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3 1. The future of work

1. The future of work

The future of work refers to the on-
going evolution of the workplace, including
changes in the types of jobs available, the
skills and competencies required and the
ways in which work is organised, managed
and performed. These changes are being
driven by a complex interplay of technologi-
cal, social, economic and demographic fac-
tors (Harvard Business Review Press, 2021).
It is often misleading to refer to the future of
work as something that is yet to happen. We
are already in the process of working through
the themes that apply to it. It is therefore es-
sential to note that certain changes associat-
ed with the future of work are not futuristic
ideals but current trends that require strate-
gic planning and proactive implementation in
academic institutions today.

The emergence of Industry 4.0, also
known as the Fourth Industrial Revolution, is
an example of a significant change that is af-
fecting the world of work. It involves the inte-
gration into industrial processes of advanced
technologies such as artificial intelligence',
the internet of things and cloud computing,
leading to increased efficiency and automa-
tion of routine tasks. In this increasingly digi-
tal work environment, it is crucial to under-
stand that human skills are not diminishing
but growing in significance, as these are
the abilities that machines cannot replicate.
Consequently, new job roles requiring a mix

"We use this term broadly, including aspects like complex
algorithms, machine learning and artificial intelligence.

of technical and non-technical skills are
emerging, encouraging collaboration and
interpersonal communication. A new term
coined “STEMpathy” highlights the growing
importance of empathy skills in STEM fields
and is gaining traction (Engelbert and Hagel
2017). STEMpathy refers to combining techni-
cal expertise with human empathy to address
the needs of diverse communities and devel-
op innovative solutions that prioritise human
experience. STEM professionals are con-
sequently required to appreciate human
needs and emphasise the humanisation of
technological advancements in product
design and development.

In the future of work and the ongoing
evolution of the workplace, institutions such
as ETH Zurich need not only to adapt to the
changes that lie ahead but also to develop
new strategies and skills to remain competi-
tive. Beyond that, ETH faces the challenge of
transforming the way work is carried out
while simultaneously safeguarding the quali-
ty and delivery of its core responsibilities,
which include education, research, knowledge
transfer and outreach. In the process, it must
prioritise the well-being and engagement of
its employees and remain focused on attract-
ing and retaining the best talent.
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2. The purpose of this
position paper

This position paper provides an in-
depth overview of the significance of the fu-
ture of work within the ETH Zurich context. It
not only examines the challenges and oppor-
tunities that lie ahead but also sheds light on
ETH's goals and positioning in relation to this
critical subject. Furthermore, the paper pro-
vides employees with practical recommen-
dations with regard to how to contribute to
ETH's future work goals. In recognition of the
dynamic nature of the future of work, the
paper captures the current perspective on
the understanding that the landscape may
evolve.

In keeping with the participative cul-
ture at ETH, the paper adopts a comprehen-
sive approach by incorporating the perspec-
tives of the ETH community across diverse
hierarchical levels, departments, technical,
administrative and scientific staff members.
Namely, it incorporates the results of a
wide-ranging survey conducted in 2022 - the
ETH Future of Work Survey — which was
carried out by the Office of Personnel Devel-
opment and Leadership (VPPL) at ETH in col-
laboration with the FHNW School of Applied
Psychology. The position paper also consid-
ers the outcomes of various interviews and
discussions held with ETH professors and
other employees, further enriching the anal-
ysis. Finally, it encompasses targeted strate-
gic deliberations held by Executive Board
members in April 2022 that explored various
facets of the future of work. These discus-
sions spanned topics such as sustaining

employee engagement and establishing the
appropriate real estate structures and con-
ditions necessary for the evolving landscape
of work.

It is noteworthy that both the ETH
Future of Work Survey and the interviews
were spearheaded by the office of Personnel
Development and Leadership. This under-
scores the unit's dedication to promoting
a forward-thinking work environment and
acknowledges that the successful implemen-
tation of forthcoming changes hinges on the
commitment of ETH employees and their
openness to help shape future work trends
at ETH.

This paper and its outlined positions
establish the foundation for upcoming dis-
cussions, projects, and anticipated structural
changes. A prominent change entails the ex-
pansion of flexible workspace concepts that
include desk-sharing solutions and a more
flexible approach to utilizing infrastructure
overall, in accordance with a desire for in-
creased working location flexibility among
ETH employees. This transition not only con-
forms to the evolving sentiments of ETH
employees but is also in line with sustaina-
bility and cost-saving objectives. Implement-
ing this shift demands a collaborative effort
among various administrative divisions at
ETH, under the leadership and guidance of
the Executive Board Domain for Infrastruc-
ture, to align people, organisation, space and
technology.
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3. ETH Zurich and
the future of work

This section discusses a selection of
emerging themes that are relevant to the fu-
ture of work at ETH Zurich, including their
implications, challenges and opportunities as
well as ETH’s position on them. The themes
were selected based on the available litera-
ture on the topic (Donkin, 2010; Harvard Busi-
ness Review Press, 2021), recurring topics
identified during an ETH internal informa-
tion-gathering process and external influenc-
es that continue to evolve, such as budget
cuts, climate considerations and require-
ments outlined by the Swiss federal govern-
ment. They are not independent concepts but
highly interconnected and exert a dynamic
influence on each other (see figure 1). Hence,
a holistic approach is instrumental in effec-
tively addressing challenges and opportuni-
ties in the rapidly transforming world of
work. Viewing the selected themes collec-
tively, this paper offers a clear perspective
on ETH’s strategic focus and approach to
shaping the future of work more broadly.

