesn’t revert 
back to old ways of working

22% Ensuring information security
13%  Keeping up with the higher tech 

expectations our people now have

  4%  Getting the right interface between 
legal IT and enterprise systems

Poll results:
Where is your organisation 
on the journey to cloud 
telephony?

35% We use 
another cloud-
based business 
telephony solution

30%  We use Microsoft Teams for our 
business telephony

17%  We are actively considering 
moving our business telephony 
into the cloud

9%  We have no plans to move our 
business telephony into the cloud

9%  We have selected a provider to 
move our business telephony into 
the cloud

Which technology do you think 
has provided the greatest value 
to your business during remote 
working?

57%
Group chat, Team 
chat & collaboration 
tools - Microsoft 
Teams, Skype for 
Business, Zoom
 33%  Remote / Virtual desktop delivery 

- Microsoft Remote Desktop, 
Citrix, Xen, VMware Horizon

9%  Application Software as a service 
solution

0%  Hyperscale Public Cloud services 
/ Security tools for remote 
working scenarios

PEOPLE 
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The tech

The tech is working – according to 
everyone we have spoken to in our wider 
professional services community. 
Laptops, home printers – all is good in 
terms of home set up. But are there other 
ways in which tech will be seeing firms 
through this last quarter?

You’d think it would be all about the 
innovation (supposedly) being 
accelerated by Covid-19. However, Haig 
echoed Malcolm’s view on using existing 
technology: “What we’re using now is 
what we had. It was just not widely 
adopted - this was just an enormous 
accelerant to bring forward the use of it.” 
He recalled the difficult conversations he 
had three years ago when he was trying 
to persuade the firm to buy everyone a 
Surface Pro. “It was like what - everybody? 
It took a while to get that through but my 
goodness it was a great thing to have 
done. The tech gives people an identical 
experience at home and in the office.”

Malcolm spoke of the need to make sure 
that the tech doesn’t outstrip the 
organisational measures and personal 
discipline when it comes to issues such 
as data confidentiality. “I was working 
with some cybersecurity experts and we 
found a huge number of unexplained 
data flows to Kansas. Part of that is 
people using different cloud services, 
different means to communicate.”  

Finally, what tech are clients investing in? 
Disaster recovery backup is a massive 
topic - even with people moving to 
cloud-based solutions, said Deborah. “If 
you’re moving critical processes and 
systems to these clouds - they can still 
go down. Do you have multi region? Is it 
all within the EU for GDPR reasons?” She 
stressed the importance of reading the 
rules on data storage for each of the 
service agreements behind the software: 
“The number of people who sign up for 
something and then realise all the data is 
replicated in the US or China and Russia 
- because that’s where the innovation is 
coming from.”

Andy Bevan, Cloud specialist at Pulsant, 
posed a timely question on using tech 
innovatively to maintain client 
communication in this distanced age. 
Andy queried the panel on whether they 
saw value in extending the real-time 
webchat model to include client-to-
agent live video – making business 
interactions even more personal? 
Pulsant, it should be noted, has dedicated 
expertise around the data and network 
security considerations that would 
normally make both clients and lawyers 
wary of such a venture. Would this help 
transform client experience in this new 
era, he wondered? Malcolm was 
enthusiastic that it would – seeing it as 
part of more open channels of 

communication in general. “One big 
breakthrough has been that parts of a 
transaction or business operation that 
have not previously spoken to each 
other, have been speaking to each other 
during the pandemic – a side effect of 
zoom culture.” He’s been speaking to 
cybersecurity specialists: “A guy who 
spent 15 years doing data migration 
projects mused, a couple of months ago, 
about why on earth lawyers would be 
interested in data migration projects. He 
is now in no doubt about why we’re 
interested and how we should 
collaborate.” 

When it comes to the tech, venturing 
beyond using existing technology can 
help firms realise the advantages of 
previously unforeseen opportunities. 
However, given the tight timeframe 
imposed by Covid-19, issues of security 
and compliance are in danger of falling 
by the wayside. We mentioned the 
services that a company such as Pulsant 
can offer in these “accelerated times” – 
not only its expertise but ability to spot 
problems while meeting unprecedented 
tight timeframes. Professional services 
firms need all the help they can get to 
navigate this uncharted hybrid reality.
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And one of the more intriguing revelations during the session was how the evolution of 
communication structures could in turn impact management structures. “Over the working 
from home period, we’ve changed our communication strategy to a more network strategy 
than a layered one. Connection points and messages are being sent out in a more multi-node 
way. We are trying to encourage that as the way we continue to do things because it moves 
decision making closer to those who can make decisions more effectively,” says Deborah. 
Most of her advisory work is with other organisations on how they run their organisation: 
“There have been lots of conversations around de-layering in management structures because 
you can now move to a more cross-functional, smaller, decision-making basis. So, some 
organisations are asking – ‘could this give us a chance to free up money or roles or time by 
fundamentally changing that layered structure?’” 
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Pulsant is one of the UK’s leading providers of regional data 
centre services, colocation, workplace recovery and managed 
cloud, with a core focus on security, resilience and connectivity.

Established in 1995, we currently serve more than 3,000 mid to large 
size organisations across a variety of industries in both the private and 
public sector and operate an interconnected fabric across our network 
of UK-based data centres to ensure customers have access to secure, 
high performance connectivity. 

We work closely with customers to deliver end-to-end IT solutions that 
address specific needs and have three regional centres of excellence 
focusing on networking, security and customer support.
 

Contact us today to find out more at  
www.pulsant.com  or 0345 119 9900. 
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ALTERNATIVE HANGOUTS
 →  a new digital community space for the 
professional services sector to socialise, learn, 
network and interact. 

View the schedule for our Alternative 
Hangouts at www.alterantivehangouts.com  
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