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Abstract 
Hybrid work has become a settled feature of knowledge work, yet what it means for 

innovation is still taking shape. Innovation is widely understood as a deeply social process 

that depends on informal interaction, trust, and the unplanned exchanges that physical 

co-presence makes possible. Hybrid arrangements may weaken these conditions, but they 

also open new possibilities, such as broader access to expertise and lower coordination costs 

for routine work. With some distance from the pandemic and the more stable arrangements 

that organisations have since chosen, this study explores how the people whose work centres 

on innovation perceive these changes. The research question asks how innovation 

practitioners perceive the way hybrid work affects innovation. 

 

The study takes a qualitative, abductive approach. Twelve semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with innovation practitioners, including managers, designers, engineers, 

consultants, and intermediaries across a range of industries, and analysed thematically. Social 

capital theory provides the central lens, complemented by literature on the phases of 

innovation, informal interaction, and serendipity. 

 

The findings suggest that practitioners perceive hybrid work not as simply good or bad for 

innovation but as a trade-off they navigate. Four broad patterns run through their accounts. 

First, hybrid work appears to shape the phases of innovation differently, with the early, 

exploratory phase of idea generation seen as the most exposed to distance, while later 

development and execution were felt to tolerate it more easily. Second, it reshapes the 

relational dimension of innovation work, with respondents describing a loss of spontaneous 

interaction and finding trust and psychological safety harder to establish. Third, the strength 

of these effects appears to depend on surrounding conditions, most importantly leadership 

culture and workplace infrastructure. Fourth, hybrid arrangements were also seen to 

strengthen certain capacities, notably routine access to distant expertise and the scale of 

digital innovation processes. The study contributes a practitioner-grounded perspective to a 

developing area of research and offers practical implications for organising innovation work 

in hybrid settings.  
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1. Introduction 

This chapter introduces the study. It outlines the background to hybrid work and innovation, 

states the purpose and research question, and sets out the delimitations that frame the scope of 

the research. 

1.1 Background 

Hybrid work has become a defining feature of how knowledge work is organised. After the 

disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic, most organisations did not return fully to the office 

and did not stay fully remote. Instead, they settled into arrangements where employees divide 

their time between physical and digital workplaces, with the balance varying by organisation, 

team, and individual (Hopkins & Bardoel, 2023; Krajčík et al., 2023). Several years on, these 

arrangements have stabilised enough that they can be studied as a settled feature of working 

life rather than as an exception to the pandemic era. 

 

This shift raises questions about what hybrid work means for the kinds of work that 

organisations rely on. Innovation is one area where these questions are particularly pressing. 

Organisations across sectors depend on their ability to generate, develop, and implement new 

ideas, and existing research has long emphasised that this work is deeply social. Ideas tend to 

emerge through interaction, get tested through informal exchange, and develop through the 

kinds of unplanned conversations that happen as much in corridors and at coffee machines as 

in scheduled meetings (Hargadon & Bechky, 2006). The physical workplace has historically 

played an important role in supporting these interactions, and concerns have been raised that 

hybrid arrangements may weaken precisely the conditions that innovation depends on (Arena 

et al., 2022; Kantola et al., 2025). 

 

At the same time, hybrid work is not only a story of loss. Hybrid arrangements open up new 

possibilities, such as easier collaboration across geographic boundaries, lower coordination 

costs for routine work, and new forms of digital collaboration that were not previously 

practical. What hybrid work means for innovation is therefore not obvious. It could weaken 

innovation by reducing the informal interactions on which it depends, strengthen innovation 

by broadening the range of people and perspectives that can be drawn on, or do both at the 
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same time, in different parts of the innovation process. This tension matters in practice. 

Organisations are making real decisions about how to structure work, and these decisions are 

shaping the conditions under which innovation happens. There is therefore good reason to 

understand more clearly how hybrid work and innovation interact, and how the people doing 

innovation work experience this change on a daily basis. 

1.2 Purpose and Research Question 

The purpose of this study is to explore how innovation work is perceived under hybrid work 

conditions. While previous research has examined the benefits and challenges of hybrid and 

remote work in general terms, how these arrangements shape innovation processes in practice 

is still an actively developing area of inquiry. Prior studies suggest that hybrid work may 

reduce informal interactions and weaken the social connections that support idea generation, 

collaboration, and innovative outcomes. Less attention has been given specifically to how the 

individuals whose work centres on innovation perceive these changes. 

 

There is also a particular value in examining this question now, with some distance from the 

pandemic. The early years of widespread remote and hybrid work were shaped by the 

unusual conditions of a forced experiment, when organisations had little choice in how to 

arrange their work. The arrangements that have settled into place since are different. They are 

configurations that organisations and teams have actively chosen, adjusted, and lived with 

over time. Studying how innovation work is perceived under these more stable conditions 

gives a clearer picture of what hybrid work means for innovation in practice, separate from 

the disruptions of the pandemic period. 

 

This study aims to contribute to this developing area by providing an in-depth, qualitative 

understanding of how innovation work is perceived in hybrid settings. Through 

semi-structured interviews with innovation practitioners, individuals whose work directly 

involves innovation processes, the study seeks to capture how they perceive the way hybrid 

work shapes innovation. In doing so, it contributes a practitioner-grounded perspective to the 

discussion. Based on the purpose of the study, the following research question is formulated: 

 

RQ: How do innovation practitioners perceive the way hybrid work affects innovation? 
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1.3 Delimitations 

First, the study focuses on how innovation practitioners perceive innovation work under 

hybrid work conditions. It does not measure innovation outcomes such as the number of 

patents, the success of new products, or the financial performance of firms. This study 

deliberately takes a complementary perspective, approaching innovation through the accounts 

of people who do innovation work rather than through objective metrics of innovation 

activity. 

 

Second, the study examines hybrid work specifically, defined as arrangements in which 

employees divide their time between the office and a remote location. It does not cover fully 

remote work, fully office-based work, or related forms of flexible work. 

 

Third, the study delimits its focus to innovation practitioners. These are defined here as 

individuals for whom innovation work is a deliberate and recurring part of their role, meaning 

that they are regularly involved in generating, developing, implementing, or facilitating new 

ideas, products, services, or processes. What they share is that innovation is an intended and 

regular part of what they do, rather than something occasional or incidental. This delimitation 

is deliberate. Much existing research on hybrid and remote work draws on general knowledge 

workers or virtual teams, where innovation is not necessarily a defined part of the role. 

Practitioners who work with innovation in a deliberate and recurring way occupy a different 

position. Because they engage with innovation processes repeatedly, they are well placed to 

reflect on how hybrid conditions shape this work in a way that more general samples are not. 

Focusing on this group allows the study to draw on perceptions that are grounded in 

sustained, first-hand involvement with innovation work. 

 

Fourth, the study deliberately includes respondents from a range of industries rather than 

focusing on a single sector, in order to capture variation across organisational contexts. 
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2. Literature Review 

This chapter reviews the literature that informs the study. It begins with the hybrid work 

model and its emergence, then turns to innovation and its phases, before examining 

innovation as a social process and what existing research says about the relationship between 

hybrid work and innovation. 

2.1 Hybrid Work Model 

2.1.1 The Emergence of Hybrid Work Arrangements 

Flexible work arrangements have been a subject of academic interest for several decades. 

Research on telecommuting and telework, dating back to the 1970s, explored the possibilities 

of performing work outside the traditional office through the use of information and 

communication technologies. Over time, this body of literature expanded to cover a range of 

alternative work arrangements. Despite this long-standing interest, flexible work remained a 

minority practice in most industries before 2020, often limited to specific roles or used as an 

occasional benefit rather than a standard way of working (Hopkins & Bardoel, 2023). 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic fundamentally changed this pattern. As governments introduced 

business closures and social distancing measures, organizations across sectors were forced to 

transition rapidly to remote work arrangements. As of April 2020, approximately 81% of 

employees worked in countries where some form of business closure was required (Krajčík et 

al., 2023). A transition that had previously been gradual and selective, was compressed into a 

matter of weeks, functioning as a large-scale, unplanned experiment in remote working. 

 

As pandemic restrictions eased, organizations had to decide how to structure work going 

forward. Rather than returning fully to traditional office-based arrangements, many chose to 

keep elements of the remote work practices adopted during the pandemic. This gave rise to 

the widespread adoption of hybrid work, a model in which employees divide their time 

between working in a physical workplace and working remotely. This transition was not 

always straightforward. Hopkins and Bardoel (2023) describe the competing pressures that 

organizations faced. Employees who had got used to remote working were often reluctant to 

return to the office full-time, while some managers preferred the coordination and oversight 
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benefits of on-site work. Hybrid work therefore emerged not primarily as the result of 

strategic planning, but more as an organizational response to these tensions, shaped by 

employee expectations, operational experience gained during the pandemic, and broader 

shifts in attitudes toward workplace flexibility (Hopkins & Bardoel, 2023). What was first 

seen as a temporary arrangement has largely stayed, and hybrid work is now widely treated as 

a normal feature of post-pandemic working life (Krajčík et al., 2023). 

 

2.1.2 Defining and Positioning Hybrid Work 

Despite its growing use, hybrid work is a term that lacks a consistent definition in the 

academic literature (Lauring & Jonasson, 2025). Before examining its relationship to 

innovation, it is therefore important to clarify what hybrid work means and how it relates to 

other forms of flexible work. Most commonly, hybrid work refers to an arrangement in which 

employees split their working time between a traditional office and one or more remote 

locations. These remote locations are most often the home, but may also include alternative 

settings such as coworking spaces, cafés, or libraries, which are sometimes referred to as 

"third places" (Hopkins & Bardoel, 2023). The idea is to combine the collaboration benefits 

that an office supports with the flexibility and autonomy that remote work offers. As shown 

in Figure 1, hybrid work sits between traditional office work and various forms of remote 

work, including working from home (WFH), work from anywhere (WFA), and third-place 

working, representing a blended approach that draws on elements of each (Hopkins & 

Bardoel, 2023). 

 

However, defining hybrid work only in terms of location captures just one part of a 

multidimensional phenomenon. Lauring and Jonasson (2025) argue that a more complete 

understanding of hybrid work requires attention to three interconnected dimensions: 

modality, location, and temporality. Modality refers to whether work is carried out in analog 

form, such as interacting face-to-face and using physical tools, or digital, through software, 

communication platforms, and virtual collaboration. Location refers to whether employees 

work from the office or from other settings such as the home or a third place. Temporality 

refers to whether working time is constrained or flexible, and whether collaboration takes 

place synchronously, such as in live meetings, or asynchronously through digital platforms. 

The authors highlight that hybrid work should not be understood as a static mix of work 

modes but rather as the ongoing switching between traditional and non-traditional modes 

5 



along each of these dimensions. The three dimensions are interrelated rather than independent 

(Lauring & Jonasson, 2025). A shift along one therefore tends to pull the others with it: 

choosing to work remotely, for instance, typically increases reliance on digital tools and lends 

itself to more asynchronous ways of communicating and collaborating. 

 

This wider view of hybrid work matters for the study of innovation. What affects innovation 

in hybrid settings is not just where people work, but also how and when they interact. 

Looking at hybrid work across all three dimensions therefore gives a better starting point for 

studying its effects on innovation. 

 

Figure 1. Positioning hybrid work within the existing academic literature. Source: Hopkins & 

Bardoel (2023) 

2.1.3 Interaction Dynamics in Hybrid Work Contexts 

Neumayr et al. (2022) define hybrid collaboration as a setting in which remote and co-located 

team members work together while transitioning between synchronous and asynchronous 

modes, often using multiple devices and tools simultaneously. Collaboration is therefore 

mediated through a combination of face-to-face contact and a range of digital tools and 

devices, which together shape how work is organized and how information is exchanged 

within distributed teams. 

 

At the same time, hybrid collaboration introduces interaction dynamics that differ from both 

fully co-located and fully remote work arrangements. Bjørn et al. (2024) argue that hybrid 

meetings produce a fundamental asymmetry between participants. Those who share the same 
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physical location have access to cues such as gestures, artefacts, and facial expressions that 

all co-located actors can draw on equally, but that are not fully available to those participating 

remotely. As a result, remote participants face a different set of conditions than colleagues 

who are present, which can make it more difficult for them to engage and contribute. 

 

Interaction in hybrid settings also tends to alternate between online and offline forms rather 

than relying on any single mode. Rave et al. (2025) observe that this alternation is not only a 

matter of switching channels but one in which online and offline practices supplement one 

another. The authors found that trust and collaboration developed through the interplay 

between face-to-face and digital interaction, with each mode reinforcing and extending the 

other. Hybrid collaboration therefore requires teams to navigate a combination of interaction 

practices that happen across physical and digital environments, rather than treating these as 

separate or interchangeable modes of working together. 

2.2 Innovation 

2.2.1 A General Concept of Innovation 
Innovation is widely defined as the implementation of new or improved ideas within 

organizations. According to the Oslo Manual published by the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development, an innovation is "a new or improved product or process (or 

combination thereof) that differs significantly from the unit's previous products or processes 

and that has been made available to potential users (product) or brought into use by the unit 

(process)" (OECD, 2018, p. 20). This definition highlights two conditions that together 

constitute innovation. The presence of meaningful novelty, and the actual application of that 

novelty in practice. Ideas, models, or prototypes are therefore not innovations in themselves 

until they have been made available to users or brought into use within the organization. 

A central implication of this definition is that innovation is not a single act but an extended 

process. The movement from an initial idea to something that is implemented and used 

involves activities that unfold over time and that typically require input from multiple 

individuals and organizational units. Understanding innovation therefore requires attention 

not only to the outcomes that are eventually produced, but also to the process through which 

ideas are developed, refined, and put into use. 
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2.2.2 The Phases of Innovation 

Innovation is often discussed as a single activity, but research suggests it is better understood 

as a process made up of several stages, each requiring different capabilities and conditions. 

O'Reilly and Binns (2019) identify three such stages: ideation, incubation, and scaling. They 

argue that mastering only one or two is not enough, and that success requires all three to be 

managed well together. This staged view is supported by other research on how ideas 

develop. Perry-Smith and Mannucci (2017) describe innovation as an "idea journey" that 

moves through four phases: generation, elaboration, championing, and implementation. Both 

models agree that innovation proceeds through stages, each with its own requirements. 

 

This thesis uses O'Reilly and Binns' model as its primary framework. It is detailed enough to 

separate the early, exploratory work of innovation from the later work of developing and 

implementing what has been decided, while staying broad enough to match how practitioners 

describe their own work. As the findings in this thesis show, respondents themselves drew a 

simple distinction between an early phase and the later phases, rather than dividing 

innovation into many smaller steps. O'Reilly and Binns (2019) developed their model mainly 

for discontinuous, disruptive innovation. They note, however, that the three stages also apply 

to incremental innovation, and that what sets disruptive innovation apart is not a different set 

of stages but the greater skill needed to manage them. The structure can therefore be used as a 

general account of how innovation work unfolds. This broader use is in line with Arena et al. 