3.1. Flexible and remote working

The COVID-19 pandemic has signifi-
cantly accelerated the adoption of remote
working, hybrid working and flexible hours.
It compelled many employers to implement
remote and hybrid work arrangements due
to concerns about employee health and safety,

as well as government regulations. This shift
enabled employees to work from home,
allowing them more flexibility in terms of
work hours and location, while others who
would have preferred to work on site were
(partly or temporarily) forced to work from
home. Nevertheless, the pandemic experi-
ence has highlighted the potential benefits
of remote and hybrid working, such as an
improved work-life balance (Hilbrecht et al.,
2008), reduction in commuting time and
expenses (Tremblay & Thomsin, 2012), greater
autonomy (Harpaz, 2002) and increased
creativity and productivity (Baudot & Kelly,
2020; George et al., 2022); this is provided
that employees do not work solely from
home (Barrero et al., 2023).

From December 2020 to March 2021,
the ETH Zurich Work and Organizational
Psychology Group conducted a study on
COVID-19-associated remote working and
virtual collaboration experience (Bienefeld
et al., 2021) while COVID-19 restrictions were
still in place. The study found that ETH em-
ployees generally expected continued flexi-
bility in terms of workplace and working time
after the restrictions were lifted, with a ma-
jority expressing a desire to spend at least
two days working remotely. These findings
were supported by the ETH Future of Work
Survey, which revealed that, on average,
ETH employees aspire to work from home
approximately 35% of the time. Significantly,
the distinction between scientific and techni-
cal-administrative staff was relatively minor,
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Figure 1: Emerging themes in the future of work at ETH.

with only a 10-percentage-point difference.
To be specific, technical-administrative staff
expressed a preference to work from home
for about 40% of their time, while scientific
staff indicated a desire to work from home
30% of the time. The study also identified the
top three reasons for employees’ preference
for remote work: the elimination of the com-
mute (79% agreement), autonomy with re-
gard to location and time management (78%
agreement) and a better work-life balance
(69% agreement). These same reasons have
been identified by other Swiss-wide studies
(Weichbrodt, 2022).

The suitability of working from home
varies depending on the nature of an employ-
ee’s tasks and may also differ across differ-
ent stages of their career. For instance, em-
ployees whose roles involve staffing a recep-
tion desk or serving as technical laboratory

assistants and working primarily in a lab
may find remote work unsuitable. In line with
this, the results from the ETH Future of Work
Survey showed that the typical amount of
time employees currently spent working
from home and the amount of time they
would prefer to work from home corre-
sponded with whether their working tasks
could be performed from home or not. This
reveals that, in most cases, an employee’s
desired share of remote work time will likely
not conflict with their job profile and task re-
quirements. The survey also highlighted the
increased relevance of on-site work, particu-
larly in early career stages, where respond-
ents indicated they worked from home 17%
of the time, compared to 30% at later career
phases. Notably, even if a significant portion
of work could be performed remotely (e.g.
80% or even up to 90%), the average desired

Digital transformation
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rate of time spent working from home did not
exceed 50% and, in most cases, not even
40%. These findings underscore the impor-
tance of in-person collaboration, emphasis-
ing the need to strike a balance between re-
mote and in-person interaction to ensure the
right fit for individuals, teams and the insti-
tution. It recognises that fostering a sense of
connection, collaboration and camaraderie is
crucial for overall success and that physical
interaction plays a vital role in achieving this,
especially now that flexible work arrange-
ments are being embraced.

While surveys and research consist-
ently highlight the numerous positive effects
of remote work on individuals, teams and
institutions, it is crucial to remain mindful of
the potentially negative impact arising from
this work arrangement. The aforementioned
study (Bienefeld et al., 2021) showed that re-
mote working was not embraced equally by
everybody. Employees who generally prefer
to work in teams were less satisfied with
their jobs and felt more isolated during the
pandemic. The ETH Future of Work Survey
showed that the loss of identification with the
organisation or the team and the blurring of
work-life boundaries that led to longer work-
ing hours and overwork were employees’
biggest concerns?. Other negative impacts of
working from home that can be found in the
literature include, for example, communica-
tion and collaboration challenges (Waizeneg-
ger et al., 2020) and reduced visibility and
career advancement opportunities (Khalifa &
Davison, 2000). Specifically, remote workers
may have fewer opportunities for face time
with managers, colleagues, or clients, which
can result in fewer prospects for profession-
al development, mentoring and career ad-
vancement (Khalifa & Davison, 2000). These

2The study measured subjective concerns, not the factual loss
of identification or blurring of boundaries.

possible negative impacts, the conditions
under which they occur, and how they can
be avoided are currently of great interest
(Badura et al., 2021; Tamers et al., 2020). De-
spite these concerns, the ETH Future of Work
Survey revealed that, on average, ETH em-
ployees expressed a desire to allocate ap-
proximately 10% more of their time to work-
ing from home compared to the three months
preceding the survey. This result was similar
across all the employee populations at ETH
(see figure 2).

Taking into account the pandemic’s im-
pact, the preferences of ETH employees and
the advantages associated with remote work,
the Executive Board Domain of Personnel
Development and Leadership at ETH issued
an information sheet outlining the principles,
requirements and general conditions govern-
ing working from home arrangements at
ETH. It also released the following statement:
“The Executive Board of ETH Zurich would
like supervisors to facilitate the option of
working from home for their employees
wherever this is feasible due to operational
requirements. However, exclusive work-
from-home arrangements are normally not
desirable.” To enable employees to enjoy a
positive working-from-home experience and
mitigate any potentially negative effects on
the individual and on the institution, guide-
lines and tips were published on the ETH
website.

