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Special report: Working in the ‘new normal’

We’ve seen, over the last two months, a real acceleration in the pace of 
digital adoption and businesses using e-commerce for the first time, 
and developing their web presence. 

The importance of technology in keeping us all connected whilst we’re 
apart has been underlined through this crisis. 

As we emerge into the ‘new normal’, the guidance published by the 
Secretary of State for Business is clearly saying, if you can continue to 
work from home, you should, in order not to put pressure on public 
transport, on urban centres etc. 

Many people have been remote working for the last two months, 
but maybe this has been sub-optimal until now, with home 
working instituted, in some cases, overnight. techUK is interested in 
understanding how people will manage and adapt, given the indications 
that home-working is likely to continue for some time.

Quick reactions and remote working

Many of our members, and indeed technology companies across the 
UK, serve a global market and so, perhaps, they had greater insight into 
what they were seeing in other countries already and could prepare their 
responses accordingly. 

Before the lockdown was announced, there had already been restrictions 
in place in terms of extra cleaning at work, asking people not to shake 
hands etc. Many companies took these conditions to the logical 
conclusion that, to maintain the safety of their staff and to continue 
operating, remote working should be encouraged. 

The factors that help with this remote working are not just the tools for 
video conferencing, or for collaboration using cloud-based systems, but 
also that much of the evidence points to the fact that employees:

•  can be more productive working in a home environment, and
•  report higher job satisfaction.

Employee retention rates also tend to be higher where employees 
can work from home. 

Clearly, that evidence is not based on a situation like this where there 
is no choice and many people are balancing home working with other 
responsibilities such as childcare, and home-schooling. However, the 
question will be: 

•  Can we make remote working work better?

We already know that by allowing remote working you can create more 
diverse and inclusive workforces where people don’t need to worry about 
location and commute times. But there are other considerations such as:

•  How do you instil that sense of “team” and how do you maintain that in 
digital ways? 

Tech business has a lot to contribute to this debate, not just because of 
our own experiences, but also because it tends to be an early adopter of 
technology in the first place. 

It will also be interesting to see how government responds to these new 
trends:  

•  Will there be some reversal as we get back to a ‘new normal’ or can we 
expect to harness the learning in this period and build on it through 
support, guidance and incentives from government itself?

Since the pandemic took hold in the UK, techUK has been working closely with their 
members to understand both the impact of COVID-19 on the digital economy, and 
how the tech companies that they represent have been responding to the pandemic.
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Government and infrastructure

When this new government took office, it made a very clear 
commitment to digitise the UK, for example, its ambitions to gigabit 
capable technologies being rolled out across the UK. It will be interesting 
to see if those ambitions:

•  remain in place
•  will be tweaked
•  or if we can expect the same level of industry-market split. 

These are debates that we will be having over the next few months, 
particularly when we look towards a comprehensive spending review, 
perhaps in the autumn. 

The government is a tech-positive government and it has been 
interesting to see technology, research and development being 
highlighted as one of the bright spots in the UK economy: certainly the 
statistics stand up here as the tech sector was growing at more than six 
times the rate of the rest of the economy prior to COVID-19. 

The budget 2020 announcement had some interesting proposals 
around creating a UK advanced research programme with a significant 
chunk of funding. Government also announced the global talent visa, 
to ensure the UK was still open to the researchers and scientists which 
would keep the UK at the cutting edge. 

It will be interesting now to see if this tech-positive government follows up 
on its initial promise and to see the extent to which the recovery is a tech-
led recovery. This is not to make grand claims for how the digital economy 
can help the UK out of an expected recession, but more about how 
technology can play its part in helping the UK, in all its regions, recover. 

Infrastructure will be crucial. It will help ensure that all businesses, 
particularly SMEs, are empowered and encouraged to adopt digital 
technologies that can help aid growth and productivity. 

Digital skills 

We’ve seen how important it is to have the right digital skills throughout 
this period, and the government has made huge strides in the last month 
to help people who aren’t currently connected, get connected, and who 
currently don’t have the devices on hand, to get devices, in order to 
continue schooling etc. We’ve also seen ground-breaking partnerships 
between the Department for Education, and Google and Microsoft, to 
enable schools to continue teaching remotely, by making sure that they 
have the right platforms to use. 

Hopefully, we’ll see more support here, ensuring that we build a 
nation where:

•  everyone has the right digital skills
•  no one is digitally excluded, and
•  we have the right infrastructure to drive a new decade of renewal 

and growth. 

In terms of specific proposals, it’s early days and we’re speaking to our 
members and to government to better understand the needs of the 
economy in the different regions. 

New working

The UK led the way in developing co-working spaces. We were early 
adopters of spaces whereby small businesses, entrepreneurs and tech 
start-ups could rent a desk in a community. By virtue of being in a 
community of like-minded thinkers, this helped them to generate new 
ideas and new connections and to build networks. 

As we rebuild and reinvent, will the UK be an early adopter of hybrid 
workplaces, where some people are physically present and some 
people join meetings virtually? It’s interesting to start considering 
these things. 

Each company has its own culture and will need to find the solutions 
that work for them. There won’t be a one size fits all, and we need to 
remember that, above all, technology is a tool. You need to know what 
outcome you’re trying to achieve with it. Is there a mindset now for 
innovation and change? I think this period has left a lot of people in a 
very reflective mood and given them an opportunity to consider what 
changes are needed. 

Cyber security 

Cyber security is a big challenge. We’ve been working closely with the 
NCSC (The National Cyber Security Centre) to ensure that the latest 
guidance is distributed amongst our networks. Where people are 
working from home for the first time they are having to think about 
these things in a way that they’ve never done before. Hopefully, people 
understand their responsibilities for keeping data confidential. 

Longer term, for security, it will be important to build networks across 
the UK of:

•  peer to peer learning 
•  best practice 
•  knowledge of where to go and 
•  good signposts.

Some clear and credible guidance is important – such as can be 
found in standards like BS EN ISO/IEC 27001 on information security 
management systems. 

And the future…

All these things – security, digital skills, improvements to remote working, 
infrastructure development and government support – need careful 
consideration. Businesses have been thinking about it for a while. 

The key question for us to ask ourselves now is: how exactly do you lock 
all of this in for the future?  

Useful links

techUK is a membership organisation that brings 
together people, companies and organisations to realise 
positive outcomes of what digital technology can achieve. 
They collaborate across business, government and 
stakeholders to fulfil the potential of technology to deliver 
a stronger society and more sustainable future 

techUK information hub on COVID-19 

techUK COVID-19 impact survey 

BS EN ISO/IEC 27001: 2017 Information technology. 
Security techniques. Information security 
management systems. Requirements 

https://www.ncsc.gov.uk/
https://www.techuk.org/
https://www.techuk.org/covid-19-information-hub
https://www.techuk.org/insights/news/item/17174-techuk-covid-19-impact-survey
https://shop.bsigroup.com/ProductDetail?pid=000000000030347472
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