(2022), who apply the same three stages in their study of innovation under virtual and hybrid 

work. 

 

The first stage, ideation, refers to the generation of new business ideas. It involves identifying 

opportunities, exploring customer problems, and producing possible solutions through 

approaches such as open innovation, design thinking, and employee involvement programs. 

O'Reilly and Binns (2019) note that effective ideation needs a clear level of ambition and 

defined boundaries, what they call "hunting zones", so that effort is focused on areas likely to 

deliver meaningful rather than only marginal innovation. Ideation in this sense includes both 

individual idea generation and the generation of ideas through interaction. As this study 

focuses on how hybrid work affects interaction, it is mainly concerned with ideation as a 

collaborative activity, a distinction returned to in the discussion. 
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The second stage, incubation, involves validating a promising idea and developing it into 

something viable before significant resources are committed. It is characterized by 

experimentation, hypothesis testing, and rapid iteration based on customer feedback. O'Reilly 

and Binns (2019) stress that incubation requires a tolerance for small failures and a focus on 

progress toward strategic goals rather than short-term financial results. It is therefore usually 

carried out through small, iterative experiments that allow ideas to be tested and refined. 

 

The third stage, scaling, involves growing a validated idea into a fully operational business. 

O'Reilly and Binns (2019) describe this as the most neglected of the three stages, arguing that 

it receives less attention than ideation or incubation despite being critical to success. Scaling 

requires active senior sponsorship, structural separation from the core business, and what they 

call ambidextrous leadership, the ability to manage both the existing business and the 

emerging venture at the same time. 

 

This process perspective on innovation has an important implication. Because innovation 

unfolds through phases that depend on different kinds of input from different people, the 

social relationships through which ideas move become central to how innovation proceeds. 

Innovation is therefore increasingly understood not as the output of individual creativity, but 

as a socially embedded process in which ideas are generated, developed, and implemented 

through interaction among people (Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). 

2.3 Innovation as a Social and Collaborative Process 

2.3.1 Social Capital Theory 

Building on the understanding of innovation as a socially embedded process, social capital 

theory provides a useful lens for examining how the structure and quality of relationships 

within an organization shape its capacity to innovate. 

 

Coleman (1988) defines social capital through its function rather than as a single entity. In his 

view, it refers to aspects of social structure that make certain actions possible for the 

individuals within that structure. Social capital can take several forms, including obligations 

built up through reciprocal favours, social relations that serve as channels of information, and 

shared norms that guide behaviour within a group. One of its distinctive features is that the 
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benefits often extend beyond those who created it, which is why social capital tends to arise 

as a by-product of other activities rather than through deliberate investment. 

 

Putnam (1995, p. 67) offers a broader perspective, defining social capital as "features of 

social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and 

cooperation for mutual benefit." Drawing on Putnam's later work, Eklinder-Frick et al. (2014) 

highlight a further distinction between two forms of social capital with different effects on 

human interaction. Bonding social capital refers to strong ties within relatively homogeneous 

groups, reinforcing shared identity and close cooperation. Bridging social capital refers to 

weaker ties that connect different groups and open access to more diverse resources and 

information. The two are complementary rather than mutually exclusive, and combining them 

has been linked to stronger collaboration and greater creative potential within networks 

(Eklinder-Frick et al., 2014). 

 

Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) extend the concept into an organizational setting. They define 

social capital as the actual and potential resources that people can access through their 

networks of relationships. Their framework identifies three dimensions. The structural 

dimension refers to the overall pattern of connections between people, such as who is 

connected to whom. The relational dimension concerns the quality of these connections, 

including trust, norms, and expectations. The cognitive dimension refers to shared meanings 

and interpretations that enable mutual understanding. Although these dimensions are 

analytically distinct, they are in practice highly interrelated. Repeated interaction builds trust 

and shared understanding, which in turn supports further exchange. 

 

An important implication of these frameworks is that social capital is not fixed. It 

accumulates through sustained interaction and can weaken when patterns of interaction are 

disrupted or changed. This dynamic becomes relevant when the conditions for interaction 

change, as is the case with hybrid work arrangements. 

 

2.3.2 Social Capital and Innovation 

Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) argue that innovation depends on the exchange and 

combination of knowledge across networks of relationships. Arena et al. (2022) build on this 

by showing how different phases of the innovation process rely on different kinds of social 
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connections. Drawing on O'Reilly and Binns's (2019) three-stage model, they argue that each 

stage depends on a different dominant type of tie. Idea generation relies heavily on bridging 

capital, because exposure to people outside the immediate group provides access to diverse 

perspectives and reduces the risk of redundant thinking. Incubation, by contrast, depends on 

bonding capital. Developing a promising idea into something viable requires the trust, shared 

understanding, and tolerance for iteration that close teams offer. Scaling introduces a further 

requirement, what the authors describe as vertical bridging capital. Whereas the bridging that 

fuels ideation runs sideways, between peers whose relative rank does not matter, the bridging 

that enables scaling runs upward, linking the team to those who hold decision-making power 

and control over resources. This implies that innovation is not supported by any single type of 

social structure but by a combination of bonding and bridging ties that shifts in balance as 

ideas move through the process. 

 

Trust plays a particularly important role here. Since innovation depends on people actually 

sharing and building on one another's knowledge (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998), whether 

colleagues do so in practice becomes a central concern. Keppler and Leonardi (2023) 

describe this through the concept of relational confidence, which refers to someone's sense 

that their relationship with a colleague is close enough that asking for knowledge will be met 

with help. Even when employees know who holds relevant knowledge, they may hesitate to 

approach that person if they feel their relationship is not close enough. The relational 

dimension of social capital therefore works as a gate, determining whether the structural 

connections that exist in an organization are actually used in practice. 

 

These arguments suggest that social capital shapes innovation not only by determining who is 

connected to whom, but also by establishing the trust and shared understanding that allow 

those connections to be used productively. This raises the question of how such connections 

are activated in practice, and under what conditions.  

 

2.3.3 Informal Interaction and Serendipity 

Social capital theory explains why relationships matter for innovation, but it has less to say 

about the specific kinds of encounters through which knowledge is actually shared and new 

ideas emerge. These tend to be brief, informal, and often spontaneous. A growing body of 

research suggests that much exchange related to innovation does not take place through 
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formal meetings or structured collaboration. Instead, it happens through everyday interactions 

between people. Hargadon and Bechky (2006) argue that creative solutions in organizations 

often do not emerge from individual insights but from what they call moments of collective 

creativity. This refers to the interactions through which colleagues seek out help on problems, 

reframe one another's thinking, and arrive at solutions together, often spontaneously rather 

than through formal assignment. This implies that innovation depends not only on the 

connections between people, but also on the everyday micro-interactions through which those 

connections are activated. 

 

Informal interaction, understood as interaction that occurs outside formal work structures, 

plays an important role in the exchange of knowledge. Liu et al. (2017) argue that such 

interactions are particularly important for transferring tacit knowledge, which is difficult to 

articulate and therefore difficult to capture in documents or formal communication. Because 

tacit knowledge is often embedded in experience and passed on through observation and 

conversation, its exchange depends on relatively unstructured forms of interaction. Informal 

interaction therefore functions as a channel through which the kinds of knowledge that are 

hardest to codify are brought into contact with new problems and new people. 

 

Closely related to the role of informal interaction is the concept of serendipity. Cunha et al. 

(2010) define serendipity as the accidental discovery of something that, viewed in hindsight, 

turns out to be valuable. Although often described as a matter of chance, they argue that 

serendipity is a legitimate organizational phenomenon that can be supported or undermined 

by the conditions under which people work. Perry-Smith and Mannucci (2017) make a 

similar observation, describing the idea generation phase as one that unfolds with little 

conscious control and a strong element of serendipity. New ideas in this phase arise from 

unexpected combinations of stimuli rather than from deliberate search. Generating innovative 

ideas depends in part on interactions that cannot be fully planned, between people who may 

not have intended to exchange information at all. 

 

A further reason why informal interaction matters for innovation concerns the psychological 

conditions under which people are willing to contribute tentative ideas. Edmondson (1999) 

develops the concept of psychological safety to describe the shared belief that a team is safe 

for interpersonal risk-taking, such as speaking up, asking naive questions, or proposing ideas 

that may turn out to be wrong. Psychological safety is particularly relevant for innovation in 
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the early phase, where the willingness to voice underdeveloped ideas is essential. Lechner 

and Tobias Mortlock (2022) extend this argument to virtual contexts. They observe that 

psychological safety is usually built through the kind of casual, unplanned, and regular 

conversation that tends to be less available in virtual teamwork. This can make psychological 

safety more difficult to establish. Informal interaction therefore contributes to innovation not 

only by providing occasions for unexpected exchange, but also by producing the relational 

conditions under which people feel able to speak up in the first place. 

2.4 Hybrid Work and Innovation 

The previous chapters established that hybrid work reshapes how and when people interact, 

and that innovation is a socially embedded process that depends on specific relational 

conditions. This chapter brings these two lines of discussion together by examining what 

existing research says about the consequences of hybrid work for innovation.  

2.4.1 Effects on Social Networks and Interaction 

Recent research suggests that hybrid work changes both the structure of social networks 

within organizations and the nature of the interactions that sustain them. Several studies 

converge on the finding that hybrid and remote arrangements tend to weaken bridging ties 

across different parts of the organization (Arena et al., 2022; Kantola et al., 2025; Yang et al., 

2022). Drawing on research across several large firms, Arena et al. (2022) report that 

bridging connections deteriorated almost as soon as employees moved to virtual work, 

declining by nearly 30 percent in the first few months of the pandemic. Bonding connections, 

by contrast, proved more resilient at first, initially strengthening before eventually eroding by 

more than 25 percent as time passed. The result was an imbalance in organizational networks. 

The connections that allow ideas and information to travel across teams were most sensitive 

to the loss of shared physical space, while the dense ties within existing groups held up better, 

at least in the short term. 

 

A related body of research focuses on the reduction of informal and unplanned interaction in 

hybrid contexts. In a qualitative study of knowledge workers, Kantola et al. (2025) describe 

this phenomenon as dispersement, capturing the sense that colleagues are spread across 

multiple locations and that chance encounters have become substantially less frequent. 
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Respondents in their study emphasized that some of the most valuable innovation-related 

exchanges previously occurred through unplanned conversations, and that these had become 

rare in hybrid work. Trevor and Holweg (2023), drawing on a series of workshops with 

managers from 20 global companies, report a similar pattern. Managers observed that less 

time in the office meant fewer chances for the kind of spontaneous, open-ended encounters 

that drive innovation. They noted that attempts to recreate spontaneity through scheduled 

virtual gatherings often felt artificial and were gradually abandoned. 

 

Hybrid conditions also appear to influence the quality of the interactions that do take place. 

Kantola et al. (2025) observe that innovative collaboration in hybrid settings tends to take 

place in smaller circles and within closer ties, and that interactions become more formal and 

task-oriented, with less space for the open-ended conversation through which relationships 

are maintained over time. Lechner and Tobias Mortlock (2022) describe a related pattern in 

virtual teams, where members increasingly communicate in "bubbles" or subgroups rather 

than engaging with the wider team. Naghshbandi et al. (2025), in a mixed-methods study of 

hybrid engineering design teams, find that psychological safety itself operates differently 

when interactions take place through messaging platforms than in face-to-face contact. 

Communication through the platform tended to be more reserved, cooperation more doubted, 

and learning delayed. The participants described holding back critiques, withholding 

questions, and being uncertain about tone in ways that did not occur in person. These changes 

have implications for the relational dimension of social capital since trust and relational 

confidence depend on precisely the kinds of sustained, low-pressure contact that hybrid 

arrangements tend to reduce. 

 

2.4.2 Phase-Specific Effects on the Innovation Process 

Because innovation unfolds through phases with distinct relational requirements, the 

consequences of hybrid work are unlikely to be uniform across the process. Arena et al. 

(2022) suggest that ideation is especially vulnerable to virtual and hybrid arrangements. 

Because idea generation depends on bridging ties and on chance encounters between people 

from different parts of the organization, it is the phase where the loss of informal interaction 

is felt most directly. Their Adaptive Hybrid Model reflects this logic. It suggests that 

incubation can proceed virtually when the necessary bonding capital is already in place, 

whereas ideation that requires building new bridging capital is better conducted in person. In 
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the companies they studied, the authors report that employees spent 24 percent less time on 

idea generation and 11 percent less time on scaling when working virtually, and found it 15 

percent more difficult to incubate new ideas. 

 

Further research supports the difficulty of early-phase innovative work in hybrid settings. In a 

study of over 48,000 IT professionals at a single firm, Gibbs et al. (2024) found that the 

quantity of ideas submitted by employees declined significantly during the hybrid work 

period, while the quality of those hybrid-period ideas remained comparable to fully 

office-based work. Taken together, this means hybrid work reduced the overall volume of 

formal innovation output, since fewer ideas were submitted without any corresponding gain 

in average quality. The authors interpret this as evidence that hybrid work may hold back 

innovation. 

 

Kantola et al. (2025) approach the same problem from a different angle, finding through their 

qualitative analysis that respondents found it particularly difficult to explore and develop new 

ideas in hybrid settings. They describe how online meetings tend to have tight agendas and 

fixed time limits, leaving little room for the open-ended conversation through which early 

ideas are often refined, a phenomenon they call disrhythm. These two studies do not say quite 

the same thing. Gibbs et al. looked at ideas that employees had already submitted through the 

company's formal system, and these ideas were of comparable quality. Kantola et al. looked 

at the experience of doing ideation in the first place, and their respondents felt that ideas often 

did not have enough time to develop. Both findings can be true at the same time. The ideas 

that made it through to formal submission may have been of similar quality, while many 

earlier-stage ideas that might have grown into something stronger were never developed far 

enough to be submitted at all. 

 

Later phases of innovation appear to be less uniformly affected, but not unaffected. Arena et 

al. (2022) argue that incubation, which depends on bonding ties within a small, focused team, 

can be sustained through digital collaboration when teams have already developed strong 

working relationships. They note however that even incubation became more difficult in 

virtual settings, and that bonding capital itself eroded over time as team members changed. 

For scaling, the picture is still more complex. Although scaling depends on vertical bridging 

to senior decision-makers rather than on chance encounters, the authors find that vertical 

connections were in fact among the most affected by virtual work, particularly for managers 
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and executives. Whether scaling is disrupted therefore depends on how far leaders create 

opportunities for face-to-face interaction across levels of the organization. 

 

Taken together, these findings suggest that the effects of hybrid work on innovation are not 

uniform, they depend on the phase. The challenges appear most clearly in the early stages, 

where the relational conditions that hybrid work disrupts matter most. Later phases are still 

sensitive to hybrid arrangements, but in more specific and context-dependent ways. This 

matters both for how organizations structure hybrid arrangements and for how practitioners 

make sense of the trade-offs involved. 