3.2. Digital transformation and
artificial intelligence

Digital transformation and artificial
intelligence (Al) are already having and
will continue to have a significant impact on
the future of work at universities. Digital
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Figure 2: Comparison by function: Typical and desired proportions of working time at locations?®

technologies have the potential to automate
many administrative tasks that are currently
performed manually, such as processing stu-
dent records, admissions and scheduling
appointments, freeing up time for staff to do
other work. As digital technologies and Al
continue to advance, their impact on collab-
oration for both scientific and technical/ad-
ministrative staff is becoming increasingly
evident. These technologies enable seamless
communication, knowledge sharing and vir-
tual collaboration among team members,
regardless of geographical location. Scientif-
ic staff can leverage digital platforms and
tools to collaborate on research projects,
share data and facilitate real-time discus-
sions, fostering innovation and accelerating
scientific breakthroughs. Similarly, technical/
administrative staff can benefit from stream-
lined processes, automated workflows and
efficient communication channels, enhancing
their productivity and effectiveness in sup-
porting university operations. Furthermore,
these digital technologies and Al have the

potential to greatly improve lifelong learning
opportunities for students and personnel by
providing personalised and adaptive learning
experiences based on people’s individual
needs and preferences.

Academic and technical/administrative
staff at universities need to be suitably
equipped for the rapidly evolving digital and
Al-focused future of work. The ETH Future of
Work Survey showed that employees consid-
ered themselves “sufficiently qualified and
well prepared” (approx. 88% agreement) with
respect to the digital skills and competencies
needed in the future of work. However, it is
important to acknowledge that since this ap-
praisal was subjective, there is a possibility
that the perceived value could be overesti-
mated, potentially overlooking any existing
skill gaps that the respondents might not be
aware of. Also, despite the overall positive
assessments, there was some potential for

3Home base refers to an assigned workstation or location at
ETH, including, for example, spaces in a desk-sharing zone.

Working from home
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improvement, especially when considering
IT security and data protection. This is a crit-
ical finding, as universities handle enormous
amounts of sensitive data every day, includ-
ing student and faculty personal information,
institutional and research data, and classified
or proprietary information. Cybersecurity
threats can lead to data breaches, intellectu-
al property theft, reputational damage, com-
promised academic integrity and significant
legal, financial and regulatory penalties.
Moving forward into the future of work will
require an investment in training and upskill-
ing programmes that emphasise the relevant
digital competencies.

Strategic foresight methods, frequent-
ly employed by the ETH Strategic Foresight
Hub (Office of the President), offer invaluable
assistance to universities in navigating the
challenges and opportunities presented by
the future of work in the context of digital
transformation and Al. Foresight practices
enable universities to proactively anticipate
and adapt to emerging technologies (Howard,
2019). As academic institutions integrate Al,
they bear a significant social responsibility to
consider its global implications and impact
on future generations. Prioritising transpar-
ency, fairness and equity in the ethical use
and development of Al is of paramount im-
portance. Moreover, universities must con-
tinually monitor and evaluate the effects of
these technologies on their staff, students
and academic research, ensuring that inno-
vation is aligned with the institution’s aca-
demic mission, facilitates knowledge trans-
fer, enhances educational experience and
upholds academic values (Taebi et al., 2019).
By embracing strategic foresight methodol-
ogies and maintaining a strong ethical com-
pass, universities can effectively navigate the
complexities of the future of work and ensure
that their endeavours contribute positively to
society.

3.3. Lifelong learning

Lifelong learning is an ongoing pro-
cess that involves acquiring and updating the
knowledge, skills, and competencies neces-
sary to adapt to evolving technologies, as
well as shifting social, economic, and envi-
ronmental contexts. It entails stepping out-
side of one's comfort zone which means to
venture beyond familiar boundaries and em-
brace new experiences, challenges, and
growth opportunities. It involves pushing
oneself beyond routine and familiarity to
explore uncharted territory and expand per-
sonal horizons (Covey, 2020). Lifelong learn-
ing is essential in the context of the future of
work. Universities such as ETH ensure that
their staff and faculty are well-equipped to
thrive in the evolving work environment by
offering lifelong learning opportunities, facil-
itated, for example, through initiatives like
the Life Long Learning Hub. Moreover, it
fosters a culture of continuous learning, ulti-
mately supporting key institutional missions
such as teaching, research, and knowledge
transfer.

As Al and new technologies continue to
shape the workplace, experts and scholars
are predicting a higher demand for social and
leadership competencies that cannot be rep-
licated artificially such as empathy, authen-
ticity and the ability to inspire and motivate
high-performing teams towards achieving
complex goals (Engelbert & Hagel, 2017; Har-
vard Business Review Press, 2021). Univer-
sities must therefore prepare their students
and staff to harness these critical human
competencies that will remain relevant
as workplaces evolve. This is exactly what
the Rectorate at ETH has done by implement-
ing the ETH Competence Framework for
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students and also what ETH is focussing on
in its strategic HR plans. Specifically, in the
year 2022, ETH Zurich’s Executive Board for-
mally approved six social and leadership
competencies that pave the way and provide
the framework for lifelong learning at ETH
(see figure 3).

Leading teams remotely also requires
additional competencies and skills, which
include, for example, the ability to develop
and preserve trust. In the virtual space, team
leaders need to adopt methods to motivate
their teams to engage in continuous commu-
nication, to build a foundation of trust with
each team member and to foster collabora-
tion and build a sense of belonging (Weigel et
al., 2020). In the ETH Future of Work Survey,
in which employees in a leadership position
were asked to rate the degree to which their
leadership style fit mobile-flexible working,
the average rating given was 67%. Just under
half of the respondents said that they had
changed their leadership behaviour because
team cohesion was proving more challenging
to maintain. This further emphasises the rel-
evance and importance of developing social
and leadership competencies, such as the

ability to build bridges, nurture well-being
and act responsibly. Section four of this po-
sition paper provides specific recommenda-
tions on how to develop and apply the ETH
social and leadership competencies in the
context of the future of work.

Beyond that, ETH Zurich values both
internal and external job mobility, recognis-
ing its importance for continuous learning,
skill development and adaptability in the
future of work for scientific and technical/
administrative staff. By also promoting open
positions internally, the institution encourag-
es its employees to explore diverse roles,
expand their skill sets and gain valuable in-
sights into various aspects of the organisa-
tion. However, it also recognises that external
candidates may be considered, thereby en-
suring a fair and inclusive approach to hiring
the best talent. Additionally, ETH supports
external job mobility by providing career
advice and coaching to non-permanent sci-
entific staff and offering opportunities for
technical and administrative staff to enhance
their skills, ensuring their employability in
the external job market.

