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SERENDIPITY LOST? WORKING FROM HOME AND INNOVATION

Working from home is expected to have a positive impact on the level of productivity but will it also influence its
growth rate? The answer largely depends on what happens to innovation. Interaction between people is key for idea
generation and the exchange of information. Formal interaction can be easily organized using a variety of software
applications but informal interaction is a bigger challenge. To make sure that serendipity within and amongst teams
- given its importance for a culture of innovation - is maintained, a combination of working from home and onsite

seems to be recommended.

Based on recent surveys, companies seem to expect a positive impact
of working from home on productivity. If confirmed, it remains to be
seen whether it will be an increase in the level of productivity or in
its growth rate. One would expect the former as it is not obvious why
working from home would cause productivity to increase year after
year.

For the growth rate of productivity, innovations play an important role.
Innovation can be defined as “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).?” Recent
innovations have been instrumental in facilitating working from home
by making the necessary technology available. There is also evidence
that “suggests that COVID-19 is re-directing technical change in
ways that will improve remote interactivity” whereas other research
shows that “the extent of working from home is indeed responsive
to innovations that facilitate remote work.” This means there is a
fascinating reciprocal influence between technological innovation and
working from home, the former being a facilitator and the latter acting
as a push factor. Innovation has also changed the way of working in
many professions. In certain countries, regulatory innovations have
allowed for virtual consultations by healthcare professionals®.

Although innovation has facilitated working from home, a key question
is whether the capacity to innovate will benefit or suffer from this new
way of working. The answer matters at the micro level through its
influence on long-term productivity growth and the competitiveness of
individual companies as well as the macro level, via economic activity
and growth.
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Innovation in companies depends on many factors. An extensive survey
of the literature has identified up to twenty innovation enablers* with
three of them being mentioned the most often. Firstly, collaboration,
which concerns open communication and free flowing information.
Secondly, management of innovation with the right balance between
formalization and informal approach, between working in cross-
functional groups and individually. Thirdly, knowledge management,
which is about using the company’s ‘knowledge assets’ in the best
possible way to foster innovation. Against this background, working
from home brings challenges but also opportunities. Concerning the
latter, the extensive use of videoconferencing facilitates the access
to expert information. A variety of software applications also allows
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to easily organize the formal interaction between people - which is
key for idea generation and the exchange of information - although
the effectiveness may depend on the tool that is used. Research
shows that communication via chat reduces the creativity of teams
whereas there is “no significant difference between performances
of groups that communicate via video conferences as compared to
face-to-face.” Online interactions also “decrease the effectiveness
whereby employees share “peripheral knowledge” - i.e., knowledge
that is critical to a small audience but seemingly parenthetical to
other receivers.”® A bigger issue is that working from home makes it
difficult to have unscheduled, informal contacts and discussions, which
are key for idea generation and to stimulate thinking. To make sure
that serendipity within and amongst teams - and its importance for a
culture of innovation - is maintained, it seems that a hybrid model is
to be recommended. People would work from home part of the time -
because of the efficiency and productivity that this brings - and onsite
for the remainder. The onsite presence would have to be organized
in such a way that those people who need to meet and chat for the
exchange of ideas are present the same days.’
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