
IS HYBRID WORKING 
INCREASING THE RISK  
OF CULTURAL TOXICITY?



An engaged, connected 
workforce is one of the 
hallmarks of a strong 
culture. So what happens 
when hybrid work 
threatens these important 
connections? Are we more 
prone to cultural erosion 
and toxic workplaces than 
we’ve ever been before?

As humans, we’re wired for 
connection. Scientists say our human 
need to connect is “as fundamental 
as the need for food and water”. But 
is connection just as important in the 
workplace? Recent studies suggest 
that it’s a crucial factor for a strong 
organisational culture.

In Blueboard’s State of Workplace 
Connection Report 2022 85% of 
participants strongly agreed that 
employee connection is critical 
to overall organisational success. 
So how does our new world of 
work, with its remote or hybrid 
working arrangements, fit in 
with this need for connection? 

While there are many upsides 
to hybrid work, the reality is that 
maintaining culture in a remote 
working environment is challenging. 

Without our usual face-to-face chats, 
spontaneous water cooler moments, 
and social coffee outings, connections 
are difficult to maintain. And while 
organisations put a lot of effort in 
the early days of the pandemic to 
maintain engagement with virtual 
office quizzes, Friday night Zoom 
drinks and online fitness challenges, 
this was never a long-term solution. 

The reality is, our workplace 
connection has been 
eroded, little by little. 

A “narrowing” of  
organisational culture

In our new hybrid-work reality, the 
employee-organisation connection 
has fundamentally changed. And not 
necessarily in a positive way. While 
not every organisation that embraces 
hybrid working experiences a 
complete erosion of culture, for most 
there’s certainly been a “narrowing” 
of our definition of corporate culture. 
With hybrid-working here to stay, 
organisations must look at ways to 
address this.

Pre-pandemic, there was an 
accepted view that we work for an 
organisation. We went to the office, 
and we were part of a team and a 
broader workforce under a larger 
corporate banner. During lockdowns, 
our world was significantly minimised 
- into Zoom screens, emails and 
message threads - and the onus 
of maintaining engagement and 
building connections fell largely on 
the shoulders of individual managers.

As a result, the relationship 
between employees and their 
managers has become closer 
and more important than ever.

We’ve always known that people 
work for people, not brands. But 
this sentiment appears to have 
been reinforced by the pandemic. In 
our new hybrid set-ups, workplace 
culture has zeroed in on the 
personal relationships built between 
managers and direct teams, rather 
than organisation-wide.

If culture comes down to a 
relationship between an employee 
and their manager, how consistent 
can an organisational culture possibly 
be? Especially when that manager 
leaves, an all-too-familiar occurrence 
given The Great Resignation we 
find ourselves in. Taking all this into 
consideration, there has to be some 
natural erosion of culture occurring.

When bad culture turns toxic

With the world and workplace 
in flux right now, shifts in culture 
and engagement levels are 
expected. But when does poor 
organisation culture cross over 
into toxic workplace territory?

MIT Sloan studied more than 
1.3 million Glassdoor reviews 
and analysed the language 
employees use to describe their 
organisation. They found a number 
of commonalities in the negative 
comments of employees - they call 
these “the toxic five”.

1. Disrespectful: Lack of 
consideration, courtesy  
and dignity for others.

2. Non-inclusive: For example, 
disability, racial, age, gender, 
LGBTQ inequity.

3. Unethical: Dishonesty, lack 
of regulatory compliance, or 
unethical behaviour.

4. Cutthroat: Backstabbing 
behaviour and ruthless 
competition.

5. Abusive: Bullying, harassment, 
and hostility. 

How could some of these manifest 
in the hybrid workplace?

Favouritism

Consciously or not, leaders often 
show favour to those in the office. For 
example, if person A is in the office 
five days a week, and person B comes 
in once a week, who is more likely to 
gain favour or attention? 

Academics refer to this as “proximity 
bias”, the tendency for people 
in positions of authority to give 
preferential treatment to employees 
who are closest to them physically. 