Enabling
people
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3.4. Diversity and inclusion

Aninclusive workplace is one that em-
braces and respects diversity, equality/equi-
ty* and fairness among all employees, re-
gardless of their background or identity. Uni-
versities, as key influencers in society, have
a crucial role to play in setting an example
for diversity and inclusion. By actively pro-
moting diversity, equality and inclusion, and
by taking concrete steps to address barriers
to or discrimination or inequalities in oppor-
tunity, universities can establish a culture
that fosters fairness and equity. This inclu-
sive work culture goes beyond mere compli-
ance and serves as a catalyst for creativity,
innovation and productivity while also sup-
porting the well-being and motivation of
staff. Consequently, an inclusive environment
not only enhances job satisfaction, employee
engagement and retention rates but also
plays a vital role in attracting and retaining
top talent (Mor Barak et al., 2016).

The future of work also entails taking
different lifestyles, preferences and needs
into consideration to offer flexible working
conditions that allow people to balance their
various life domains. The ETH Future of Work
Survey showed that there is no one-size-fits-
all approach at ETH, where a diverse range
of employees with unique perspectives,
needs and circumstances contribute to the
rich fabric of the academic community.

Looking ahead, the promotion of inclu-
sivity at universities will become even more
critical due to several factors shaping the
future of work. There is a growing need for

“In the sense of non-discrimination and providing people with
an equal chance to access and benefit from the same
opportunities, resources and rights.

interdisciplinary science, where collabora-
tion across different fields and perspectives
is essential for solving complex problems
(Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research,
2004). Demographic changes, too, necessi-
tate an inclusive approach to cater to the
needs of a diverse student and faculty popu-
lation. Shifting attitudes and increased soci-
etal awareness have heightened expecta-
tions for inclusive practices in all areas of
life, including academia. Lastly, in the face of
intensified global competition, universities
are constantly challenged to attract interna-
tional talent, and an inclusive environment
plays a vital role in achieving this goal (Har-
vard Business Review Press, 2021).

Considering these current and expect-
ed developments in the future of work, ETH
recently defined “living inclusivity” as one of
its six social and leadership competencies.
As the latter provide the framework for all
personnel development and other HR-related
processes (such as recruiting), this creates
awareness of the topic and enables all em-
ployees to benefit from improving their un-
derstanding and shaping their behaviours
and attitudes towards a culture of inclusion
and belonging. Furthermore, a diversity
strategy® will serve as a unifying framework
for ETH's widespread efforts to recognise
and harness diversity, foster inclusion and
guide ETH's departments and Executive
Board domains in aligning with these objec-
tives. It will provide essential guidance and
direction in embracing inclusion as a core
value throughout the institution.

°The diversity strategy is currently being developed and will be
based on the upcoming diversity strategy for the ETH Domain.
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3.5. Environmental sustainability

Universities bear a societal responsibil-
ity that encompasses the imperative to mini-
mise their environmental footprint. By incor-
porating sustainable practices, such as
making better use of space and buildings,
switching to renewable energy sources, re-
ducing the consumption of fossil-based mate-
rials and services and preserving resources
on campus, universities can align their values
with the need for environmental protection.
Sustainability initiatives in universities, such
as facilitating and promoting the efficient use
of space and resources and significantly re-
ducing emissions, also lead to cost savings,
which can be redirected towards supporting
new infrastructure, education and research.

Flexible workspace concepts involve
employees sharing desks and workstations
designed to enhance their experience while
reducing the space and resources needed for
traditional office set-ups. This is achieved
by introducing innovative features, known
as new zoning elements, in addition to the
standard desk. These elements transform
the conventional workspace into a versatile
one, offering a broader variety of work areas
to accommodate different work approaches
across functions of a scientific and adminis-
trative nature, for example. The concept goes
beyond mere space reduction, considering
what people require from an office, the rea-
sons for their presence, and how the office
space is in alignment with and supports their
individual working styles. By sharing infra-
structure (e.g. desks, laboratories), universi-
ties can reduce their material footprint, cut
their energy consumption and minimise the
waste generated by underutilised worksta-
tions. By embracing desk-sharing, universi-

ties can demonstrate their commitment to
social responsibility and sustainability while
also benefiting from a workspace that is
more flexible, mobile and adaptable to the
changing needs of the workforce.

On 18 December 2020, the Swiss Fed-
eral Council mandated the ETH Domain to in-
troduce mobile-flexible working and desk-
sharing for standard office workplaces that
are not tied to specific technical or structural
infrastructure. The aim was a desk-sharing
ratio of 0.8 workspaces per full-time equiva-
lent or lower. The surge in demand for remote
work, ambitious carbon emission reduction
targets, potential budget constraints and ris-
ing inflation are necessitating an increase in
desk-sharing practices for technical, admin-
istrative and scientific staff. In terms of sus-
tainability and cost considerations, ETH must
take prompt action to prevent offices, labora-
tories and workstations from being underuti-
lised. The successful implementation of this
change requires a collaborative effort across
various administrative units to bring together
people, organisation, space and technology.
This initiative will be led and guided by the
Executive Board Domain for Infrastructure.