 

2.4.3 Enabling and Constraining Conditions 

Although much of the existing research focuses on how hybrid work disrupts innovation, a 

smaller body of work points to conditions that can support it. Han et al. (2025) argue that 

collaborative digital tools, including shared whiteboards and real-time document editing, can 

support more equal participation in innovation by enabling remote employees to contribute 

on a similar level to their co-located colleagues. They also point to broader 

digital-transformation technologies such as artificial intelligence as reshaping how hybrid 

organizations innovate, though they note these can require specialized skills that risk 

sidelining some employees. In their review of virtual teams research, Gilson et al. (2015) note 

that distributed work arrangements allow organizations to assemble teams with less regard for 

geographic location and to draw on expertise and capabilities that no single site could bring 

together. These opportunities are particularly relevant when innovation processes benefit 

from global reach, asynchronous contribution, or the integration of diverse disciplinary 

perspectives. 

 

At the same time, research points to a number of conditions that shape whether these 

opportunities are actually realized. Pre-existing relationships appear to be an important 

enabling condition. Digital collaboration tends to work better when team members have 

already built trust through earlier interaction (Arena et al., 2022). The connection between 

online and offline interaction also matters. Abrantes et al. (2026), in a survey of 439 

employees, find that sharing ideas through digital platforms contributes most to innovation 

when two conditions are in place at the same time. The first is trust between colleagues, 

extending the relational dimension of social capital discussed in Section 2.3.1 to the digital 
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context. When trust is high, employees feel safe sharing unpolished ideas on visible digital 

platforms; when trust is low, the same posts feel risky. The second is that online exchanges 

are followed up in face-to-face conversations where ideas can be discussed and developed 

further. When either condition is missing, digital suggestions tend to either stay unposted or 

fade without follow-up, a finding that reinforces the point made in Section 2.1.3 that digital 

and face-to-face interaction work best when they support each other rather than replacing 

each other.  

 

Coordination of on-site days is another practical condition. Gibbs et al. (2024) find that 

innovation suffered most in teams whose members were poorly coordinated about when they 

worked from the office versus from home, suggesting that the value of hybrid arrangements 

depends in part on how evenly team members' presence overlaps. The design of meetings 

extends this, with research suggesting that mixed-mode arrangements in which some 

participants are co-located while others join remotely produce asymmetric conditions that 

disadvantage remote participants (Bjørn et al., 2024). Sailer et al. (2023) further find that 

offices have often not been redesigned enough to match the demands of hybrid work, leaving 

employees who return to the office frustrated when the space still supports individual work 

more than the collaboration they came in for. 

2.5 Summary 

The literature reviewed in this chapter points to a tension at the center of hybrid work and 

innovation. Innovation is fundamentally relational. It depends on networks of bridging and 

bonding ties, on the trust and shared understanding that determine whether those ties are 

actually used, and on the informal, often unplanned interaction through which early ideas are 

voiced, refined, and developed. Much of what makes innovation possible therefore happens 

not through formal processes but through chance encounters and the relational conditions, 

above all psychological safety, that make people willing to contribute in the first place. 

 

Hybrid work disrupts many of these mechanisms. The evidence suggests that it weakens the 

bridging ties through which ideas move between groups, reduces the chance encounters and 

open-ended conversation that early-stage idea development relies on, and shifts interaction 

toward more formal, task-focused, and asynchronous modes. These effects fall most heavily 

on the early, idea-generating phase of the innovation process. At the same time, hybrid work 
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is not simply harmful. Whether its disruptive potential is realized seems to depend on 

supporting conditions such as pre-existing trust, the coordination of on-site days, the 

integration of online and offline interaction, and the design of meetings and physical space. 

Taken together, this suggests that hybrid work reshapes the relational foundations of 

innovation rather than simply helping or harming it, creating both constraints and 

opportunities whose balance depends on how arrangements are structured and experienced. 

 

Despite these contributions, existing research on hybrid work and innovation tends to focus 

on its challenges more than its opportunities. Where studies do look at innovation directly, 

they often rely on conceptual frameworks or large-scale quantitative data. Qualitative studies 

such as Kantola et al. (2025) and Lechner and Tobias Mortlock (2022) do capture lived 

experience in hybrid settings, but their focus is on knowledge workers and virtual team 

members in general rather than on people whose main work is innovation. Less attention has 

been paid to how practitioners working directly with innovation perceive these conditions day 

to day, and how they weigh the challenges and opportunities that hybrid arrangements bring. 

This is the gap that the present study addresses. 

3. Methodology 

This chapter outlines how the study was conducted. It presents the research strategy and 

design, the collection and analysis of the data, and the measures taken to ensure research 

quality and address ethical considerations. 

 

3.1 Research Strategy 
This study adopted a qualitative research strategy in order to explore how innovation 

practitioners perceive the way hybrid work affects innovation. Qualitative research 

emphasises the use of words rather than numerical data and is particularly suitable for 

understanding complex social phenomena and individuals' interpretations of their experiences 

(Bell et al., 2022). 

 

Qualitative research is grounded in an epistemological position described as interpretivist, 

where the focus is on understanding how individuals interpret their social world. In addition, 

it is associated with an ontological position described as constructionist, meaning that social 
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phenomena are understood as being created through interactions between individuals rather 

than existing independently of them. Furthermore, qualitative research typically emphasises 

naturalistic inquiry, which involves studying social phenomena in their everyday contexts. 

This allows researchers to capture rich and detailed accounts of how people experience and 

interpret their work environments. The approach is also characterised by flexibility, enabling 

the researcher to adapt the research process as new insights emerge during data collection and 

analysis (Bell et al., 2022). 

 

A qualitative research strategy was therefore appropriate for this study, as it enabled an 

in-depth exploration of how innovation practitioners perceive innovation in hybrid work 

environments. Given that innovation is understood as a socially embedded process shaped by 

interaction and knowledge exchange, a qualitative approach allows for a deeper 

understanding of how these processes unfold in practice 

 

The research strategy also followed abductive reasoning, which involves an iterative process 

between theory and empirical data. Rather than relying on inductive or deductive reasoning 

alone, an abductive approach allows the researcher to move back and forth between 

theoretical concepts and empirical observations. This approach is suitable for exploratory 

research, as it enables the refinement of theoretical understanding based on insights emerging 

from the data, while still being informed by existing literature (Bell et al., 2022). 

3.2 Research Design 

According to Bell et al. (2022), there are five prominent research design types: experimental, 

cross-sectional, longitudinal, case study, and comparative. This study adopts a cross-sectional 

design, which involves the collection of data at a single point in time in order to detect 

patterns across more than one case. Although cross-sectional design is most commonly 

associated with quantitative survey research, it is not limited to it. According to Bryman 

(2006), the semi-structured interview within a cross-sectional design tends to predominate in 

qualitative research, indicating that interview studies conducted at a single point in time are 

routinely treated as cross-sectional in design. 

 

A cross-sectional design suits the present study because its interest lies in how innovation 

practitioners across a range of settings perceive hybrid work at the present moment, rather 
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than in how any single organisation operates or in how perceptions change over time. 

Gathering accounts from a number of practitioners at one point in time makes it possible to 

identify what is shared and what is distinctive across their experiences. A longitudinal design, 

by contrast, would have been suited to tracking change over time, which is not the focus here, 

while a case study would have directed attention to a single bounded setting rather than to 

perceptions held across different organisations (Bell et al., 2022). 

3.3 Data Collection 

3.3.1 Literature Review 

The literature review is considered one of the most important components of a research 

project, as it informs the data collection and analysis processes and provides justification for 

the research questions (Bell et al., 2022). In this study, the literature review involved 

exploring existing research, theories, and empirical findings related to innovation, hybrid 

work, and the relationship between these concepts. 

 

The main databases used in the literature search were the University of Gothenburg library 

database, Scopus, and Google Scholar. The initial search was based on key terms such as 

“Innovation” and “Hybrid work.” The search process was iterative, in line with the approach 

described by Bell et al. (2022), meaning that relevant terms identified in the initial literature 

were used to develop additional search strings. Furthermore, synonyms and related concepts 

were included in order to broaden the scope of the search and capture a wider range of 

relevant studies. To ensure the relevance and quality of the selected literature, inclusion 

criteria were applied. Only peer-reviewed journal articles and academic books published in 

English were included.  

3.3.2 Primary Data 

3.3.2.1 Interview Process 

In this study, qualitative semi-structured interviews were used as the main data collection 

method. Semi-structured interviews are characterized by the use of an interview guide 

consisting of a set of predefined themes or questions, while still allowing flexibility in how 

the interview is conducted. This approach enables the researcher to ensure that key topics are 
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covered across all interviews, while also allowing participants to elaborate on issues they 

perceive as important. Compared to structured interviews, semi-structured interviews provide 

greater flexibility, as the researcher can adjust the order of questions, ask follow-up questions, 

and explore emerging themes during the interview process. At the same time, the use of an 

interview guide ensures a certain level of consistency across interviews, which is particularly 

important for comparability across participants (Bell et al., 2022) 

 

The interview guide was kept open, consisting of broad questions complemented by more 

specific follow-up questions that could be used when an answer needed to be developed 

further or when the conversation slowed. This open design ensured consistent coverage of the 

topics central to the research question and suited the exploratory and abductive approach of 

the study by allowing unanticipated themes to emerge. The full interview guide is provided in 

Appendix A. 

 

The interviews were conducted during spring 2026 and lasted between 27 and 59 minutes. 

All interviews were conducted remotely via Microsoft Teams or Google Meet, which allowed 

respondents from a range of organisations and locations to take part and, given that the study 

concerns hybrid and digital ways of working, was well suited to the subject matter. With the 

respondents' consent, the interviews were recorded and later transcribed. Eleven of the 

interviews were conducted in Swedish and one in English. Transcription and translation were 

carried out with the assistance of the digital tool Klang.ai, after which the transcripts and 

translated passages were reviewed manually by the researcher to correct errors and ensure 

that the original meaning was preserved. 

 

3.3.2.2 Sampling 

In qualitative research, sampling is typically guided by the research questions rather than by 

the aim of statistical generalization. Instead of selecting participants randomly, this study 

adopted a purposive sampling approach, in which participants were selected strategically 

based on their relevance to the research topic (Bell et al., 2022). 

 

According to Bell et al. (2022), purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling method 

where participants are chosen based on their ability to provide relevant and rich information 

in relation to the research questions. The aim is not to achieve statistical representativeness, 
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but rather to ensure that participants can contribute meaningful insights into the phenomenon 

being studied. 

 

In line with this approach, participants were selected based on their experience with hybrid 

work and their involvement in innovation-related activities within their organisations. The 

inclusion criteria for participants were, first, that innovation work made up a meaningful part 

of their role. This meant covering people whose work directly involves the generation, 

development, or implementation of new ideas, products, services, or processes. The sample 

therefore includes innovation managers, product designers, engineers working on R&D or 

solution design, innovation consultants, and intermediaries who facilitate innovation across 

organisations. Roles where innovation was only an occasional or incidental activity were not 

included. Second, participants had to work in an organisation, or at least within a department, 

that applied a hybrid work model. Beyond these two criteria, no restriction was placed on 

industry. The aim was instead to include respondents from a range of sectors in order to 

capture variation in how hybrid work and innovation interact across different organisational 

contexts. 

 

Participants were recruited through two channels. First, the researcher's own professional 

network was used to identify individuals who met the inclusion criteria. Second, to broaden 

the pool beyond the immediate network, additional participants were identified through 

LinkedIn. The search was based on keywords corresponding to the inclusion criteria, such as 

"innovation manager" and "product designer". Each candidate's profile was then reviewed to 

confirm that their current role involved innovation work in the sense defined above, before 

they were contacted directly with an interview request. This approach allowed for greater 

diversity across industries and organisational contexts. During this process, an element of 

snowball sampling emerged organically, as several contacted individuals recommended 

whom they considered to fit the criteria (Bell et al., 2022). While purposive sampling 

remained the guiding logic, this additional approach helped access participants who might 

otherwise have been difficult to reach. 
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Table 1: Overview of respondents 
 
ID Industry Role Type Language Interview length 

R1 Information technology Sales / AI evaluation Swedish 43 minutes 

R2 Real estate IT & Innovation lead Swedish 36 minutes 

R3 Consumer electronics Innovation Manager Swedish 46  minutes 

R4 Automotive Innovation leader (R&D) Swedish 51 minutes 

R5 IT Senior manager Swedish 55 minutes 

R6 Innovation intermediary Innovation leader Swedish 27 minutes 

R7 IT consulting Cloud infrastructure Swedish 53 minutes 

R8 Telecommunications Innovation hub leader Swedish 39 minutes 

R9 Software Product designer English 49 minutes 

R10 Public sector  Engineer Swedish 32 minutes 

R11 Innovation network Forum leader Swedish 50 minutes 

R12 Automotive Innovation leader Swedish 59 minutes 

 
 
3.3.3 Data Analysis 
The data collected through the semi-structured interviews were analysed using thematic 

analysis. According to Bell et al. (2022), thematic analysis is one of the most common 

approaches to qualitative data analysis and involves the identification of themes, understood 

as patterns of meaning that emerge through the researcher's active engagement with the data 

and that relate to the research focus. A theme is not simply a topic that appears frequently, it 

must also be relevant to the research questions and provide a basis for a theoretical 

contribution to the literature (Bell et al., 2022). Thematic analysis is particularly suitable for 

this study because of its flexibility, as it can be used in combination with both inductive and 

abductive approaches and accommodates the iterative movement between empirical data and 

theoretical concepts that characterises the study's abductive reasoning (Bell et al., 2022). 

 

The analysis followed the six stages of thematic analysis outlined by Bell et al. (2022). The 

first stage, familiarisation with the data, involved transcribing the interviews and reading 

through the transcripts several times to develop an overall understanding of the material. 

Because all except one of the interviews were conducted in Swedish, relevant passages and 
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quotations were translated into English during the analysis, with care taken to preserve the 

original meaning. 

 

The second stage, generating initial codes, involved identifying interesting patterns and 

meanings in the data and labelling relevant segments with short descriptive codes. In the third 

stage, searching for common themes, codes were compared and grouped to consider how 

they could be combined into overarching themes. Following Bell et al. (2022), particular 

attention was paid to repetitions across interviews, similarities and differences in how 

respondents discussed topics, and connections to theoretical concepts introduced in the 

literature review. 

 

The fourth and fifth stages, reviewing and defining and naming themes, involved checking 

the themes against both the coded extracts and the full transcripts to ensure that they were 

supported by sufficient data and that overlapping themes were merged where appropriate. 

Each theme was then clarified and named to capture a central aspect of how respondents 

experienced and managed innovation under hybrid work conditions. The sixth and final stage, 

producing a final report, consisted of presenting the themes in the empirical findings chapter, 

supported by data extracts that illustrate each theme. The coding scheme is provided in 

Appendix B. 

 

Throughout the analysis, the process moved iteratively between the empirical data and the 

theoretical concepts, in line with the abductive logic of the study (Bell et al., 2022). 