There’s been a noticeable widening 
gap between remote work and 
promotion over the last few years. 
In a 2022 survey of 200 C-suite 
executives, 41% felt remote 
employees were less likely to be 
considered for promotion.

While none of this necessarily 
constitutes toxic behaviour, after all, 
many would argue a bit of healthy 
competition between workmates is 
fine. However, if your employees feel 
like they are being treated unfairly, 
this can lead to disgruntled workers, 
lower levels of productivity and 
higher levels of attrition. 

There’s also a risk of this escalating 
into one of MIT Sloane’s toxic 
behaviours -  a “cutthroat” culture, 
where employees are in ruthless 
competition with each other and 
may start engaging in backstabbing 
behaviour to gain favour or promotion.

There’s a huge responsibility on legal 
leaders to make sure their teams are 
given fair treatment - whether they’re 
in the office or not. 

Are your team members getting the 
same development opportunities? 
Are they being included in forming 
the strategic objectives? They may 
be invited to the regular strategy 
meeting, but this isn’t the only 
place where business is carried 
out. Are your remote teammates 
being given the same opportunities 
for informal conversations as 
someone in the office?  

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/why-we-are-wired-to-connect/
https://www.blueboard.com/state-of-workplace-connection-2022#:~:text=What%20we%20discovered%3A,overall%20success%20as%20an%20organization.
https://www.blueboard.com/state-of-workplace-connection-2022#:~:text=What%20we%20discovered%3A,overall%20success%20as%20an%20organization.
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/why-every-leader-needs-to-worry-about-toxic-culture/
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Disrespectful behaviour

The digital workplace has opened 
up new avenues for workplace 
bullying and disrespectful behaviour. 
A 2021 survey from The Workplace 
Bullying Institute showed 43% of 
remote workers had been victims of 
workplace bullying, mostly via video 
calls and email. 

Scathing remarks during video 
calls, deliberately leaving colleagues 
out of remote meetings, and 
using messaging apps to make 
disrespectful comments during 
colleagues’ presentations. There 
are many ways this behaviour can 
manifest in the hybrid workplace. 

The same report found managers 
were responsible for 47% of 
reported bullying - and with the 
aforementioned narrowing of 
workplace culture and the increased 
importance of a manager-employee 
relationship - this is a worrying statistic. 

Hidden toxicity and  
the digital workplace

The reality is that disrespectful, 
abusive or non-inclusive behaviours 
are more likely to go undetected in a 
remote set up. Since this behaviour 
isn’t happening in view of other 
people, there’s also little opportunity 
for colleagues to intervene or support 

colleagues after the fact. This can 
lead to feelings that this behaviour is 
condoned in the workplace (whether 
true or not) and feelings of isolation. 

As well as severe impacts on mental 
wellbeing and creating a toxic 
workplace culture, the knock-on 
effect is often felt by organisations.

A McKinsey report found over 60% 
of negative workplace outcomes are 
due to toxic workplace behaviour. 
And research from HeadsUp says 
workplace bullying is estimated 
to cost Australian organisations 
between $6 billion and $36 billion a 
year in lost productivity, increased 
absenteeism, poor morale, and time 
spent documenting, pursuing or 
defending claims.

Conclusion 

With the world and business moving 
at lightning speed, organisations are 
adapting their strategic goals more 
fluidly than they’ve ever done before. 
But are they doing the same for 
their organisational culture? Leaders 
must constantly review their culture 
to make sure it’s aligned with the 
organisational strategy. It’s a mistake 
to believe the organisational culture 
will change by itself. Or that it will 
change overnight. 

Culture can be eroded in an instant. 
But building culture takes time. 

Culture is built-in incremental steps, 
by creating small moments of truth. 
In the hybrid world, with its unique 
set of challenges, this can take longer 
than it’s ever taken before, but it 
can still be done. Its imperative to 
make sure it is a company priority, 
as without culture, your organisation 
simply won’t survive. 
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