A prominent example showcasing the
effective implementation of a flexible work-
space concept, including desk-sharing, can
be observed in the ETH Octavo building,
which will house, as of spring 2024, three
Executive Board domains along with their
administrative teams: Infrastructure, Per-
sonnel Development and Leadership, and
Finance and Controlling. In keeping with the
Swiss Federal Council’s directive, workspac-
es in the building are generally shared.
Following the principles of the shared-desk
system, dedicated spaces for focused work
and confidential discussions are provided,
while designated meeting zones and informal
collaboration areas serve as ideal places
for breaks and spontaneous interaction. The
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ongoing assessment of spatial organisation,
with a focus on user experience and space
efficiency, ensures regular evaluations and
improvements. Technical and administrative
staff impacted by the transition to desk-shar-
ing report a largely positive experience, with
many initially sceptical individuals now em-
bracing the new working arrangement.

el )
r

The Octavo building serves as a valua-
ble model for ETH to test and promote flexible
workspace concepts across various parts of
the institution, including among scientific staff.
However, recognising the distinctive nature of
scientific work and the unique needs of scien-
tific staff compared to their technical and ad-
ministrative counterparts is crucial in this
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respect, highlighting that Octavo cannot be
applied simply as a blueprint. Developing
shared office spaces for scientists necessi-
tates careful consideration of these intrica-
cies. Scientific workspaces are distinct learn-
ing and working environments where regular
interaction, of both a formal and informal na-
ture, must be enabled. Additionally, acknowl-
edging that scientific tasks often require
heightened concentration makes the provision
of ample quiet spaces of paramount impor-
tance. Further distinctions emerge among
staff engaged in experimental versus non-ex-
perimental work who require nuanced solu-
tions for their division of time between the
laboratory and desk. An effective process to
enhance desk-sharing among scientific staff
at ETH must take these factors into account.
It must prioritise the efficient utilisation of
office and laboratory spaces and minimise
vacancies while optimising cost savings
for reinvestment in research and teaching
endeavours. The Executive Board Domain for
Infrastructure will lead an initiative to estab-
lish such a nuanced flexible workspace
concept within the academic units and work
together with the Executive Board Domain of
Personnel Development and Leadership, and
Corporate Communications. Such a process
will be highly participative and commence
with a thorough needs analysis. The resulting
concept will be crafted to be broad enough for
efficient use across ETH while remaining spe-
cific enough to cater to the diverse needs of
scientific units, research fields and methodol-
ogies at the institution. Table 1 provides a
comprehensive overview of the potential
components inherent in such a process. The
specific form that such a process will take will
be defined by the Executive Board Domain for
Infrastructure.

In September 2022, the Office of Per-
sonnel Development and Leadership inter-
viewed a cross-section of ETH professors

(seven in total and predominantly depart-
ment heads) to find out their views on the
future of work at ETH and their experience
with desk-sharing. The statements provided
during the interviews substantiated the
assertions mentioned earlier regarding the
unique characteristics of scientific work and
collaboration. As the prevalence of desk-
sharing continues to grow among scientific
staff, it becomes crucial to enquire about and
address any specific concerns raised by pro-
fessors and other scientific personnel. One
concern that surfaced in the interviews with
ETH professors related to the question
whether employees can identify with ETH if
they do not have their own desk. While some
felt that identification is reduced in a desk-
sharing set-up, others were convinced that
identification can also be established through
other factors such as cooperation, common
projects and good leadership. Research
shows that desk-sharing is associated with
an increase in organisational identification,
while employees assigned desks identify
more strongly with the team (Millward et al.,
2007). It also shows that, when applied mod-
erately, desk-sharing can even have a posi-
tive impact on employee commitment (Worek
et al., 2019). The findings also suggest that
individual differences, including personality
differences, may impact a person’s response
to specific workspace arrangements, al-
though more research is needed (Bos et al.,
2017). Assessing the specific needs of dis-
tinct groups of scientific staff and implement-
ing a feedback mechanism as depicted in
table 1 will play a crucial role in catering to
individual differences. By fostering more
flexible ways of working and collaborating
that take individual needs and preferences
into account, ETH has the potential to en-
hance both work outcomes and the overall
employee experience.
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To successfully implement flexible
workspaces, including desk-sharing, for
scientific staff, it is crucial to extract valuable
insights from desk-sharing practices that
have proved effective in similar work envi-
ronments. Notably, prior examples have
illustrated the effective deployment of desk-
sharing environments within scientific and
experimental settings. For instance, Balgrist
Campus serves as an example of how scien-
tists, including ETH members, medical prac-
titioners and non-academic organisations,
can work and collaborate effectively in
a shared workspace. Building on these
successes, it is now essential to implement

additional pilot projects and corresponding
evaluation processes. This will further refine
the approach and facilitate a seamless tran-
sition to flexible workspaces within the
unique context of scientific work environ-
ments.

To achieve ETH’s goal to significantly
reduce its greenhouse gas emissions by 2030,
changes that are in alignment with the future
of work must be integrated seamlessly with
this goal and require a collective effort. Be-
yond initiatives like desk-sharing, a multifac-
eted approach will be necessary to curb emis-
sions at ETH effectively. For instance, expand-
ing remote work options will reduce emissions

Process steps Examples
1. Clear framework — Define transparent solution-oriented goals and project organisation.
conditions — Identify project sponsors.
— Provide clarity about roles, responsibilities and timelines.
— Define the broader organisational context.
— Outline interfaces between organisational development and real estate strategy.
2. Needs assessment — Select user representatives from the departments who act on behalf of end-users in the

N

N2

design, development and evaluation of products, services or systems and who play a crucial
role in ensuring that the outcome meets the needs, preferences and expectations

of actual users.

Conduct a comprehensive survey and/or interviews to understand the specific needs and
preferences of scientific staff.

Identify the balance between laboratory work and office work, the need for quiet spaces and
any other specific requirements.

3. Categorisation of staff

Group staff based on their roles, functions and tasks to allow for tailored space allocation,
resource planning and personalisation of workspaces.

4. Designated spaces and
required technology

N2 2N

Create dedicated areas for quiet, focused work where scientists can concentrate without any
disruptions.

Designate specific areas for team meetings, informal/formal collaboration and group
discussions.

Implement technology solutions to facilitate virtual collaboration when team members

are not physically present.

5. Flexibility

N2

Provide flexible arrangements for those who need to move frequently between the
laboratory and office.