 

3.4 Research Quality 

In quantitative research, the quality of a study is typically assessed through the criteria of 

reliability and validity. However, these criteria assume that a single, objective account of 

social reality is possible, which does not align with the interpretivist and constructionist 

foundations of qualitative research (Bell et al., 2022).  The authors propose that qualitative 

studies should instead be evaluated through the concept of trustworthiness, which consists of 

four criteria that parallel those used in quantitative research: credibility, which parallels 

internal validity; transferability, which parallels external validity; dependability, which 

parallels reliability; and confirmability, which parallels objectivity. 
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Credibility 

Credibility concerns how plausible the findings of a study are, and whether the research has 

been carried out according to good research practice (Bell et al., 2022). To strengthen 

credibility in this study, established qualitative research practices were followed throughout 

the data collection and analysis. Semi-structured interviews were conducted using an 

interview guide that ensured consistent coverage of the key themes across participants, while 

still allowing flexibility to follow up on issues that respondents raised themselves. During the 

analysis, the identified themes were continuously checked against both the coded extracts and 

the full transcripts, as described in Section 3.3.3, to ensure that they were grounded in the 

data. 

 

Transferability 

Transferability concerns the extent to which the findings of a study can be applied to other 

contexts. Since qualitative research typically involves a small number of participants studied 

in depth, the aim is not statistical generalisation but rather to provide detailed descriptions 

that allow others to judge whether the findings are relevant to other settings (Bell et al., 

2022). To support transferability, this study provides detailed descriptions of the research 

context, including the industries and roles of the respondents (see Table 1), the inclusion 

criteria applied during sampling, and the conditions under which the interviews were 

conducted. 

 

Dependability 

Dependability is the qualitative equivalent of reliability and requires the researcher to keep 

clear records of all phases of the research process (Bell et al., 2022). To ensure dependability, 

detailed records were kept throughout the study, including the interview guide, the list of 

respondents, the interview transcripts, and notes on how codes and themes were developed 

during the analysis. Methodological choices regarding the research strategy, sampling, data 

collection, and analysis have been clearly described in this chapter to make the research 

process transparent and to allow others to follow the decisions made throughout the study. 

 

Confirmability 

Confirmability concerns whether the researcher has acted in good faith and avoided letting 

personal values or theoretical preferences influence the research and its findings (Bell et al., 

2022). Although complete objectivity is not possible in qualitative research, steps were taken 
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to support confirmability. The analysis was grounded in the empirical material, and direct 

quotations from respondents were used in the findings chapter to illustrate and support the 

identified themes. The abductive reasoning adopted in this study further supported 

confirmability, as the iterative movement between data and theory encouraged continuous 

reflection on how theoretical concepts shaped the interpretation of the data. 

 

3.5 Ethical Considerations 
Ethical considerations are an important aspect of qualitative research, as interviews involve 

direct interaction with participants and often touch upon their personal experiences and 

workplace contexts. According to Bell et al. (2022), key ethical principles in business 

research include informed consent, avoiding harm to participants, protecting their privacy, 

and ensuring that there is no deception regarding the purpose of the study. These principles 

guided the research process throughout this study. 

 

When respondents were initially contacted, they were informed in writing about the purpose 

of the study and that their participation would be anonymised. This allowed potential 

participants to make an informed decision about whether to take part before agreeing to an 

interview. Before each interview, respondents were given more detailed information about the 

study, including their right to decline to answer any question. They were then asked for their 

verbal consent to have the interview recorded and transcribed, and informed that the 

recordings and transcripts would be deleted after the completion of the thesis. 

  

To protect the privacy of the participants, all respondents have been fully anonymised in the 

thesis. Respondents are referred to only by anonymous identifiers (R1 to R12), and the names 

of their organisations have not been disclosed. Only general information about their industry 

and role is provided (see Table 1), as this was considered necessary to contextualise their 

responses without compromising their anonymity. Interview recordings and transcripts were 

stored securely and used only for the purposes of this study, and will be deleted once the 

thesis has been completed. Interviews were conducted in a conversational and respectful 

manner, and respondents were free to decline to answer any question or to end the interview 

at any time. These measures were taken to ensure that participation in the study did not cause 

any discomfort or harm to the respondents. 
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AI tools were used at several points during the writing of this thesis, and this use is disclosed 

here in the interest of transparency. AI tools were used as an aid for language editing and 

proofreading, for summarising and reflecting on the content of academic articles during the 

reading process, and as a way to test the clarity and consistency of the arguments developed 

in this thesis. AI tools were also used in the transcription and translation of interview 

material, as described in Section 3.3.2.1. All substantive content, analytical choices, 

interpretations of the data, and theoretical claims remain the work and responsibility of the 

author, and all outputs produced with the assistance of AI tools were reviewed and verified 

before being incorporated into the thesis. 
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4. Empirical Findings 
This chapter presents the findings from the interviews. It is organised around four themes: 

how hybrid work shapes the phases of innovation, its effects on relational mechanisms, the 

conditions that influence these effects, and the capacities that hybrid work brings to 

innovation. 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings from twelve semi-structured interviews with innovation 

practitioners working in hybrid settings. As described in the methods chapter, the respondents 

are people whose work directly involves innovation processes, including innovation 

managers, product designers, engineers, consultants, and intermediaries working within or 

across organisations. They span industries including technology, automotive, 

telecommunications, public sector, and IT. Across the interviews, respondents described 

hybrid work as neither simply good nor simply bad for innovation. Instead, they experienced 

it as a trade-off. Some parts of innovation work improved in hybrid settings, while others 

suffered. 

 

The findings are organised around four aggregate dimensions identified through the analysis 

Section 4.2 sets out the most general pattern in the data: hybrid work affects different stages 

of the innovation process differently, with ideation most exposed and later phases more 

tolerant of distance. Section 4.3 examines the relational mechanisms that help explain this 

pattern, including the loss of spontaneous interaction, the role of trust, and the strain on group 

dynamics. Section 4.4 turns to the conditions that shape whether hybrid arrangements amplify 

or dampen these mechanisms: leadership culture and workplace infrastructure. Section 4.5 

sets out the capacities that hybrid arrangements bring to innovation work, including access to 

global expertise, operational efficiency, scalability, and the emerging role of AI. Section 4.6 

draws the four dimensions together.  

 

The four dimensions operate at different conceptual levels rather than as parallel categories. 

Sections 4.3 and 4.5 in particular are not opposites. 4.3 captures what hybrid work does to the 

relational mechanisms that drive innovation, while 4.5 captures the organisational capabilities 

that hybrid arrangements enable. Reading these alongside the phase-pattern in 4.2 and the 

moderating conditions in 4.4 is what allows the analysis to address the trade-offs respondents 
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described, rather than reducing the findings to a list of challenges set against a list of 

opportunities. 

 

4.2 Hybrid Work Across the Innovation Process 

A clear pattern across the twelve interviews concerned the innovation process itself. 

Respondents drew a line between the early phase of an innovation project such as generating 

ideas, framing the problem, setting direction, and the later phases of developing, testing, and 

implementing what had been agreed. Hybrid work was experienced as much more disruptive 

to the early phase than to the later ones. Where the work was about discovering what to do, 

physical co-presence was preferred by most respondents who reflected on this phase. Where 

the work was about doing what had already been agreed, distance mattered much less. This 

phase-sensitivity was a broad pattern running through the interviews, and the structure 

practitioners themselves used when describing how their teams adapted to hybrid conditions. 

 

4.2.1 Ideation Depends on Physical Co-Presence 

The early phase was where respondents reported the strongest dependence on being in the 

same room. Several pointed to brainstorming as a particular case. R1 argued that 

brainstorming requires a kind of psychological safety that is harder to establish online. In a 

physical room, saying something tentative or half-formed feels low-stakes. Online, people 

filter themselves before they speak: 

 

“In the idea phase I think it is good that everyone is physically in the same 

place. If you are to brainstorm, you have to dare to say really stupid things. In 

person it is not serious. But online, I would have thought harder about what I 

was going to say. I would have stress-tested my own idea a bit harder.” (R1) 

 

R2, who has led innovation work for nearly three decades, framed the same point in process 

terms. Later phases lend themselves to digital meetings because the agenda is known in 

advance and the work is to move through it. Ideation does not have an agenda in that sense, it 

is the work of identifying what should be on one. He noted that “the later steps are easier to 

do in digital meetings, because then you basically just have a set of agenda items that 

everyone knows about. But the idea phase is the hardest, because you can’t invite people to 
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that kind of meeting, it is more about catching things” (R2). The contrast he drew is between 

work that can be planned and work that is fundamentally serendipitous, a distinction that runs 

through the relational mechanisms examined in Section 4.3. 

 

R9, a product designer in a cross-functional software team, gave a more detailed account of 

where the early phase begins and what it requires. She described a recurring “triage” meeting 

in which designers, developers, and product managers agree on which of several possible 

directions to pursue. This moment, she said, “changes the trajectory of the project, and that 

could affect months of work” (R9). For a meeting that important, the team needed to work 

through the problem together, either physically in the office or by sitting together in a Slack 

huddle. R9 pointed out that it was clear that synchronous togetherness, rather than physical 

co-presence specifically, was what made the conversation work. R10 made a stronger version 

of the same point from an engineering context, framing the difference in terms of collective 

intelligence: “Creativity flows more when you are together. At home, it simply does not 

become the same creative process. […] If you have a special meeting where you need to be 

innovative or find a new solution, it is always better to meet on-site” (R10). 

 

4.2.2 Later Phases More Compatible with Distance 

Once a direction was set, respondents described the work as much less sensitive to where it 

took place. R9 explained that, after the triage meeting, much of her design process could 

continue at a distance, on the condition that the relationships supporting the work were 

already strong. The designer develops the concept in detail and checks in with developers 

through Figma comments, Slack messages, and short calls. The work is iterative and frequent 

but does not require constant co-presence, because the people involved already know each 

other well and are used to working together. She estimated that for around seventy percent of 

the process the designer and developers need to stay closely available to one another; this 

worked at a distance when they were familiar with each other, but she found it more efficient 

in person. Without that established familiarity, she noted, remote iteration tends to degrade 

into cycles of proposal and rejection that would be resolved in minutes face to face. 

 

R7, who works in cloud infrastructure and agile development, offered a partial exception that 

helps clarify the pattern. He described his work as almost entirely digital across all phases. 

Coding, architecture design, and testing are screen-based regardless of where the team is 
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sitting, and his team is accustomed to distributed collaboration. He found brainstorming 

somewhat more engaging in person but considered the overall difference to be small. 

Spontaneous digital meetings in his team work well, although he noted they are easier to 

postpone than physical ones: “It can sometimes be a bit harder to get hold of colleagues 

online. It is easier to say ‘okay, we can take it later.’ On-site, it feels like those spontaneous 

meetings happen more easily” (R7). His exception suggests that the gap between the early 

and later phases narrows when the work is already digital by nature and the team has become 

accustomed to remote collaboration.  

 

R12 added an industry-specific nuance. Whether physical co-presence matters in later phases 

depends in part on whether the innovation will become a physical product. “If you are 

developing computer games, then maybe it is a bit different. But when it needs to end up in a 

physical product like a car, then in the later part with proof of concept and prototypes, it is 

harder to sit at home” (R12). Industry, in other words, modulates phase-sensitivity. 

Software-only work compresses the difference between early and later phases, while  

hardware-bound work re-introduces it at later stages. 

 

4.2.3 Phase-Aware Adaptation 

Several respondents were not only aware of phase-sensitivity but actively designed their 

working arrangements around it. R4 compared the management of an innovation team to 

athletic training, where different periods of the year demand different intensities and forms of 

work. He applied the same logic to office attendance, reviewing the arrangement every three 

months in line with where his team was in the project cycle: 

 

“For the next three weeks we expect everyone to be at the office one hundred 

percent. We are in that kind of phase. In phase two, you decide among 

yourselves how you want to work. In phase three, you don’t need to be here at 

all if you don’t want to.” (R4) 

 

The approach was workable, he noted, because his team was engaged in similar projects on 

similar timelines. He acknowledged that it would be harder to apply where members are at 

different points in different projects. R12 described a similar pattern but achieved through 

self-organisation rather than scheduling, with team members judging for themselves what 
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required co-presence: “It was more that people took responsibility themselves and understood 

what we need to do together and what we don’t. […] Those who work with innovation were 

quite wise about that” (R12). R10 reported a comparable example in his organisation, where 

creative problem-solving meetings have informally settled onto office days while remote 

days are used for individual reading and learning. The arrangement emerged from a shared 

sense of what each mode is good for. 

 

These accounts illustrate that some practitioners do not merely experience phase-sensitivity 

passively but build it into how they organise the work, either through formal scheduling 

cycles, through cultural expectations about which days are “creative,” or through individual 

judgement about when co-presence is required. 

 

4.3 Relational Mechanisms Shaping Innovation 

The interviews pointed to a set of relational mechanisms that helped explain the sensitiveness 

of innovation in hybrid work arrangements. Innovation, especially in the early phase, depends 

heavily on unplanned interaction, accumulated trust, and group dynamics. These are factors 

that physical co-presence supports easily and that digital environments support unevenly. 

This section examines three such mechanisms: the loss of spontaneous encounters, the role of 

trust and existing relationships, and the strain on group dynamics. 

 

4.3.1 Loss of Spontaneous Interaction 

The mechanism most consistently identified across the twelve interviews was the loss of 

spontaneous, informal interaction. Every respondent identified unplanned encounters, at 

coffee machines, in corridors, or over lunch, as a key source of new ideas and problem 

identification. These exchanges are difficult to plan and almost impossible to reproduce 

online. Their loss was the issue respondents brought up most often when describing the 

downsides of hybrid work 

 

R2, who has led innovation work for nearly three decades at a real estate company, explained 

that he discovers innovation opportunities not through formal meetings but by picking up on 

problems that colleagues mention informally: 
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“My ability to snap up these challenges depends very much on the access I 

have to my colleagues. […] I probably snap it up at the coffee machine rather 

than in a Teams meeting, because there is nothing that initiates this question, 

it is more that someone raises it because they are a little irritated that 

particular day.” (R2) 

 

R11, who leads an open innovation forum, made a similar point. He observed that during the 

pandemic, all meetings had a set agenda. No one arranged a meeting just to talk freely, which 

meant that the kind of open-ended thinking that produces the best ideas largely disappeared: 

 

“The really good ideas usually arise from random interactions, someone says 

something that leads to something else, a bit of ping-pong, and boom, a new 

idea is born. And that is damn hard to replicate in an online environment.” 

(R11) 

 
R3, an innovation manager at a global electronics company, gave a concrete example. While 

standing in a lunch queue at an event in London, he had an unplanned conversation with a 

senior executive that progressed several of his projects. He noted that such encounters simply 

do not happen during a Teams workshop. R5 described a related phenomenon he called 

“overhearing,” which means hearing a nearby conversation in an open-plan office and 

realizing it connects to your own work: 

 

“You sit in open-plan offices and then you hear someone talking: ‘What are you 

talking about? I’ve done that before.’ Overhearing and the spontaneous 

encounters, I think they are incredibly important, and they simply don’t exist 

online” (R5). 

