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Executive Summary

H ybrid and flexible work have become defining features of the post-pandemic

corporate landscape in India. What began as an emergency response has evolved

into a semi-permanent reorganization of work, reshaping how organizations think about

productivity, presence, leadership, and inclusion. Hybrid work is widely positioned as a

win-win model: employees gain autonomy and improved work-life integration, while

organizations benefit from productivity, talent retention, and access to wider talent pools.

Yet this whitepaper argues that beneath this promise lies a Flexibility Paradox: the very

flexibility intended to democratise work can, if poorly designed, reinforce existing

inequities and create new forms of disadvantage.

Drawing on insights from a senior leadership
roundtable held at the Best of Best 2025 conference,
alongside secondary research and organizational
observations, this paper examines how hybrid work is
unevenly experienced across gender, career stage,
caregiving status, disability, and hierarchy. While hybrid
has enabled many women, caregivers, and persons
with disabilities to remain engaged in the workforce, it
has also intensified visibility pressures, blurred work-
life boundaries, and reintroduced proximity bias as a

quiet determinant of opportunity.

The findings reveal that flexibility is often celebrated in
principle but penalised in practice. Physical presence
continues to shape perceptions of commitment and
leadership potential, particularly in contexts where

performance metrics remain ambiguous. Women,

especially mothers and caregivers, experience hybrid
as a double-edged sword: it offers continuity of
employment but frequently deepens domestic
expectations, resulting in longer, fragmented workdays
and heightened emotional labour. Early-career
employees face the loss of informal learning,
mentorship, and sponsorship that traditionally occur
through proximity. Employees with disabilities
experience improved access but persistent doubts
about leadership readiness in the absence of physical

presence.

Managerial mindsets emerge as a decisive variable.
Where leaders manage by trust and outcomes, hybrid
can enhance engagement and equity. Where leaders
default to control, surveillance, or inconsistent

interpretation of policies, hybrid becomes a site of



anxiety, overperformance, and silent self-elimination

from growth opportunities.

This paper argues that hybrid work is not merely an
operational model but a cultural system that mirrors
organizational values and social norms. To realise its

transformative potential, organizations must move

from ad hoc flexibility to equitable flexibility by design.
This requires redefining performance away from
presence, embedding inclusion into hybrid
architecture, investing in leadership capability, and
establishing accountability mechanisms that ensure

flexibility does not become a hidden career tax.

The whitepaper concludes with a Blueprint for
Equitable Flexibility, offering principles and design

elements to help organizations in India build hybrid

cultures grounded in trust, fairness, and sustainable

performance. Hybrid is here to stay. The question is not
whether organizations will adopt it, but whether they
will design it with equity at the centre rather than at the

margins.
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Methodology

This whitepaper is grounded in a qualitative, insight-led
methodology designed to capture the lived realities of hybrid
work in corporate India. The primary data source is a curated
senior leadership roundtable conducted at the Best of Best
Conference & Awards (BOB) 2025 hosted by Avtar & Seramount.
Participants included senior leaders, HR heads, DEI
practitioners, and business managers from diverse sectors
including technology, financial services, consulting,
manufacturing, healthcare, and social impact. All participants
held direct responsibility for shaping or implementing hybrid

work policies and people practices within their organisations.

The roundtable was intentionally designed as a reflective and
psychologically safe space, enabling candid discussion of
contradictions, dilemmas, and emerging patterns in hybrid
work. Rather than structured surveys or quantitative polling,
the conversation followed thematic prompts that
encouraged participants to surface tensions between policy
intent and lived experience. Discussions were documented
through detailed notes and thematic clustering, rather than
verbatim transcription, to preserve confidentiality and

candour.

The analytical approach combined:

D

Thematic analysis to identify Contextual interpretation
recurring patterns, tensions, grounded in Indian socio-
and contradictions across cultural realities, particularly
narratives around gender norms,

caregiving expectations,
hierarchy, and leadership

u

Integration of secondary
research from Indian and
global studies on hybrid work,

gender equity, and inclusion




.T

Y

The report does not aim for statistical generalizability.
Instead, it seeks analytical depth and systemic insight,
illuminating how hybrid work operates as a cultural
and structural phenomenon. The objective is to
translate lived experience into actionable
organizational learning, highlighting where hybrid
enables inclusion, where it unintentionally reproduces
inequity, and what design interventions are required to
bridge this gap.



THEME 1:

The Flexibility Paradox: Bridges
and Burdens




problem that never existed.”

“Hybrid policies have regressed post-Covid. What was once rooted in trust
now feels restrictive and intrusive, almost like we are overcorrecting for a

— Senior Leader, BOB 2025 Roundtable on Hybrid Work

Hybrid work was introduced as a liberation, an opportunity to design work around life instead of forcing life to

bend around work. But as organizations transitioned from crisis response to structured hybrid models, a quiet

tension surfaced: the promise of flexibility has begun to intersect with a culture of surveillance, suspicion, and

unequal access. What began as empowerment now feels, for many, like a negotiation with consequences.