6. Change management
activities: training and
guidelines

Strategically implement a communication plan for stakeholder engagement, emphasising a
change story to align with organisational objectives and to foster commitment. Provide clear
guidelines on how to use shared spaces effectively.

Offer training sessions on utilising shared resources and maintaining a collaborative and
respectful working environment.

7. Identify pilot projects

2%

Integrate proposed initiatives strategically for seamless implementation within the portfolio.
Review lessons learned post-implementation to be factored into future decision-making and
continuous improvement.

8. Monitoring and
feedback mechanism

2%

Establish a feedback system to continuously improve flexible workspace arrangements.
Regularly gather input from staff to address any concerns or adjust the workplace
arrangements as needed.

Table 1: Possible process to develop and implement a flexible workspace concept with desk-sharing among scientific staff
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successfully by eliminating the daily commute,
thereby having a significant impact on the car-
bon emissions associated with transportation.
Furthermore, ETH launched an air travel pro-
ject in 2017 (including an interactive data
dashboard) focused on collecting and report-
ing data, setting clear targets and promoting
transparency and initiatives to minimise the
environmental impact of air travel.

3.6. Well-being

Employees are increasingly looking
for work environments that consider their
well-being, and private organisations and
public institutions are becoming more in-
terested in delivering on this expectation.
The reasons for this are manifold — from
well-being as being simply an important
outcome in and of itself (Inceoglu et al,,
2018) to boosting performance, job satis-
faction and reducing costs for the employ-
er and society as a whole (Kowalski & Lo-
retto, 2017; Page & Vella-Brodrick, 2009).
The challenging times of the COVID-19 pan-
demic further underlined the importance
of employee well-being and physical and
mental health.

In recent years there has been growing
interest in work-life balance in academia and
the impact the academic working environ-
ment has on employee's well-being (Fontinha
et al., 2019, 2019; Rosa, 2022). The changing
working environment to a more digital and
remote one is in many ways an opportunity
to improve conditions for employees as was
discussed in section 3.1. However, as was
also mentioned, it can have negative impacts
on employee health and well-being. Research
shows that this depends on the structures
that are put in place and on the way in which

team leaders, supervisors and employees
shape the future of work (Inceoglu et al.,
2018; Ott et al., 2021; Page & Vella-Brodrick,
2009). For example, when it comes to digital
and remote work, roles and expectations
should be clarified both at the institutional
level and within the individual teams (Ott et
al., 2021). So, when people started returning
to the office at ETH, after the worst of the
Covid-19 pandemic was over, in March 2022,
the Executive Board Domain of Personnel
Development and Leadership introduced a
two-phase initiative for the future of work. In
the first phase (return to the office), an open
dialogue, on topics such as roles and expec-
tations, was explicitly encouraged as work-
shop materials and platforms for communi-
cation and discussion were introduced. The
success of such open discussions depends
on the psychological safety employees expe-
rience at work. A psychologically safe work
environment refers to one where everyone
feels comfortable sharing ideas, expressing
themselves freely, and participating in dis-
cussions without fear of retribution. Nurtur-
ing a psychologically safe environment has
also been found to be a key factor in employ-
ee well-being and in mitigating the detrimen-
tal impacts of working from home in the new
digital age (Parkin et al., 2022). Furthermore,
in the ETH Future of Work Survey psycholog-
ical safety was subjectively reported to have
a significant and large effect on creative
thinking, which in turn was reported to be
associated with both work engagement and
team performance.

The option to work from abroad, pro-
vided that the necessary requirements are
met, is another flexible work arrangement
that could contribute to the promotion of
well-being among ETH employees. Such an
arrangement would offer staff numerous
benefits, including the chance to enjoy
extended stays in foreign countries after


/en/the-eth-zurich/sustainability/net-zero/air-travel.html
/en/the-eth-zurich/sustainability/net-zero/air-travel.html
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attending conferences. They could take
advantage of this opportunity to immerse
themselves in different cultures and expand
their professional networks. Additionally,
having the flexibility to spend time at home
with their families during the holiday season,
especially when the campus is closed, fos-
ters a better work-life balance and strength-
ens personal relationships.

Recognising the increasing importance
of well-being in the future workplace, ETH
Zurich defined “nurturing well-being” as one
its six social and leadership competencies with
the aim of focusing explicitly on this topic and
creating widespread awareness and engage-
ment with it. In addition, ETH has offered its
employees lunchtime events on the topic of
health since 2012, with each event focusing on
a different aspect of health. For example, one
focussed on the positive impact of mindful-
ness meditation techniques on improving
mental and physical health. As further person-
nel development training will be based on the
six social and leadership competencies, more
support will become available that enables
the nurturing of employee good health and
well-being. Section four of this position paper
also includes recommendations on how to
nurture well-being in the future work setting.

3.7. Institutional change

The future of work brings forth signif-
icant trends and challenges for universities,
thereby necessitating institutional change. In
the context of a rapidly changing environ-
ment with shrinking certainty and predicta-
bility, the ability to adapt to changes quickly
is becoming crucial. Universities, however,
are complex bureaucratic institutions with
multiple layers of hierarchy and complex ac-

ademic structures that can make it challeng-
ing to respond rapidly to change. To thrive in
this evolving landscape, universities must
embrace a clear goal that is aligned with the
demands of the future of work. This goal will
empower institutions to overcome bureau-
cratic obstacles and cultivate the flexibility
necessary to enable them to navigate change
effectively. ETH Zurich has formulated goals
for the future of work in section 4.

In order to address the challenges of
our time and prepare for future crises pro-
actively, ETH President Joél Mesot initiated
the rETHink project in 2020. The project was
conducted to define the roadmap for the uni-
versity’s ongoing institutional and organisa-
tional development and to ensure that ETH
Zurich remains competitive in the future. The
rETHink project aimed to further strengthen
individual responsibility at all levels, estab-
lish excellent professional structures
throughout the university for student support
and personnel leadership, strengthen stra-
tegic and operational leadership at all levels
and foster and further develop collaboration
and core values to promote a sense of be-
longing among all members of the ETH com-
munity.

