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What Can Be Expected of a Workplace? 

Requirements in work efficiency and agility give rise to cultural change 
The workplace is the starting point for creating attraction in our culture and efficiency in our 

processes. It is the starting point for our ability to innovate and adapt, and for our ways to 

communicate. Even before the pandemic there were signs that organizations realized the 

importance of work culture and the workplace. There was already talk of a workplace 

transformation in the Nordics in 2018, and the trend accelerated and, according to our Nordic 

research, turned into investment plans in late 2019. 

The pandemic changed the pace and shape of this change fundamentally, and workplace became a 

matter of business survival. New ingredients were introduced, and the workplace, work culture, and 

workforce agility and resilience became a top priority.  

The other overarching movement in our enterprises and society is the ongoing digitalization and 

digital transformation (DX). Transformation has reached the scale where both backend and frontend 

are profoundly altered. It is driven by the development of new digital services, new revenue models, 

even new business models, as well as automation, cost reduction, and efficiency in backend business 

processes.  

How the ongoing pandemic and ongoing digital transformation is affecting the workplace, and the 

future of how we collaborate, innovate, and attract new talent is becoming vital to the enterprise. 

The drivers, challenges, and structures in workplace and work culture now need to be understood to 

control development and guide and prioritize investments. When we move into recovery, the 

efficiency and attractiveness of the workplace needs to be taken under control. In December 2020, 

therefore, IDC launched a survey across the Nordics to develop knowledge and provide guidance to 

organizations throughout the region. 

This paper provides our analysis and perception of the emerging structure of the future workplace, 

and of the requirements for the workplace, work culture, and work force. The future workplace has 

two aspects, and the balance between them defines the investment pattern for your organization. 

What is it that you want to achieve, and what is your wanted position? What are your biggest 

challenges currently in carrying out your business? Lack of talent, lack of innovation, or lack of 

efficiency? The two aspects around which we suggest you structure your future workplace 

investment priorities are: 

• The Intelligent Workplace. This section talks about why and how you create an efficient 

and attractive workplace for the knowledge-centric and collaborative organization. We 

describe the fundamentals of the hybrid workplace — not hybrid by chance, but hybrid by 

design. 

• The Serving Workplace. This section focuses on employee productivity, how the 

workplace serves as a foundation for business process support, how the requirements shape 

a future workplace that can adapt and change with the changing demands from 

digitalization. 
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The Intelligent Workplace 

How do you combine attractiveness and efficiency in a workplace? For an organization that needs 

agility, innovation, knowledge, and an organization that builds its business on the ability to adapt, is 

service-centric, or with highly customized products — in short, an organization that needs 

intelligence and skills to drive the business — the future workplace has certain characteristics that 

can both attract talent and build knowledge within the organization:  

• Data-centricity is a matter of course. A member of the intelligent workplace is provided 

with high quality operational data as part of daily decisions in the daily business process. 

They can search for additional data or insights easily and without effort. Colleagues all 

understand that the data, insights, and decisions they produce are all part of the fabric of 

the organization. The systems to collect, organize, and present data are well developed, and 

data analysis is a skill that most decision makers have acquired. 

• Knowledge is respected. Employees in the intelligent organization work there because they 

are interested in gaining and enriching the knowledge they have and can share with others. 

Finding the right person with the appropriate knowledge is simple because tools provide 

insight into the knowledge of the organization, regardless of where it sits. 

• Learning is a daily chore. The intelligent organization has a learning culture, both in terms of 

instructor-led training, ad-hoc self-learning and mentored skills development. Any person in 

the organization understands that part of the future success lies in their ability to learn, as 

revenue models and the competitor landscape are certain to change. 

• Collaboration is part of the culture. Employees understand that reaching out for knowledge, 

sharing knowledge, and creating ad-hoc teams to master difficult challenges is a natural part 

of the business, regardless of where the team sits geographically or in the organization. The 

leadership has understood that an important part of agility is collaboration, and have 

provided employees with reasonable tools, have removed organizational inhibitors, and 

created the necessary incentives to facilitate collaboration. 

FIGURE 1 

The Future Intelligent Workplace 

 

Source: IDC, 2021 
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The Impact of the Pandemic  
The pandemic has driven part of the change towards an intelligent workplace. Leaders realized that 

agility and resilience were to a degree built on employees' ability to collaborate, learn, and share. 