 

R8 framed the same loss in slightly different terms, describing it as a loss of the “element of 

chance.” His organisation is located in a technology cluster where casual encounters with 

people from neighbouring industries, including automotive, life sciences, and urban planning, 

regularly produce new insights. Understanding what those industries need from 

communication technology requires the kind of informal exchange that happens naturally in 

shared physical spaces but rarely in structured digital meetings. He summarised the 

underlying problem as: “You don’t know what you don’t know” (R8). 
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R10 added how the small conversations before and after physical meetings, such as a 

follow-up question or a quick piece of advice from a senior colleague, are essential for his 

innovative work. He noted that online meetings are bounded by time slots. In a physical 

meeting, the conversation flows naturally into the corridor, the coffee room, or a colleague’s 

desk. For someone still building professional expertise, these informal extensions are where 

much of the real learning happens. 

 

Two observations from the interviews complicate this picture without overturning it. R12 

described a counter-example. A team of newly graduated AI engineers at his organisation had 

never met each other or visited the office. On their own initiative, they built a virtual office 

on a gaming platform, with separate rooms for focused work, meetings, and breaks: 

 

“They worked digitally, virtually, as if they were in the office. When they felt 

they had finished a sprint, they would say: ‘Shall we take a fika?’ Then they 

left the work room digitally and entered the coffee room. They found a way of 

working that I hadn’t heard of anyone doing before” (R12). 

 

The team performed well, which R12 attributed in part to a generation comfortable enough 

with digital interaction to create spontaneity rather than merely lose it. R4 made a smaller 

version of the same point. Working from home, he would check his work log each morning 

and ping colleagues on Slack with short requests: “I need ten minutes of your time today, can 

you? Nobody says no” (R4). These planned-spontaneous contacts were efficient for known 

needs, but he acknowledged they could not replace the accidental encounters that connect 

people who would not otherwise think to contact one another. This suggests that what is lost 

in hybrid work is not interaction itself but its serendipity, the unscripted exchanges that bring 

together people and topics no one would have planned to combine.  

4.3.2 Trust as a Relational Foundation 

If spontaneous interaction is a key mechanism through which new ideas emerge, trust is the 

mechanism through which they survive long enough to be developed. Several respondents 

described existing relationships as a precondition for hybrid collaboration to work. Trust and 

familiarity, once built through physical interaction, allow digital exchange to carry 
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meaningful innovation work. Without that foundation, remote interactions tend to stay formal 

and cautious, which limits the kind of open exchange innovation depends on. 

 

R9 estimated that building enough trust with her development team had taken about eighteen 

months: “One of the biggest things is the team relationship or the dynamic between people, 

to get to this point where I’m so comfortable, it took like one and a half years” (R9). With 

familiar colleagues she can send a quick Slack message and jump straight into a call, while 

with newer team members the same behaviour does not feel right, even though nothing 

formally prevents it. The quality of this relationship had a direct effect on the work itself. 

When trust is high, developers are more willing to take on technically difficult design 

requests because they believe the designer has considered the trade-offs. When trust is low, 

every request becomes a negotiation. Her organisation arranges seating by cross-functional 

team rather than by role, so that designers sit beside developers, and she described this 

deliberate proximity as a way to accelerate trust-building on the days the team is physically 

present. R2 made a direct connection between physical meetings and digital trust: 

 

“A digital meeting can become better when you have met someone physically. 
If you know someone, it is easier to have a digital meeting. But when you have 
never met them physically, it is significantly harder to get the trust required for 
you to dare to throw out things that could be better.” (R2) 
 

The challenge of building this trust falls particularly hard on newcomers and newly formed 

teams. R5 recalled how difficult it was to onboard trainees during the pandemic when all 

interactions were through screens, describing it as extremely challenging to integrate them 

into the culture and work practices of the organisation. R4 made a similar observation from 

his own decade of relationship-building. He had no trouble navigating the organisation 

digitally, but colleagues with only a year or two of tenure found it much harder to know who 

to contact or how to operate within the informal structures. R10 added that for employees still 

building their skills, being physically near experienced colleagues is especially important 

because of the informal learning that happens naturally in the office. R2 framed the 

underlying tension as a blind spot. The very people who can work most effectively from 

home are also those whose physical presence generates the most value for less experienced 

colleagues. For innovation work specifically, the consequence is that new team members are 

less likely to contribute ideas or challenge existing assumptions if they have not yet built the 
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relational confidence to do so. A more positive view came from R3, who argued that 

relationships are important but not essential for digital collaboration. He described 

successfully contacting senior executives via Teams without any prior personal relationship. 

However, he noted that the communication style differs. With strangers it is more formal and 

careful, while established relationships allow a more direct approach.  

 

Given the importance of trust, several respondents described deliberate efforts to maintain it 

through periodic physical gatherings rather than continuous office attendance. R9 found 

intensive two-day team events much more effective for trust-building than individual office 

visits. R3 advocated for at least two or three physical meetings during any long-term project, 

arguing that cutting all business travel is a false saving because the relational capital built 

through physical encounters improves the quality of innovation collaboration for the rest of 

the project. R6 described what he saw as a common pattern. A physical kick-off, a second 

meeting after three to four months, and the rest done online. R12 described a similar rhythm: 

“We tried to meet once a month in a larger group, and then every week we ran digitally. That 

led to us getting to know each other much better and it became much more efficient” (R12). 

The arrangement that emerges across these accounts treats co-presence as concentrated and 

deliberate rather than continuous, with periodic physical gatherings doing focused 

trust-building work that the daily digital workflow cannot. 

 

R12 captured the foundational view in a single line: 'Trust is underestimated. If you have built 

it up, most things work very well. And I think it is harder to achieve only digitally, at least 

harder than if you have met physically' (R12). At the same time, he complicated this view 

with a generational observation. The team of recently graduated engineers introduced in 

Section 4.3.1, who built a virtual office and never met in person, performed well despite 

having none of the prior physical interaction the rest of his account treats as foundational. 

The trust mechanism described in this section may, in other words, be more contingent on 

generational familiarity with digital interaction than the rest of the data on its own would 

suggest. 

 

4.3.3 Strain on Group Dynamics 

Even where relationships exist and ideas surface, the meetings that translate them into 

innovation are themselves shaped by the medium in which they take place. Several 
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respondents described how digital meetings alter group dynamics in ways that reshape who 

contributes and how. R1 observed that in large video calls the speaker’s image fills the screen 

while everyone else is silent, which discourages less assertive participants from taking the 

floor: 

 

“If you are fifteen or twenty people in a Google Meet and everyone is 
supposed to speak freely, some people simply will not take the floor, because 
there is so much attention on the one who is speaking. Their image becomes 
enormous, and everyone else is completely silent.” (R1) 
 

R5 identified the loss of non-verbal cues as the central issue: “When I am in a room and say 

something, I can see on ten people’s faces whether someone is getting angry or someone 

doesn’t understand” (R5). Online, these signals are largely invisible, particularly when 

participants turn off their cameras. R4 made a related point from a leadership perspective. In 

a physical meeting, a manager can detect frustration or disengagement in the moments 

immediately after, including a sigh in the corridor or a muttered comment to a colleague. In a 

digital meeting, the moment someone clicks “leave,” these signals vanish, which means 

unresolved disagreements can silently derail creative processes. R3, however, warned against 

treating the medium as the only determinant of participation, arguing that personality matters 

more. Some people are quiet in physical meetings but comfortable behind a screen, others 

show the opposite pattern. He described encountering engineers who would not share ideas in 

group settings regardless of format but who contributed readily one-on-one. Hybrid work, in 

this view, does not uniformly suppress participation but redistributes it across personality 

types. 

 

The most consistently criticised configuration across the interviews was the mixed-mode 

meeting, in which some participants are together in a room while others join remotely. R2 

was direct: 

 

“The cases where some sit in a conference room and some are with digitally, 
that is the absolute worst. The ones who are digital are not involved at all. It is 
better that everyone is digital, or everyone is physical.” (R2) 
 

R8 described the underlying mechanism. Side conversations in the room exclude remote 

participants: “Someone starts whispering in the room, no one else hears it, and then you 
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think, okay, I might as well grab a coffee, because I’m not really there anyway” (R8). R12 

reached the same conclusion: “I try to run either one hundred percent physical or one 

hundred percent digital. The in-between is not good” (R12). To address this, several 

respondents described an all-or-nothing rule, where either everyone joins from their own 

screen or everyone sits in the same room. R2 added that digital meetings benefit from clearer 

rules, such as cameras-on policies, active facilitation, and explicit check-ins. R5 described the 

practice of formal “check-ins” and “check-outs” at the start and end of meetings, in which 

participants express their expectations and confirm what was agreed. He noted that while this 

practice is common in physical workshops, it is rarely transferred to digital settings, where 

meetings tend to end abruptly. 

 

4.4 Enabling and Constraining Conditions 

The mechanisms described in Section 4.3 do not work the same way across organisations or 

teams. This section examines the conditions that determine whether the relational 

mechanisms produce friction or function. Two sets of themes came up consistently in the 

interviews: leadership culture and workplace infrastructure. Each shapes the mechanisms 

identified in Section 4.3 and, in turn, how practitioners are able to navigate the 

phase-sensitivity established in Section 4.2. 

 

4.4.1 Leadership Culture 

Several respondents framed leadership style as the most important variable shaping whether 

hybrid work supports or undermines innovation. R4 contrasted two approaches. The first 

relies on physical oversight, what he described as “the platoon leader who stands in the 

middle of the floor and keeps track of his troops” (R4). The second manages through goals, 

principles, and delegated autonomy. The second, he argued, is naturally better suited to 

hybrid environments because it does not depend on physically seeing the team. He attributed 

his own team’s productivity gains during the hybrid period, which he estimated at fifty to 

seventy percent above prior output, partly to reduced management control allowing 

employees to start projects on their own initiative. R12 described an organisational version of 

the same tension. From an HR perspective, he argued, this created a dilemma. Organisations 

that insisted on full-time office presence risked losing the strongest candidates to competitors 

offering more flexibility. He observed that managers themselves took different positions on 
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this, with some insisting on a hundred percent office presence and others taking the view that 

it was not necessary. R12 was clear that a single rule for everyone was unlikely to be optimal, 

whether on-site presence is necessary depends on the kind of work being done, with 

workshop-based and physically grounded work demanding co-presence and software or legal 

work tolerating remote arrangements without difficulty. The appropriate balance therefore 

varies by team, project, and individual. 

 

R1 attributed the success of his organisation’s hybrid model to the broader culture 

surrounding leadership. Highly motivated employees, he argued, were the precondition that 

made delegated autonomy workable in the first place: 

 

“The entire workforce is enormously motivated. No one wants to be caught 
offline on a Monday afternoon, people work really hard to be good. If it’s a 
workplace where everyone is a bit lazy, then it is much harder to make it 
work.” (R1) 
 

He described several organisational policies that reinforced this motivation. Employees who 

performed well were given a “twenty percent project,” meaning one day per week to work on 

a self-chosen innovation initiative, a practice that famously produced some of the company’s 

most successful products. The organisation also offered one week per year of funded 

learning, with partial cost coverage for courses both related and unrelated to the job. R1 

argued that these policies created a virtuous cycle. Employees felt trusted and invested in, 

which made them more willing to take responsibility for making hybrid work effective. 

Compared with R4’s account, this suggests that goal-based leadership and a culture of mutual 

investment work as complementary conditions. Each is more effective where the other is also 

present, and neither functions in isolation. 

 

R2 offered a different perspective on the same conditions. From an employer’s standpoint, he 

argued, there are few concrete advantages to employees working from home apart from being 

seen as an attractive employer. Every meeting, on his account, is better in person. Culture 

develops more naturally when people share physical space, and relationships between 

colleagues become stronger. He acknowledged the practical reality that employees 

increasingly expect flexibility, and that organisations refusing to offer it risk losing talent. His 

organisation ultimately moved to a full-office model, a decision that generated significant 
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resistance among employees who had grown accustomed to hybrid freedom. Taken together, 

this suggests that leadership and culture do not simply enable hybrid arrangements, they also 

determine whether the friction the arrangement produces is treated as a cost to be absorbed or 

as evidence that the arrangement should change.  

 

4.4.2 Workplace Infrastructure 

The physical workplace itself emerged as an important condition shaping hybrid innovation. 

The quality of the office affects whether people choose to come in, which in turn shapes how 

often the spontaneous interactions identified in Section 4.3.1 actually occur. R1 described 

extensive investments by his employer in making the office an attractive destination. The 

company provided free meals, fitness facilities, medical services, and rest areas. Meeting 

rooms were equipped with auto-tracking cameras that follow the speaker, half-table 

configurations facing a screen showing remote participants at life size, and microphones that 

automatically switch to the active speaker. The purpose, R1 explained, was to make remote 

participants feel as though they were seated at the same table. People came in voluntarily, 

even on days when they were permitted to work from home, because the office environment 

was simply better than what they had at home. R2 made the same point from the opposite 

direction: 

 

“The desire to work hybrid often comes from the fact that the conditions at the 
office are too poor. Employers need to create places where people want to be, 
so that you don’t have to force them in.” (R2) 
 

R9 described a specific barrier of the kind R2 alluded to. Her organisation’s hot-desking 

policy required arriving by 9:15 to secure a workstation with two screens, which often kept 

her at home despite enjoying the office when she was there. R10 noted that his home setup, a 

single small laptop screen, made him less effective than at the office, and argued that 

organisations expecting people to work from home have a corresponding responsibility to 

provide proper equipment: a second monitor, a good chair, and adequate lighting. The 

infrastructure condition therefore operates on both sides of the hybrid arrangement: the office 

must be attractive enough to draw people in, and the home setup must be adequate enough to 

support productive work when people are there. Where either side is neglected, the relational 

mechanisms identified in Section 4.3 are correspondingly weakened. 

 

40 



The digital side of the infrastructure showed a similar pattern of partial enablement. No 

respondent described digital tools as fully replacing physical collaboration for innovation 

work, but several pointed to tools that meaningfully bridge the gap. R9 described a workflow 

built around Figma's collaborative features, in which designers and developers work in the 

same file simultaneously, using in-app comments to discuss specific design elements, 

multi-cursor co-editing for real-time work, and Slack huddles when typing becomes too slow. 

This setup reduces the need for formally scheduled meetings and supports the continuous 

back-and-forth that innovation work requires. She emphasised, however, that this workflow 

only became possible after she had built strong working relationships with her developers. 

With colleagues she knew well she could write on Slack loosely and reach out for a quick 

huddle, whereas with people she had not worked with, doing the same "just doesn't feel as 

right" (R9). The digital infrastructure functions, in other words, as an amplifier of relational 

conditions established elsewhere. 