The rETHink process not only laid the
groundwork for the future of work initiative
but also led to the implementation of effec-
tive measures, including the establishment
of a new Executive Board Domain of Per-
sonnel Development and Leadership. This
Executive Board Domain assumed primary
responsibilities in HR consulting and opera-
tions, while placing a strong emphasis on
leadership development, lifelong learning,
diversity and inclusion. The rETHink project
triggered valuable initiatives and discussions
centred around values and cultural change,
which are essential for success in the future
of work. Moreover, by fostering collaboration
among faculty and staff from all levels of the
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university structure, the rETHink project cul-
tivated a culture of open discussion and flat-
tened hierarchies. While effecting change in
large public institutions can be challenging,
the rETHink project served as a compelling
demonstration of how change can be brought
about.

Like many universities around the
world, ETH faces significant budget cuts due
to a decline in public funding. Equipped with
the institutional experience and skills devel-
oped during rETHink, it will have to act with
speed, creativity and agility to respond to this
significant reduction in resources. Several
cost-cutting measures have already been
implemented. The challenge for ETH and oth-
er universities is to find ways to manage
costs while delivering a high-quality educa-
tion and research that enable society to face
the even greater crises and challenges that
lie ahead. The rETHink project served as an
organisationally initiated change that played
a vital role in preparing ETH for future chal-
lenges. However, it is important to recognise
that external influences such as budgetary
changes also act as drivers for progress,
prompting further adaptation and innovation.
In fact, the integration of organisational
initiatives goes hand in hand with externally
driven changes, thereby creating a powerful
synergy that paves the way for a successful
and resilient future for ETH, both inside and
outside the future of work context.

In the future of work, as institutions
undergo transformative changes, it will be-
come increasingly crucial to apply methods
to measure the impact of these changes and
maintain flexibility to adapt and adjust as
necessary. One effective way of achieving
this is by conducting regular employee sur-
veys that encompass a wide range of topics
related to both present and future ways of
working. These surveys can serve as valua-
ble tools to gauge the effectiveness of new

work structures, identify areas that require
improvement and gather valuable insights
from those employees who are being affect-
ed directly by these changes. By embracing
this proactive measure, organisations can
ensure that they remain flexible and respon-
sive in an ever-evolving work landscape,
recognising that the future of work is not a
distant concept but a reality requiring contin-
uous adaptation.

Ultimately, it is the employees them-
selves who have the power to shape their
own future of work at ETH. While institutions
play a crucial role in driving transformative
changes, it is the collective efforts and active
participation of all employees across the in-
stitution that truly drive change forward. In
doing so, embracing a growth mindset, which
is the belief in the ability to learn, develop
and adapt through effort and perseverance
(Dweck, 2017), is key. By cultivating a mindset
that welcomes challenges, seeks out learn-
ing opportunities and embraces innovation,
all members of the ETH community can take
ownership of their professional growth and
contribute to a culture of continuous im-
provement. This growth mindset empowers
individuals to navigate change, overcome
obstacles and drive progress in shaping a
dynamic and effective future of work at ETH.
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4. ETH Zurich’s goals for
the future of work

This paper offers an analysis of the
crucial themes related to the future of work
at ETH while underlining the significance of
individual contributions in initiating and
sustaining institutional change. Building upon
the insights gained, ETH has established the
following goals for the future of work:

We create a work environment that
fosters ambitious goals, team spirit, well-be-
ing and personal development while nurtur-
ing a mindset based on trust and personal
responsibility. We carefully consider the in-
stitution’s needs, the organisation of work
and the diverse life situations of our employ-
ees in a balanced manner. On-site personal
interaction enhances creativity and innova-
tion and fosters trust. Through flexible work-
places, we empower our employees to exer-
cise greater scope for action and personal
growth, while managing costs effectively. We
establish hybrid work models by leveraging
digital solutions in a targeted manner and
enabling our employees to use them effec-
tively. At ETH, our focus is on lifelong learn-
ing, ensuring that our employees are well
equipped to meet both current and future
demands. This approach contributes to
sustainability and makes ETH an attractive
employer that consistently adapts to the
latest knowledge and developments and that
people are proud to identify with.
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H. Recommendations
to all employees

This section offers suggestions and
recommendations to all ETH employees re-
garding how they could approach and shape
the future of work in its many facets. In many
cases, the six ETH social and leadership
competencies are applicable and instrumen-
tal in achieving this goal, which is why the
recommendations are clustered accordingly.

5.1. Acting responsibly

For employees in a leadership position:
—— Navigate organisational change effec-
tively by communicating the vision and
purpose of changes early on and en-
gaging employees in the change pro-
cess®.

Lead by example to give others clear
guidance on how to manage flexible
and remote working, how to draw clear
boundaries between work and private
life and how to be inclusive in an in-
creasingly diverse working environ-
ment.

Seek consensus actively within the
team regarding how you want to work
and collaborate in the modern (hybrid)
working environment. Communicate
the results to newcomers and review
as needed.

¢In the current case, with regard to flexible working; in the
future, with regard to other significant changes.

——> Embrace sustainable practices like
desk-sharing and minimising busi-
ness-related air travel. Consider
re-evaluating space utilisation by inte-
grating the value of sharing into your
work routine.

—> When denying a request (e.g. regarding
flexible working), communicate the
reasons actively, transparently and

respectfully.

For all employees:

——> Challenge one’s own beliefs and per-
spectives about traditional ways of
working and seek to change habits
where helpful.

Adopt a mindset of sharing and seek-
ing opportunities to collaborate or
share knowledge and resources.
Engage in sustainable work practices,
such as conserving and sharing re-
sources.

5.2. Driving innovation

For employees in a leadership position:

—— Be bold enough to transform ways of
working.