One of the most important learnings and lasting effects is that processes are needed to support the 

business, but the ability to understand the business and act upon changes is equally important.  

Organizations in the Nordics have had different responses to the pandemic and are in very different 

stages of recovery and management of its impact. Our survey (Figure 2) shows that many 

organizations are still in the early stages, business continuity and fighting the pandemic crisis still 

dominates, together with cost optimization and economic slowdown. It is not only dependent on 

industry; it is more dependent on the organization's digitalization and digital transformation 

maturity. 20% of Nordic organizations regard themselves as having reached beyond the crisis and 

into a "next normal", where their transformation can continue, having reached new learnings and 

opportunities. We have, in our research, seen that the DX mature organization far outpaced the less 

prepared in overcoming the obstacles of the pandemic. Whether you are in a 'shallow dip', a 'real 

recession' or a 'deep industry reset' depends on industry, but above all about the digital maturity 

you managed to reach before the recession. 

FIGURE 2 

Is Recovery in Sight? 

 

Source: IDC, 2021 

The Underlying Drivers of Digital Transformation 
Technology has become increasingly important for business development. The five fastest growing 

technologies — artificial intelligence (AI), cloud technologies, data analytics, internet of things (IoT) 

and security — accounted for 25% of IT investments in 2020. This will grow to 35% in 2024.  
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FIGURE 3 

DX is Driven by a Limited Set of Technology Areas 

 

Source: IDC, 2020 

These technologies drive demand for skills and experience and a skills gap in specialist areas. A 

learning organization has recognized the gap, and for a knowledge-centric intelligent workplace it 

becomes imperative to: 

• Promote continuous learning. Understanding the skills demand, the sourcing and 

development of skills will be fundamental to the DX-driven organization. In the same way 

that the demand and supply of products, services, or spare parts can be measured, 

anticipated, and sourced, skills demand and supply will be measured, anticipated, 

developed, and sourced. 

• Attract talent. According to IT&T in Sweden, which investigated sentiments around the skills 

gap, Nordic organizations favor three strategies to address this — hiring new graduates, 

hiring international competence and bringing it into the country, and reskilling staff within 

the organization or within the same industry. Attracting new talent will be a matter of 

creating a value proposition interesting enough to young people. 

• Retain talent. Assets in human skills can quickly vaporize —people leave if they perceive 

they can develop better with a different employer. Employers have realized the issue, and 

interest in employee experience and employee value proposition is rising compared to 2018 

and 2019, but traditional drivers still dominate investment patterns for the workplace.  

The Serving Workplace 
The serving workplace focuses on employee productivity. A supporting and cost-efficient workplace 

is typically a requirement from process-oriented, highly productive organizations. However, these 

requirements change when the processes or business models of the organization change, albeit with 

same overall focus on efficiency and productivity. 



 
 
 
 
  

6 
 

The Traditional Role of the Workplace 
The workplace has traditionally had a purely supporting role — an employee should have the tools 

and environment that enable them to perform tasks and responsibilities.  

However, the downside of that approach has become obvious. Manual, repetitive operations limit 

scalability and growth. Monolithic, nonintegrated applications hinder effectiveness and demoralize 

workers. A large number of tools and data types are required to complete a work process, and that 

introduces friction and context switching, further depressing speed and productivity and increasing 

worker disengagement. Challenges related to security and connectivity limit access to corporate 

resources, resulting in work activities that are bound by physical structures and specific times of the 

day.  

According to the IDC global future of work survey, 38% of decision makers indicate that work 

models will be redesigned to support a hybrid workforce (onsite and at home). The lasting effects of 

the pandemic will be a workforce increasingly enabled to work remotely. Due to the pandemic, the 

workforce has become "hybrid by default", organizations are now realizing that what is needed is a 

"hybrid by design." Technology parity will become the requirement that all workers have secure 

access to the resources required to do their jobs, no matter their preferred device or whether they 

are local, remote, or in the field. 

The Impact of Digital Transformation 
Digital transformation (DX) has accelerated. IDC estimates that by 2022, 65% of global GDP will be 

driven by digital products and services. Nordic organizations are well underway in their digital 

transformation. Our Nordic survey (Figure 4) confirms this view, 45% of Nordic organizations 

perceive themselves as well underway.  