 

R12 described Mural as a usable substitute for a physical whiteboard, with the additional 

advantage that the output is already in digital form and does not need to be transcribed. R4 

credited digital canvases with producing better documentation than physical whiteboards ever 

did, a point developed further in Section 4.5.2. At the same time, several respondents 

identified clear limits of these tools for early-phase work. R3 described digital whiteboarding 

as the most challenging part of digital creative work: “Everyone I have worked with, and I 

myself, find it annoying to sit with the mouse and draw and write. That creative part is a bit 

harder digitally” (R3). R6 reported that some participants found Mural difficult to navigate, 

particularly when locating material from earlier sessions. Both acknowledged that a digital 

whiteboard is better than no whiteboard at all when teams cannot be co-located, while noting 

that the tool itself does not close the gap with physical creative work. 

 

R6 also drew attention to a less tangible piece of digital infrastructure, which is facilitation. 

He argued that the person leading a digital meeting has a much larger and more important 

role than in a physical meeting, because they must actively manage turn-taking, ensure 

remote participants are included, and respond to contributions that might otherwise be 

missed. He noted that around a physical conference table a leader can let discussion move 

freely between topics, but online this breaks down: "If you want a creative discussion, you 

must be more structured so that everyone can follow, you cannot just move between topics 

and angles" (R6). His point reframes digital tools as something that requires not only the 
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right software but the right human practice to make them work, an observation that connects 

back to the meeting dynamics described in Section 4.3.3. 

R11 offered a forward-looking critique of where digital infrastructure stands today. He 

expressed surprise that collaborative tools have evolved relatively little since the pandemic, 

drawing an analogy to multiplayer online games. In a game such as World of Warcraft, 

twenty-four strangers from across the world routinely solve complex coordination problems 

in real time, something that corporate innovation tools have not yet matched. “What would 

happen if you could take the same effect but use it to solve real problems?” (R11). His 

observation is less a description of current conditions than a comment on their ceiling, 

suggesting that the digital side of hybrid infrastructure is still a long way from realising its 

potential as a support for innovation work. 

 

4.5 What Hybrid Work Makes Possible for Innovation 

The mechanisms and conditions in Sections 4.3 and 4.4 explain where hybrid work creates 

friction for innovation. The same arrangements, however, also expand the range of practices 

that innovation work can draw on. Respondents identified four such capacities. Access to 

globally distributed expertise, operational efficiency, scalability of innovation processes 

beyond what physical events allow, and the emerging dimension of human-machine 

collaboration through artificial intelligence. Some of these, such as global collaboration, 

existed before, but were not built into the rhythm of ordinary work in the way hybrid 

arrangements now make possible. Others, such as routine digital documentation, became 

default practice through the same shift. None of these capacities removes the friction 

described earlier, but each represents a possibility that hybrid arrangements open up or make 

more readily available rather than close down. 

 

4.5.1 Access to Global Expertise 

The most frequently mentioned capacity was the ability to bring together people regardless of 

where they sit. R1 framed it simply: “It is actually pretty valuable to get thoughts from 

someone who works in Tokyo.” (R1) 

 

R3 described how working with colleagues across Japan, the United States, and Europe 

provides perspectives that a local team could never generate. Different markets have different 

42 



customer expectations, and having team members embedded in those markets brings insights 

that would otherwise require dedicated research. R6 highlighted that digital tools made it 

possible for him to collaborate with research partners in Greece and Scotland, something that 

would have been impractical before. R11 went further, calling this the most important benefit 

of hybrid work overall, the ability to build teams globally rather than being limited to 

whoever is in the same office. 

 

The capacity is real but it brings its own coordination cost. R3 noted that global collaboration 

introduces challenges around time zones, with communication with colleagues in Japan 

sometimes slow, and that cultural differences in communication style can create friction. He 

nevertheless considered the diversity of perspectives worth the cost. The pattern that emerges 

across these accounts is that the global affordance is conditional. It enables forms of 

collaboration that previously did not exist, but the resulting teams require more deliberate 

coordination than co-located ones. The trade-off is between who can participate and how 

easily they can participate together, and respondents who valued the perspectives accepted 

the effort. 

 

4.5.2 Operational Efficiency 

A second capacity concerns the structured, post-ideation parts of innovation work. Many 

respondents found digital formats significantly more efficient for routine meetings, status 

updates, and the day-to-day coordination of work that has already been agreed. R6 stated this 

directly: “Nothing beats digital meetings when it comes to efficiency. If a meeting includes 

hours of travel, you manage one meeting per day. Digitally, you manage several” (R6). R7 

reported the same pattern from inside an agile software team. Most of his daily work 

including coding, sprint planning, and work on the team’s issue tracker, translates well to 

digital formats, partly because the work itself is already screen-based and partly because the 

team is accustomed to distributed collaboration: “For most of what I do day to day, I would 

say it works pretty well online.” (R7). 

 

This efficiency is tied to the kind of work being done. As Section 4.2 established, the later 

phases of innovation, including reviews, status checks, and structured execution, are where 

digital meetings work best, precisely because each meeting has a known agenda and a 

defined purpose. The affordance of efficiency is therefore not a universal advantage but one 
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that applies most clearly to the parts of innovation work where the relational mechanisms 

identified in Section 4.3 are least demanded. The same medium that makes a routine review 

meeting efficient is the medium that makes early ideation difficult. 

 

A specific form of this efficiency, raised most directly by R4, concerns documentation. R4 

argued that remote and hybrid work actually produces better records of how decisions are 

made than co-located work does. Physical whiteboard sessions are photographed but rarely 

archived in a usable form, while digital collaboration tools create a searchable trail of the path 

through which a decision was reached: 

 

“All the things you write down are the decisions, but not the path there. When 

you work remotely or partly digitally, you have a much better digital trace.” 

(R4) 

 
The distinction R4 drew is significant. Most documentation captures conclusions, but 

innovation work depends as much on the reasoning that led to the conclusions as on the 

conclusions themselves. He gave a concrete example. When a new team member joins, 

having the working canvas of an earlier project preserved in Miro makes it possible to walk 

them through not only what was decided but why, without writing a separate retrospective 

document. R7 reported using Miro in the same way during his team's agile planning and 

retrospective meetings, with several people writing and drawing in the shared workspace 

simultaneously. Digital traceability is not a separate affordance but a form of efficiency that 

hybrid work creates, one that compounds over time as the body of recorded data grows. 

Practitioners who recognise this distinction can use digital efficiency where it helps, 

including for documentation, without paying its cost in early-phase creative work where it 

does not. 

 

4.5.3 Scalability of Innovation Processes 

A third capacity is the ability of digital tools to extend innovation processes to a scale that 

physical events cannot match. R8 described a global idea platform spanning three continents 

that enabled employees to submit ideas, comment on each other’s proposals, and participate 

in evaluation processes. This community existed by digital design and could not have been 

replicated physically. R5 described plans for a digital system in which thousands of 
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customers and employees would be able to submit ideas, enabling a volume of input that 

traditional workshops could never accommodate. R12 described how the pandemic forced his 

organisation’s annual innovation weeks to go digital, which initially felt like a loss but 

unexpectedly opened the event to global participation: 

 

"All of a sudden we could invite people who work at Google, in China. There 

were many more who could come and take part and talk about their 

challenges. It became a completely different flavour. And it was really, really 

good." (R12) 

 
After the pandemic, his organisation adopted a hybrid format for these events, retaining the 

digital component to maintain global access while adding a physical dimension for local 

participants. The pattern across these accounts is that scalability is not simply a matter of 

including more people, it changes the kind of innovation process that becomes feasible. 

Crowdsourced idea submission, cross-site participation in evaluation, and asynchronous 

comment threads on early proposals are forms of innovation work that digital scale makes 

possible and that would not exist in their absence. 

 

4.5.4 AI as an Emerging Dimension 

A fourth capacity, raised by several respondents, concerns artificial intelligence. AI was 

described as a new form of hybrid work, in the sense of human-machine collaboration 

alongside human-human collaboration. R11 described the potential for AI agents to support 

continuous idea generation and validation, envisioning a future in which organisations might 

set up AI-powered teams that generate ideas, validate concepts, and coach employees through 

the innovation process. He suggested that a single human innovator working with multiple AI 

agents might outperform a larger team of humans with limited AI support. He acknowledged 

that this vision is still emerging, but argued that it represents a new dimension of hybrid work 

that organisations should begin preparing for. R10 offered a more immediate observation, 

noting that AI tools such as Copilot are already useful for quickly building knowledge in 

unfamiliar technical areas. R4 connected this back to the documentation point in 4.5.2, the 

better the digital trace, the more AI can do with it. 
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This affordance is positioned differently from the others in this section. It is not yet an 

established capacity that respondents consistently exploit, but a direction of development that 

several practitioners flagged as significant. Treating it as part of hybrid work rather than as a 

separate phenomenon is itself a finding of the study. Those respondents who raised AI did not 

see the human-digital and human-machine dimensions as belonging to separate 

conversations. 

4.6 Summary of Findings 

The findings present a layered picture of innovation under hybrid work conditions. Across the 

twelve interviews, respondents did not describe hybrid arrangements as simply good or bad 

for innovation, but as a set of conditions whose effects depend on the kind of work being 

done, the people doing it, and the wider context. The four aggregate dimensions explored in 

this chapter are meant to make the structure of those effects visible. 

 

Section 4.2 set out phase-sensitivity as the most general pattern in the data. Hybrid work was 

much more disruptive to early ideation than to later development and execution. Where the 

work was about discovering what to do, physical co-presence was almost universally 

preferred. Where the work was about doing what had been agreed, the difference was small. 

Several practitioners did not just experience this pattern, they actively designed their working 

arrangements around it, adjusting on-site expectations to match the current project phase, 

scheduling creative work for office days, or relying on the team's own judgement about when 

co-presence was needed. Two boundary cases sharpened the pattern: software-only work 

compressed the difference between phases, while hardware-bound work, and innovation that 

ends in a physical product, re-introduced the gap at later stages. 

 

Section 4.3 examined the relational mechanisms that explain why ideation in particular is so 

exposed. Spontaneous interaction, the unscripted exchanges that bring together people and 

topics no one would have planned to combine, was the mechanism most consistently 

identified across the interviews. Trust was the relational foundation that allowed digital 

collaboration to carry meaningful innovation work. Established familiarity made digital 

exchange viable, while its absence kept remote interactions formal and cautious in ways that 

limit innovation. Group dynamics shifted in digital meetings in ways that changed who 

46 



contributes and how, with mixed-mode meetings in particular being identified almost 

universally as the worst format. 

 

Section 4.4 turned to the conditions that determine whether these mechanisms produce 

friction or function. Leadership culture stood out as an important variable, with goal-based 

and trust-based leadership better suited to hybrid environments than oversight-based 

leadership, and with cultures of mutual investment and motivation acting as preconditions for 

delegated autonomy to work. Workplace infrastructure, on both its physical and digital sides, 

shaped whether people choose to come to the office and how effectively they can work when 

they do not. 

 

Section 4.5 set out the capacities that hybrid work creates rather than removes. Access to 

distributed expertise was the most frequently mentioned, followed by operational efficiency, 

within which digital documentation and traceability emerged as a specific form. Beyond 

these came the scalability of innovation processes past what physical events allow, and the 

emerging role of AI as a new dimension of hybrid work. None of these removes the friction 

examined earlier, but each represents a possibility that hybrid arrangements open up rather 

than close down. 

 

The thread running through all four dimensions is that hybrid work is not best understood as a 

uniform arrangement with uniform effects. It is a set of conditions whose consequences 

depend on which phase of work is being done, which mechanisms are most active in that 

phase, which conditions surround the team, and which capacities the team is in a position to 

use. Across the interviews, the practitioners who described the most deliberate approaches 

treated hybrid work as a context-dependent design choice, adapting on-site expectations to 

the demands of each project phase and team composition rather than applying a fixed policy. 
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5. Discussion 

This chapter discusses the findings in relation to the literature and theoretical framework 

presented earlier. It considers each of the main patterns in turn before drawing them together 

into an integrated view of innovation under hybrid work. 

5.1 Phase-Sensitivity 

The findings show that hybrid work affects different phases of innovation unevenly. The 

early phase is the most exposed, while later phases are less sensitive to distance. Respondents 

did not just experience this passively but actively organised their work around it. This pattern 

speaks to two areas of existing research. The first area provides the foundation. O’Reilly and 

Binns (2019) and Perry-Smith and Mannucci (2017) describe innovation as a staged process 

in which each phase has distinct requirements. Neither, however, addresses how the physical 

setup of work supports those requirements across phases. The findings here suggest that this 

missing link matters. Physical co-presence is not equally important across phases, so the 

choice of working configuration has phase-specific effects. 

 

The finding that ideation is the phase most affected connects directly to recent hybrid-specific 

research. Arena et al. (2022) report that early-phase innovation work is the most disrupted by 

virtual arrangements, a pattern also found in this study. Unplanned encounters, real-time 

problem-framing, and the shared energy of physical meetings are exactly what hybrid 

arrangements disrupt. Kantola et al. (2025) reach a similar conclusion describing how online 

meetings, bounded by tight agendas and fixed time, leave little room for the open-ended 

exchange through which early ideas mature. As they put it, brainstorming can be scheduled 

and run online, but "finding the seed for innovation is a different type of activity" that hybrid 

arrangements struggle to support. Gibbs et al. (2024) provide support to this by showing idea 

submission rates fell significantly under hybrid work. The present findings are consistent 

with this literature and point to a clear reason for the concentration of the effect. Early-phase 

work depends on the unplanned, exploratory interaction that physical co-presence supports, 

and this is precisely what hybrid arrangements disrupt. The relational mechanisms behind this 

are examined in detail in Section 5.2. 
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The finding that later phases tolerate distance more easily refines this picture. Several 

respondents described execution and structured iteration as either unaffected by hybrid work 

or actively more efficient digitally. This is consistent with Arena et al.'s (2022) argument that 

incubation depends on bonding ties, which can sustain virtual collaboration, at least where 

team composition is stable. Arena et al. (2022) note that bonding capital gradually erodes as 

members change and new colleagues are added. What the findings add is a specification. 

How well later phases tolerate distance depends both on whether the team has built up that 

earlier relational foundation and on whether the work continues to require shared physical 

artefacts. This second condition refines the phase pattern further. Where the work is already 

digital and individuated from the start, the difference between early and later phases 

compresses, whereas work that produces physical outputs re-introduces the gap in later 

phases. The findings therefore suggest that phase-sensitivity is not a universal property of 

innovation work, but is shaped in part by the extent to which the work produces physical or 

digital outputs. 