—> Grant employees a period within which
they can learn from and adjust to new
ways of working.
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——> Create cross-functional and/or inter-
disciplinary teams to stimulate innova-
tion and work on new, meaningful and
sustainable solutions to problems.

For all employees:

——> Adopt a flexible and adaptable mindset,
recognise new trends and opportuni-
ties in ways of working together and
try them out.

View work as a set of activities instead
of a place within which to perform
them.

Experiment with different solutions to
the challenges associated with desk-
sharing and other future work arran-
gements.

l

Be open to and explore new technologies
that support future ways of working.

l

Co-create institutional change by en-
gaging actively in change processes.

5.3. Building bridges

For employees in a leadership position:
——> Engender trust in your remote team
members’ working processes, in their
ability to manage their responsibilities
effectively and work autonomously.
Ensure regular communication inside
and outside the remote working envi-
ronment by making use of formal and
informal online communication chan-
nels. Regular check-ins and one-on-
one meetings can provide an outlet for
openly communicate any concerns that
an individual may have.

Be available and accessible when re-
mote employees need assistance or
have questions, providing them with
ample avenues for communication,
such as instant messaging or virtual
video conferencing platforms.

For all employees:

——> Communicate proactively and give
direct feedback when information is
missing in the context of change pro-
cesses or where there is a general
lack of communication.

Contribute to a community spirit by
actively participating in remote gath-
erings, including turning on your cam-
era during video calls and engaging
fully in discussions.

Actively embrace the unique opportu-
nities provided by the physical work-
place to foster spontaneous encoun-
ters and discussions. Ensure you are
approachable and available to col-
leagues who might not typically reach
out to you.

5.4. Nurturing well-being

For employees in a leadership position:
—> Promote a work-life balance by provid-
ing flexible work arrangements, such
as remote work options that enable
employees to manage their workload
and personal lives effectively.
Encourage employees to set clear
boundaries between their work and
private life by, for example: turning off
e-mail apps in their free time; inform-
ing others of their working times and
availabilities; communicating their own
boundaries to colleagues and giving
feedback when these boundaries have
been crossed; keeping track of work-
ing hours; and creating clear time slots
for work and private life.

Be mindful of possible negative signs,
such as exhaustion or isolation in your
team.
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For all employees:

——> Practice self-care by, for example,
making time for exercise, meditation
and relaxation to build up resilience
against daily stressors.

——> Communicate your own needs with re-
gards to work schedules and your
work-life balance, such as requesting
flexible work hours, working from
home to reduce daily stressors and
communicating your availability.

—> Respect your colleagues' time off and
personal boundaries. Avoid calling or
messaging them during their known
non-working hours or when they are
on leave.

——> Discuss expected response times to
e-mails and other forms of communi-
cation.

5.5. Living inclusivity

For employees in a leadership position:

—— Take advantage of opportunities to
build a diverse workforce by hiring
qualified individuals from various
backgrounds, genders and cultures.

—> Inform employees on the growing im-
portance of inclusivity and diversity
and communicate your expectations of
promoting a respectful and inclusive
environment.

——> Distribute attention appropriately and
communicate actively with all employ-
ees in a remote working environment.

—> Factor people's different needs (e.g. in
terms of career and life phases) and
personality types (e.g. introvert/extro-
vert) into your decisions, which can
influence how and where they work
the most effectively.

For all employees:

—— Recognise the pivotal role inclusivity
plays in facing the challenges that lie
ahead, both within and outside the ac-
ademic context.

—— Encourage open and respectful com-
munication in the workplace by being
an active listener and valuing others’
opinions.

——> Beware of and actively prevent an 'us
versus them' mentality that can arise
from differing work preferences, such
as working from home or on-site. This
involves being aware of and address-
ing the underlying beliefs that contrib-
ute to such divisions.

——> Take action to promote inclusivity by
speaking up about instances of exclu-
sion or discrimination.

5.6. Enabling people

For employees in a leadership position:

——> Promote employee autonomy by pro-
viding employees with a sense of own-
ership and control over their work.

l

Value results over mere presence in
the physical workplace.
Provide feedback instead of microman-

l

aging. Empowered employees are free
to explore within the framework of the
objectives and necessary resources
provided.

—— Coach employees to enable them to
develop the skills needed to solve
problems independently in an increas-
ingly complex work environment.

——> Anticipate and provide the necessary
training and resources to support
employee upskilling and growth, for
example, with regard to digital compe-
tencies.



23 6. Outlook

For all employees:
——> Take advantage of opportunities to up-
skill in response to changing needs.
—— ldentify and pursue opportunities for
your own career growth and skills de-
velopment, in anticipation of evolving
external demands and personal career
goals.
Encourage professional growth among
your colleagues by sharing knowledge
and expertise.

6. Outlook

The future of work is comprised of var-
ious themes, some of which are particularly
relevant to academic institutions, as high-
lighted in this paper. More will certainly arise.
As we are in the midst of the future of work,
we are beginning to discover what works and
what doesn't. The Swiss Confederation and
the ETH Board provide a framework, and
ETH positions itself accordingly, with appro-
priate structures and resources. However,
real progress and success towards the fu-
ture of work will depend on the individuals
who take action to realize the institution's
potential in research, teaching, and knowl-
edge transfer. This requires embracing
change, flexibility, innovation, and inclusivity
to create a productive work environment. The
leadership, faculty, scientific, and technical/
administrative staff at ETH are critical in tak-
ing necessary steps towards achieving suc-
cess and growth in the future of work. The
rETHink project demonstrated that it is al-
ways better to be one step ahead, leading the
way towards innovative and impactful solu-
tions that can be applied as needed, rather
than being caught off-guard by rapidly trans-
forming environments. It is crucial that as
individuals and as a university, we proactive-
ly embrace change and leave our comfort
zone to not just anticipate the future of work,
but also to shape it.
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