FIGURE 4 

Assessment of Nordic Organizations' Digital Transformation 

 

Source: IDC, 2021 

The impacts of DX on the serving workplace are: 

• Automation has come to stay. 42% of our respondents say that they have adopted process 

automation on a larger scale or will adopt process automation in the next 12 months. 
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Process automation will be built into the fabric of business processes and will be combined 

with intelligence to create continuously evolving operational intelligence. Static roles and 

processes can no longer be anticipated —work culture, job roles, and required skill sets will 

have to evolve as automation evolves. 

• Business models are becoming digitally oriented. This statement is almost a truism, but the 

impact on the workplace is neglected. The workforce will adapt to a series of changes, 

leading to faster exposure to customer requirements and customer experience, faster 

turnaround of products and services, and a much higher demand on the workforce to 

understand and keep track of market demands. 

• Data will become crucial in daily work. Data analysis will become an integral part of process 

automation, as well as in daily business decisions. Providing the workforce with data quality 

and decision support is already a challenge. IDC estimates that 10% of the daily amount of 

data produced is used in 2020, and that it will only grow to 30% in 2025. In our Nordic 

survey, data-driven decision making was the most important initiative in the next 18 months 

(see Figure 5). For the serving workplace to continue to serve, data analysis and data 

visualization must become an integral part of the required workplace transformation. 

• Employee experience drives employee productivity. Cost savings dominate as a driver in 

workplace transformation initiatives (Figure 6). Organizations have realized that there is 

untapped potential in improving employee productivity by improving the workplace. 

However, companies that are more advanced in their digital transformation cite employee 

experience and employee retention as second and third in priority.  

FIGURE 5 

Data Centricity is Becoming the Norm for Nordic Organizations 

 

Source: IDC, 2021 
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FIGURE 6 

Cost Saving is the Dominant Driver, But DX Maturity Promotes Employee Experience 

 

 

Source: IDC, 2021 
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Developing Work Culture 
Regardless of whether you strive for the intelligent workplace, the serving workplace, or a 

combination, workplace development or even workplace transformation will be required. This is not 

a new trend, nor is it unfamiliar in terms of investment, but in 2019 workplace transformation had 

lower priority, and lower investment levels. The pandemic has increased their priority and 

accelerated the pace, especially in hybrid working, security, and remote learning. To many 

organizations, workplace development will become inevitable in the coming four years. 

In our Nordic survey, work culture was the most important challenge in implementing workplace 

transformation (Figure 7). Adapting work culture will require:  

• Leadership. Regardless of the drivers behind your workplace transformation, you will face a 

cultural barrier. A future hybrid workforce requires a change in leadership style to develop 

the work culture and onboard new employees. New metrics may be required, such as net 

promoter score (NPS) to measure employee experience. Leadership will play a critical role in 

this process. 

• Learning culture. IDC anticipates that by 2024, 25% of Nordic organizations will have 

adopted a continuous learning paradigm, setting aside more than 5% of working time to 

learning. The digital economy puts a strain on the workforce to adapt, and employee 

productivity requires continuous learning to meet the growth in technology and 

digitalization.  

• Technology. Data analysis, communication, and collaboration technologies will be a 

foundation to enable change. These continue to be essential ingredients in cultural change. 

• Team building. The digital economy requires workers to operate as dynamic and 

reconfigurable teams that can quickly adapt to business demands and new market 

requirements — anytime, and from any physical location. . The pandemic has highlighted 

this necessity and has laid bare infrastructure, policy, and process gaps and deficiencies in 

many organizations as half of the workforce became remote almost overnight. 

FIGURE 7 

Work Culture is the Most Difficult Element to Change 

 

Source: IDC, 2021 
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Recommendations 
Organizations should consider 

• Linking business strategy to workplace development. The requirements on the workplace 

have changed significantly through the pandemic, but these changes need to be linked to 

business strategy, as the overarching strategy should dictate the type of workplace 

technology and work culture the organization should strive for. 

• Converting the hybrid workplace "by default" to a hybrid workplace "by design." The results 

of the pandemic need to be organized and put into a context of the requirements of the 

future organization and the future workplace. 

• Assessing digital skill sets. The requirements on the workforce will change as technology 

rapidly evolves, and organizations need to prepare any upskilling or reskilling required to 

stay on a par with developments. This includes the impact of automation, as job roles will 

change due to repetitive tasks being automated. 

• Employee productivity improvements. Employee productivity is best served through 

employee experience, and employee experience is best served by providing interesting 

opportunities and the necessary tools for employees to do their jobs. 
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