 

A second finding concerns how practitioners adapt to the phase pattern. Several respondents 

described actively organising work around it, through formal phase-based rotations, through 

self-organisation, and through informal cultural conventions about which days are for 

creative work. This connects to a broader argument that the phases of innovation are distinct 

enough to require different conditions and forms of management (O'Reilly & Binns, 2019), 

an argument Arena et al. (2022) extend into the hybrid context with their Adaptive Hybrid 

Model, which holds that managers should recognise which phase a team is in and configure 

work accordingly. The findings show that this kind of adaptation is already taking place, and 

that it is more varied than the model proposes. Where Arena et al. (2022) emphasise 

managerial coordination, the practitioners interviewed here describe a mixture of top-down 

scheduling and bottom-up team judgement, with the bottom-up version sometimes working 

well because the team understood the phase logic without needing to be directed. The 

findings therefore add an empirical point to this literature. Phase-aware adaptation is feasible 

not only through managerial design, as the Adaptive Hybrid Model emphasises, but also 

through distributed practitioner judgement. 
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5.2 Relational Mechanisms 

The findings identified the relational mechanisms through which hybrid work affects 

innovation. Social capital theory accounts well for much of what the respondents described, 

but the findings also point to aspects the theory captures less fully. 

 

Social capital theory, applied to the staged model of innovation, generates a clear expectation. 

At a foundational level, the theory holds that social capital accumulates through sustained 

interaction, that it depends on the continuity and stability of social relationships, and that it 

enables the combination and exchange of knowledge from which new ideas are created 

(Coleman, 1988; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Bonding and bridging ties do different work, 

with bridging providing access to diverse information and bonding supporting close, 

cooperative development (Eklinder-Frick et al., 2014). Applied to the innovation process by 

Arena et al. (2022), this maps onto phases. Ideation depends on lateral bridging ties, while 

later development depends more on bonding ties. Arena et al. also find that bridging ties 

erode faster than bonding ties under virtual work. Taken together, these layers generate an 

expectation that can be examined against the findings. Because hybrid work reduces the 

interaction that sustains ties, and because the bridging ties ideation relies on are the most 

fragile, hybrid work should disrupt ideation most. 

 

In its broad form, this expectation is confirmed. The mechanism most consistently identified 

across the interviews was the loss of spontaneous interaction, the unscheduled exchanges at 

corridors, coffee machines, and colleagues' desks where ideas surfaced that would not have 

surfaced otherwise. This fits closely with how the literature describes creative work. 

Hargadon and Bechky (2006) characterise it as a series of brief, unplanned encounters in 

which colleagues build on each other's ideas without being formally assigned to do so. Liu et 

al. (2017) add that informal interaction is the channel through which tacit knowledge moves 

between people. Cunha et al. (2010) describe such moments as serendipity, the accidental 

discovery of value that arises when unrelated ideas are unexpectedly brought together, which 

they identify as a source of creativity. What hybrid arrangements remove is not interaction 

itself but its serendipity. Planned digital contact can cover known needs but cannot reach 

across people and topics no one would have thought to combine. This is consistent with what 

Arena et al. (2022) describe at the network level, where lateral bridging ties declined sharply 

in the first months of virtual work, and with Kantola et al.'s (2025) account of dispersement. 
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The phase-specific part of the expectation is also confirmed. As Section 5.1 set out, it was 

early-phase work that respondents found most exposed, exactly the phase the theory 

identifies as bridging-dependent 

 

The expectation that later phases are more resilient is also broadly confirmed, since 

respondents described execution and structured iteration as tolerating distance more easily, 

consistent with the view that bonding ties can sustain virtual collaboration. One finding 

complicates the picture, however. The team of newly graduated engineers described in the 

findings had never met in person, yet they performed well and created their own forms of 

spontaneous interaction through a virtual office. This does not overturn the general pattern, 

but it suggests that the resilience of social capital under hybrid work is more contingent than 

the theory implies, depending partly on how digital tools are used and on how familiar a 

given group is with digital interaction. 

 

Beyond this, the findings suggest a more specific account of how erosion occurs. Social 

capital theory, and the hybrid-work literature that applies it, tends to frame the problem as the 

weakening of ties. The findings here point to something more narrow. What hybrid work 

removes is not necessarily the ties themselves, but the everyday occasions through which ties 

are maintained and strengthened. Coleman (1988) argued that social capital tends to arise as a 

by-product of other activities rather than through deliberate investment. The findings show 

that hybrid arrangements thin out exactly those activities. The corridor exchange, the 

informal handover, the physical workshop, and the unannounced visit. In the traditional 

office, social capital accumulated largely on its own, as a side effect of people working in the 

same building. Under hybrid work, this no longer happens automatically, and connections, 

trust, and shared understanding must instead be built deliberately, through meetings, events, 

and visits that have to be planned. This is the central refinement the study offers. Hybrid 

work does not simply reduce social capital, it removes the conditions under which social 

capital was previously self-renewing, turning it from a by-product of ordinary work into 

something that must be deliberately maintained. This explains something that the 

weakening-ties view leaves open, why the loss hits hardest those who have not yet built up 

social capital of their own. 

 

This reframing helps explain the findings on trust, which connect to the relational dimension 

of social capital described by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) and to the concept of relational 
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confidence introduced by Keppler and Leonardi (2023). Respondents described trust as the 

precondition for digital interaction to carry meaningful innovation work, and as something 

that physical co-presence builds first. R9 illustrates this clearly. She estimated that it had 

taken about eighteen months to reach the point where she felt comfortable sending a quick 

Slack message and pulling a developer into a call. This is consistent with Rave et al.’s (2025) 

account of trust developing through alternation between face-to-face and digital modes, and 

with Abrantes et al.’s (2026) finding that digital voice contributes most to innovation when 

employees already trust their colleagues. What the findings add is that trust, like social capital 

more generally, is no longer a by-product. It is built through physical co-presence and then 

carried into the digital space, where it lowers the threshold for the small acts on which 

innovation work depends. Where this carry-over has not happened, the same digital channels 

remain formal and cautious. This cost falls unevenly. Newcomers and less experienced 

colleagues are hardest to integrate without physical contact, since they lack established 

relationships to draw on and miss the informal learning of the office. Trevor and Holweg 

(2023) found that all the companies in their sample worried about onboarding in hybrid 

environments, and Arena et al. (2022) note that bonding capital erodes as new employees are 

hired and familiar colleagues move between teams. The by-product argument explains why 

this lands hardest on newcomers. When social capital must be deliberately built rather than 

absorbed from the surrounding environment, those without an existing stock of it are least 

able to make up the difference. 

 

A further point concerns where social capital theory is not the most precise lens. Respondents 

described how synchronous video meetings weaken the conditions under which people are 

willing to voice tentative ideas, through the dominance of the active speaker’s image, the loss 

of the non-verbal cues that signal whether others are following, and the disappearance of the 

informal post-meeting moments where disagreement would normally surface. This is better 

captured by the concept of psychological safety, which Edmondson (1999) defines as the 

shared belief that a team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking. Voicing a half-formed idea is 

exactly such a risk, and the signals people use to judge whether that risk feels safe are 

precisely the ones digital meetings tend to hide. This is consistent with Lechner and Tobias 

Mortlock (2022), who argue that psychological safety is normally built through the 

spontaneous exchange virtual work reduces, and with Naghshbandi et al. (2025), who show 

that psychological safety operates differently on digital channels. A strong, trusting tie does 

not guarantee a person feels safe voicing a half-formed idea in a large video call. Social 
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capital theory explains the structural side of the relational picture, but it is less equipped to 

explain this affective side, where the question is not whether a connection exists but whether 

a person feels safe enough to use it. 

 

 

 

This affective side points to a dimension the structural theory underplays, which is the 

individual person. The interviews pointed to the role of individual personality, suggesting it 

may matter as much as the medium. Some people are quiet in physical meetings but 

comfortable behind a screen, and some show the opposite. Hybrid work does not uniformly 

suppress participation but redistributes it across personality types, in ways that disadvantage 

the low-stakes, tentative contribution on which early-phase innovation particularly depends. 

The mixed-mode meeting has a specific place in this picture. Bjørn et al. (2024) argue that 

hybrid meetings produce a fundamental asymmetry between those in the room and those 

joining remotely, one that cannot be designed away because the co-located participants 

always have access to side conversations, gestures, and artefacts that remote participants do 

not. Respondents reached the same conclusion, identifying mixed-mode meetings almost 

universally as the worst configuration and preferring meetings that are either fully physical or 

fully digital. Taken together, the personality and the meeting findings indicate that the effect 

of hybrid work on innovation is not only a property of networks and occasions but also of the 

people in them. A full account of relational mechanisms therefore has to combine social 

capital theory with attention to psychological safety and to individual disposition. 

5.3 Conditions Shaping Hybrid Innovation 

If social capital must increasingly be built deliberately rather than absorbed from shared 

space, the conditions that enable or obstruct that deliberate effort become decisive. Two 

emerged most clearly in the findings: leadership culture and workplace infrastructure. 

 

Leadership has often been studied as a driver of innovation outcomes, rather than as a 

condition shaping whether hybrid arrangements succeed or fail. Consistent with this, the 

findings show that hybrid arrangements work better under goal-based leadership than under 

direct physical oversight (Trevor & Holweg, 2023). This also aligns with Khan (2025), who 

finds that transformational leadership, which empowers teams and supports autonomy, 
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enhances collaboration and innovation in hybrid settings. What the findings here add is that 

this kind of leadership is not enough on its own. Respondents described motivated 

employees, supported by policies such as dedicated innovation time and funded learning, as a 

condition that goal-based leadership depends on. The relationship is mutual. Delegated 

autonomy produces results where employees are motivated, and the conditions that motivate 

them, such as investment and trust, depend in turn on the kind of leadership that delegates 

autonomy in the first place. 

 

The findings also showed that leadership operates on two levels. Managers within the same 

organisation could take very different views on hybrid presence, with some insisting on full 

attendance and others seeing it as unnecessary, which indicates that leadership in hybrid 

contexts is not only the style of the individual manager but also the wider organisational 

culture that determines whether any consistent style is possible. The significance of this 

culture is clearest in the contrast between organisations that treated the difficulties of hybrid 

work as challenges to design around and those that treated them as a reason to withdraw from 

the arrangement. One organisation in the study eventually moved back to full office 

attendance, on the view that every meeting is better in person and that hybrid work is offered 

mainly to appear as an attractive employer. The same friction can therefore be read either as a 

problem to manage or as a reason to abandon the arrangement, and which reading prevails 

depends on the leadership culture. 

 

The workplace infrastructure findings build on Sailer et al.'s (2023) study of post-pandemic 

offices, which argues that many offices have not been redesigned enough to match how 

people now work, leaving employees frustrated when the office cannot support the 

collaboration they came in for. The findings in this study describe both sides of this picture. 

Some organisations had invested in making the office a place people genuinely wanted to 

come to, so that attendance became voluntary because the office was simply better than 

working from home. Others described offices that had not adapted, which kept people 

working from home even when being in the office would have been preferred. The findings 

confirm and extend Sailer et al.'s (2023) argument. The office must be attractive enough to 

draw people in, and the home setup must be good enough to support productive work when 

people are not in the office. Where either side is neglected, the relational mechanisms 

identified in Section 5.2 are correspondingly weakened, because the conditions under which 

people are productively together, or productively apart, both become unreliable. 
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The digital side of the infrastructure tells a similar story. Respondents gave mixed 

assessments of digital collaboration tools. Some found tools such as shared whiteboards and 

messaging platforms to work well, though often because strong working relationships were 

already in place, others described digital whiteboarding as harder than the physical version, 

particularly for participants unfamiliar with the tool. Across these accounts, digital tools can 

support collaborative innovation work, but only when relational and infrastructural conditions 

are already in place. Without those conditions, the same tools reproduce the asymmetries of 

the meeting rather than smoothing them out. The findings also suggest that digital tools are 

not self-sufficient in another sense. The role of the person leading a digital meeting is larger 

than in a physical one, since turn-taking and the inclusion of remote participants have to be 

actively managed. Digital tools therefore depend on human practices and skills that 

organisations have not yet developed into routine. 

5.4 Capacities That Hybrid Work Brings to Innovation 

Access to global expertise was the capacity most frequently highlighted by respondents. The 

ability to work with colleagues in other countries is not in itself new, what hybrid work 

changes is how routinely it can be built into everyday innovation work. Distributed 

arrangements have long been argued to allow organisations to assemble teams that are not 

limited by geography and to draw on expertise that no single site could provide on its own 

(Gilson et al., 2015). What the findings here add is that this affordance has moved from a 

property of explicitly virtual teams to a capacity available to ordinary teams in hybrid 

arrangements. Respondents described how this opened up forms of collaboration not 

previously built into everyday work, and some considered it the single most important benefit 

of hybrid work overall. Respondents also noted that the capacity comes with its own cost. 

Time-zone coordination remains a friction, and cultural differences in communication style 

can create their own difficulties. The trade-off described sits next to the relational 

mechanisms identified in the previous section. Where trust and informal interaction depend 

on co-presence, the global expertise capacity asks practitioners to operate without that 

co-presence and to invest more deliberately in the coordination that physical proximity would 

otherwise provide. 
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A second capacity concerns the operational efficiency of digital work. Trevor and Holweg 

(2023) note that virtual collaboration tools can be highly efficient for information 

transmission and for enabling communication between managers and employees at scale. The 

findings here support this observation. Respondents described how digital formats make 

routine meetings faster, especially when they replace meetings that would otherwise have 

involved hours of travel. A more specific form of this efficiency concerns the records hybrid 

work produces. Respondents argued that digital collaboration tools create a searchable trail of 

the reasoning behind a decision, while physical whiteboard sessions are photographed but 

rarely archived in a usable form. The implication for innovation work is that the reasoning 

behind an idea is preserved in retrievable form, which makes returning to that path months 

later practical rather than a matter of reconstruction. This is a capacity hybrid arrangements 

create rather than one that exists independently of them. 

 

A third capacity is that hybrid work makes some forms of innovation possible at a scale that 

physical events cannot match. Hopkins and Bardoel (2023) describe the suite of digital tools 

that hybrid work depends on, including web-conferencing systems, online messaging 

platforms, and visual collaboration tools such as Miro and Mural. What the findings here 

suggest is that these tools have done more than enable distributed teams to function. They 

have also expanded what innovation work can do at scale. Respondents described platforms 

for global idea submission, crowdsourced ideation systems involving thousands of 

participants, and hybrid innovation weeks that opened up to colleagues across continents. In 

one organisation, moving the annual innovation week online unexpectedly opened it up to 

colleagues at sites in China and elsewhere. The point is not simply that more people can be 

included, but that different kinds of innovative work become feasible. Crowdsourced idea 

submission, cross-site participation in evaluation, and asynchronous comments on early 

proposals are not digital substitutes for physical workshops, but additions to what innovation 

work can do. 

 

The fourth capacity, the emerging role of AI in hybrid work, is positioned differently from the 

other three. AI is a relatively new phenomenon, and its wider implications for innovation 

work in hybrid settings remain unclear. Han et al. (2025) note that AI tools are increasingly 

incorporated into collaboration platforms. Respondents described AI in forward-looking 

terms: as potentially supporting continuous idea generation and validation, as already useful 

for quickly building knowledge in unfamiliar technical areas, and as building on the 
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documentation hybrid work produces. What stands out across these accounts is that those 

who raised AI did not see it as a separate technology adopted alongside hybrid work. They 

saw it as continuous with the digital affordances hybrid work already offers, building on the 

same documentation, the same distributed workflows, and the same digital infrastructure. The 

link between documentation and AI is the clearest example: the digital trace identified as a 

capacity earlier in this section is also the input AI would need to support innovation work. AI 

does not address the relational mechanisms highlighted in the findings, which depend on 

interpersonal interaction that technology cannot fully replace. What it may support is the 

operational and cognitive side of innovation work, such as generating ideas and building 

knowledge, areas where digital tools were often described as falling short of physical 

interaction. 

 

Taken together, the four capacities give substance to a side of the hybrid innovation picture 

that the existing literature has emphasised less than the challenges. The point is not that 

hybrid arrangements are net positive for innovation, which the findings do not support, but 

that the trade-off has real weight on both sides: the friction described in Section 5.2 is 

substantial, and so are the capacities described here. Where the friction is treated as the only 

story, the capacities drop out of view. Where the capacities are treated as the only story, the 

friction is understated. The contribution of the findings is to hold both sides together and to 

specify how they relate to each other in the practical work of people whose job is innovation. 

 

5.5 Toward an Integrated View of Innovation under Hybrid Work 

The four lines of argument developed in this chapter are connected. Phase-sensitivity is 

shaped by the relational mechanisms identified in the findings, modified by the leadership 

and infrastructure conditions surrounding the team, and partly offset by the capacities that 

hybrid arrangements bring. Hybrid work for innovation therefore involves several dimensions 

at once, and treating any one of them as the whole story risks missing the others. 

 

The findings in this study are largely consistent with the picture drawn in the recent literature. 

Arena et al. (2022) describe how hybrid work erodes the bridging connections on which 

ideation depends. Gibbs et al. (2024) find that the rate of new ideas falls under hybrid 

arrangements, particularly in teams with uneven office attendance. Kantola et al. (2025) 
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describe how dispersement and disrhythm make spontaneous exchange rare. The respondents 

in this study describe the same pattern in their own terms. Beyond reinforcing this pattern, the 

study refines it. As Section 5.2 argued, hybrid work erodes social capital less by removing 

ties than by removing the everyday occasions through which ties are maintained and 

strengthened, so that what was once a by-product of shared space must now be deliberately 

maintained. What the findings add is the practitioner perspective on how the trade-offs are 

navigated. Respondents did not describe themselves as caught between fixed alternatives. 

They described designing around the trade-offs through scheduled office days, through 

cultural conventions about which days are for creative work, and through team judgement 

about when co-presence is needed. The trade-off is real, but it is being actively managed. 

Lauring and Jonasson's (2025) framing of hybrid work as a set of choices along the 

dimensions of modality, location, and temporality fits this picture. It treats hybrid work not as 

a fixed condition but as an ongoing configuration that organisations and teams can adjust. 

This study describes what those adjustments look like in everyday innovation work. 

 

The wider point running through the discussion is that hybrid work is best understood as a set 

of conditions whose effects depend on the kind of work being done, the people doing it, and 

the wider context. The four dimensions developed in this chapter are meant to make this 

dependence visible. Respondents who treated hybrid arrangements as a context-dependent 

design choice tended to describe the resulting tensions as more manageable than those who 

imposed uniform rules. Hybrid work is not good or bad for innovation. The more useful 

question is which configurations of hybrid work support which kinds of innovation work 

under which conditions. 
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6. Conclusion 

This chapter concludes the study. It revisits the research question, sets out the theoretical and 

practical implications of the findings, and reflects on the study's limitations and directions for 

future research. 

6.1 Revisiting the Research Question 

This chapter returns to the question that guided the study and answers it on the basis of the 

empirical findings and the discussion. The research question asked: 

 

RQ: How do innovation practitioners perceive the way hybrid work affects innovation? 

 

Across twelve interviews with innovation managers, designers, engineers, consultants, and 

intermediaries, respondents described hybrid work as neither simply good nor simply bad for 

innovation. They perceived it as a trade-off. This trade-off framing is the main answer to the 

research question. Practitioners do not perceive hybrid work as a single thing with a single 

effect, but as a set of conditions whose consequences depend on the kind of work being done, 

the people doing it, and the wider context. Four patterns ran through the interviews and 

together describe how practitioners perceive this trade-off playing out. 

 

The first pattern, and the clearest in the data, is that practitioners perceive hybrid work as 

shaping different stages of the innovation process differently. The early phase, where ideas 

are generated, problems framed, and direction set, was described as the phase most exposed 

to the loss of physical co-presence, with ideation consistently seen as harder to do well at a 

distance. Later phases, where the task is to develop, test, and implement what has already 

been agreed, were perceived as tolerating distance much more easily, and were sometimes 

described as more efficient digitally. Several respondents described actively organising their 

work around this pattern, scheduling office days for ideation and leaving execution for 

remote days. 

 

The second pattern is that practitioners perceive hybrid work as reshaping the relational 

dimension of innovation work. Respondents consistently described the loss of spontaneous 

interaction, the unplanned exchanges at corridors and coffee machines, as the most damaging 
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effect of hybrid arrangements. They described trust as taking longer to develop without 

sustained physical presence, particularly for newcomers, and psychological safety as harder 

to establish online, so that the tentative contributions early-phase work depends on are less 

likely to be voiced. Group dynamics were also described as suffering in mixed-mode 

meetings, where remote participants find it harder to take part on equal terms. 

 

The third pattern is that practitioners perceive the strength of these effects as depending on 

the conditions surrounding the team, most importantly leadership culture and workplace 

infrastructure. Where leaders trusted their teams to deliver on outcomes rather than 

monitoring presence, respondents who reflected on this tended to describe hybrid work as 

supportive of innovation. Where supervision was close, or where managers gave conflicting 

signals about hybrid policy, the resulting friction was seen to undermine the trust hybrid work 

depends on. Workplace infrastructure was perceived to work in a similar way, with attractive 

offices drawing people into the in-person interaction early-phase work needs, and poorly 

adapted offices pushing them away from it. 

 

The fourth pattern is that practitioners also perceive hybrid arrangements as strengthening 

certain capacities in innovation work. Respondents described hybrid work as making access 

to global expertise a more routine part of everyday innovation work, reducing the 

coordination cost of routine tasks, and enabling innovation processes at a scale that traditional 

formats could not easily match, such as cross-site idea platforms and global innovation 

events. Some also pointed to AI tools as an emerging influence on innovation work, one that 

intersects with hybrid arrangements through a shared digital infrastructure rather than arising 

from them directly. 

 

Taken together, these four patterns answer the research question. Practitioners perceive 

hybrid work as shaping innovation not uniformly but selectively. It places the early, 

exploratory phase under the most strain and reshapes the relational mechanisms that phase 

depends on, to a degree moderated by leadership and infrastructure, while also strengthening 

certain capacities, most notably the routine reach to distant expertise and the scale of digital 

innovation processes, that hybrid arrangements support more readily than traditional ones. 

How hybrid work affects innovation is therefore best understood, in the accounts of those 

who do it, not as a verdict but as a trade-off that practitioners navigate. 
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6.2 Theoretical Implications 

This study suggests a refinement to how social capital theory can be applied to changing 

ways of working. Existing theory has mostly described the problem as the loss or weakening 

of relationships. The findings here point to something more specific: what hybrid work 

removes first appears to be not the relationships themselves, but the everyday situations in 

which relationships are kept alive. Social capital is often understood to arise partly as a 

by-product of other activities, and the findings indicate that hybrid work disrupts this 

by-product process. Research using social capital theory to study remote and hybrid work 

could therefore benefit from looking not only at the structure of people's networks, but also at 

the routine activities that maintain and strengthen them. 

 

A second implication concerns the scope of the theory. Social capital theory captures the 

structural side of relational innovation work well, but the more personal and affective side 

appears to fall outside its focus. A fuller account may therefore benefit from combining it 

with the concept of psychological safety and with attention to individual differences. 

 

A third implication concerns psychological safety more specifically. That non-verbal signals 

are weaker on digital channels is already recognised, the findings here suggest a way of 

framing this more generally. In hybrid settings, the maintenance of psychological safety may 

depend not only on the underlying level of trust but also on the visibility of the signals 

through which trust and safety are read in real time, such as facial expressions, side 

comments, and the informal moments after a meeting. Research on psychological safety in 

digital and hybrid contexts could therefore benefit from looking at how easily these signals 

can still be picked up by participants, and what makes them harder to read in different 

settings. 

 

A fourth implication concerns the phase models of innovation. The findings suggest two 

refinements. First, phase-sensitivity may not be a universal property of innovation work, but 

appears to depend on the kind of output the work produces. Second, phase-aware adaptation 

appears feasible not only through top-down managerial design, but also through bottom-up 

practitioner judgement. 
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6.3 Practical Implications 

The findings offer several practical implications for organisations managing innovation under 

hybrid conditions. The first follows from the phase-sensitivity pattern. Because early-phase 

work is the most exposed to the loss of physical co-presence, organisations should treat 

co-presence as a resource and direct it where it matters most. Rather than applying the same 

attendance rules to everyone, managers and teams can plan in-person time for ideation and 

leave execution work for remote days, matching the working setup to the phase of the work. 

 

The second concerns the conditions around the team. The findings suggest that hybrid work 

supports innovation more reliably where leadership is based on trust and delegated autonomy 

rather than on monitoring presence, and where managers within the same organisation give 

consistent signals about hybrid policy. Organisations should also recognise that the office 

itself is one of these conditions. An office that is unattractive or poorly suited to collaborative 

work weakens the in-person interaction that hybrid arrangements depend on. 

 

The third concerns newcomers. Because trust and informal learning are harder to build 

without physical contact, organisations should not assume hybrid arrangements work equally 

well for everyone. Newcomers and less experienced colleagues in particular benefit from 

regular in-person time with the colleagues they work with most closely, which suggests teams 

that include new members should plan their shared office days deliberately rather than 

leaving co-presence to individual choice. 

 

6.4 Limitations 

This study has several limitations that should be kept in mind when interpreting the findings. 

The first concerns the scope of the sample. The study draws on twelve semi-structured 

interviews. While the respondents span a range of industries and roles, the sample is small 

and not designed for statistical generalisation. Readers in other industries or contexts should 

make their own judgement about whether the patterns observed here apply to their settings. 

The second concerns geography where all respondents work in Sweden. Hybrid work 

practices and the cultural expectations that shape them vary across countries, and findings 

related to leadership culture and trust may look different in other national contexts. 
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The third concerns the nature of the data. The findings rest on what practitioners said about 

their experience of hybrid work and innovation. Interviews capture how respondents make 

sense of their work, but they do not directly measure innovation outcomes or behavioural 

patterns. Claims about underlying mechanisms are grounded in the accounts of respondents 

rather than independent observations. 

6.5 Future Research 

The findings of this study point to several directions for future research. The first is to test the 

phase-sensitivity finding in more settings. This study found that ideation is the part of 

innovation work most affected by hybrid arrangements, while later phases handle distance 

more easily. It would be useful to see whether this pattern holds across industries with 

different kinds of work, for example industries where the output is mostly physical compared 

to industries where the work is already digital. The second is to follow teams over time. This 

study captures how practitioners describe their experience at one point in time. Studies that 

follow the same teams over a longer period would show how their hybrid arrangements 

evolve as projects move through different phases and as teams change. The third is to take AI 

seriously as part of hybrid work. Several respondents already see AI tools as a kind of 

teammate in innovation work. As these tools improve, future research will need to look at 

how human-machine collaboration fits into hybrid arrangements, not as a separate topic but 

as part of the same picture. 
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 

-​ Before we begin, is it okay if I record and transcribe this interview for use in my 

master's thesis? 

-​ Could you introduce yourself, tell me about your role, and how it is connected to 

innovation in your organization? 

-​ How is hybrid work organized in your team or organization? 

-​ How has this work arrangement changed over time? 

-​ How do you experience working with innovation in a hybrid arrangement? 

-​ Are there parts of the work that are affected more than others? 

-​ Could you describe a recent project or task where you were involved in innovation 

work? 

-​ In your view, what conditions need to be in place for innovation to work well in a 

hybrid setting? 

-​ Which digital tools do you use in your innovation work, and how do you experience 

them? What works well and what does not? 

-​ How would you compare using these digital tools with being physically together for 

the kind of innovation work you do? 

-​ How does your organization approach the relationship between hybrid work and 

innovation? 

-​ If you could change one thing about how your organization supports innovation in a 

hybrid arrangement, what would it be? 

-​ Is there anything else about how hybrid work affects innovation that we have not 

covered? 
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Appendix B: Coding Scheme 
 

First-order concepts (examples) Second-order theme Aggregate dimension 

- Brainstorming feels low-stakes 
face-to-face 
- Idea phase is hardest to do 
digitally 
- Direction-setting moments need 
synchronous togetherness 
- Creativity flows more in person 

Ideation depends on physical 
co-presence  

Phase-sensitivity of innovation 
work  

- Later steps work fine in digital 
meetings 
- Design work remote-friendly 
post-direction 
- Coding and architecture fully 
digital 
 

Later phases are compatible with 
distance  

- Three-phase project rotation 
- Office days reserved for creative 
work 
- Monthly physical + weekly 
digital cadence 

Phase-aware adaptations 

- Ideas emerge at the coffee 
machine 
- Ping-pong, boom, a new idea is 
born 
- Overhearing in open offices 
-  “Element of chance” with 
cross-industry contacts  
 

Loss of spontaneous interaction  Relational mechanisms  

- Eighteen months to build trust 
- Physical meeting precedes 
effective digital trust 
- Newcomers struggle most 
- Digital natives may build trust 
differently 

Trust as relational foundation  

- Speaker dominates the screen 
- Loss of non-verbal cues 
- Mixed-mode meetings are the 
worst format 
- All-or-nothing rule emerges as 
adaptation 

Strain on group dynamics  
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- Goal-based vs “platoon-leader” 
oversight 
- Output up 50–70% under 
hands-off leadership 
- Conflicting manager policies 
within one firm 
- Motivated workforce 

Leadership culture  Conditions shaping hybrid 
innovation  

- Office investments draw people 
in voluntarily 
- Poor offices push people away 
- Figma and Slack workflow built 
on existing relationships 
- Mural and digital whiteboards as 
partial bridge 
- Tools have not evolved much 
since pandemic 

Workplace infrastructure  

-  Routine access to a colleague 
based in Tokyo 
- Japan/US/Europe market 
insights 
- Greece/Scotland research 
partnerships 
- Time-zone friction as 
coordination cost 

Access to global expertise  Affordances of hybrid work for 
innovation  

- Several digital meetings per day 
vs one travel meeting 
- Daily work fine online for agile 
team 
- Digital trace preserves the path 
to a decision 
- Onboarding via working canvas 

Operational efficiency  

- Three-continent global idea 
platform 
- Thousands-of-users idea system 
- China sites joining annual 
innovation weeks  

Scalability of innovation 
processes  

- AI agents for ideation and 
validation 
- Copilot for fast knowledge 
ramp-up 
- Better digital trace enables more 
useful AI 

AI as an emerging dimension  
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