& 1.1 The Promise of Hybrid Work

*

For a moment during the pandemic, the workplace felt
radically equal. Across levels and industries, everyone
worked from home, everyone negotiated uncertainty, and
everyone adapted. Performance remained strong,
productivity soared, and leaders experienced, perhaps for

the first time, the power of trust-based autonomy.

Multiple participants reflected that hybrid enabled:

o)
(@)

Greater access for women, caregivers

M

Enhanced productivity without loss of

and person with disability with access quality
to right workplace accommodations
o
® &
Growing talent particpation across Accessibility wins for persons with
non-metro cities disabilities
O v
Reduced commute and burnout More humane rhythms of work and
life

@ Asone participant noted, “There was zero loss in work or delivery, even during complete remote working.”



Those early months revealed what organizations historically resisted: people do not need to
be watched to perform.

stp 1.2 The Uneven Experience of Flexibility

Yet as offices reopened, hybrid shifted from a promise to a policy that was structured, quantified, and
monitored. Mandatory office days, swipe-based tracking, and digitally logged presence began replacing

autonomy with compliance. Instead of widening flexibility, many organizations narrowed it.

One leader described this shift candidly:

A 'Today hybrid feels overly restrictive and intrusive. Tracking in-and-out swipes breaks trust.
You're correcting for a problem that doesn't exist.”

The unintended reality is that flexibility is not experienced equally:

2, Senior leaders model autonomy; junior employees are expected to be

physically present.
&y Corporate roles enjoy hybrid; manufacturing and operations cannot.

@ Employees with support systems thrive; those without support systems
struggle.

© Women working from home face intensified expectations of domestic
labour.

< Early-career professionals feel invisible, disconnected, and lost.
One participant captured the cultural layer powerfully:

@ "In APAC, careers grow through relationships and presence. If you're not seen, you feel left
behind.”

7 Thus, instead of flattening inequity, hybrid is beginning to re-stratify access, reward physical
visibility, and reinforce traditional gender roles.

A 1.3 New Invisible Inequities Emerging in Hybrid

Beneath policy language and dashboards, new inequities are quietly forming:



©

Proximity bias now coexists with performance
measurement.

A~

Hybrid creates emotional tension—the fear of being
forgotten, the pressure to prove commitment, the
exhaustion of constantly negotiating presence.

&

Trust becomes conditional, no longer assumed.

Ow

Choice becomes privilege, not default.

A striking observation from the discussion was:

“WFH levelled the playing field. Hybrid is bringing back exclusion, sometimes
even as a social punishment for not doing what others do.”

The paradox, then, is clear: Hybrid can enable inclusion, but without intentional design, it
risks deepening inequity.

A

© 1.4 Visibility, Merit, and the New Pressure to Perform

o>

One of the most powerful insights from the roundtable
centred around the persistent myth that visibility equals
effort and presence equals commitment.

3

THE FLEXIBILITY PARADOX: BRIDGES AND BURDENS
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“ Out of sight, out of mind still stands.”

"

“When performance outcomes aren’t clearly defined, being visible becomes the measure of commitment.

In many organizations, performance measurement frameworks remain fuzzy. When clarity is missing, leaders
unconsciously lean on what they can see like time spent in office, physical availability, and perceived
“responsiveness.” In this ambiguity, presenteeism becomes a stand-in for trust, and visibility becomes a

shortcut for evaluation.

Leaders described presenteeism as:

Q Y O

A proxy for loyalty A substitute for clarity Assilent threat to psychological

safety

A~ “Presenteeism is now contributing to burnout and emotional
fatigue.”

A, 1.5 Social Punishment and the Emotional Climate of Hybrid

A striking and unexpected theme that surfaced in the roundtable was the subtle emergence of social
punishment or the quiet disciplining of employees who make flexibility choices that differ from the dominant

group'’s behaviour.

Hybrid workplaces create micro-communities: those who come in more

often vs. those who don’t. Over time, “office regulars” can develop an

‘ . unspoken group identity, strengthened through shared routines like
. ® . morning coffee, desk-side conversations, lunch breaks, walk-me-downs.
. . Those who work remotely more frequently inadvertently become “the

other group.” Not by policy, but by culture. Humans gravitate toward

sameness. Hybrid amplifies that instinct.

1



Gaps, Inequities and Inclusion
Challenges



he roundtable did not reveal a single narrative of hybrid work, but revealed multiple

realities coexisting, often uneasily. Hybrid is not a uniform experience; it is a
differentiated landscape shaped by gender, hierarchy, caregiving, disability, trust, culture,
and power.

O 2.1 Gendered Dimensions of Hybrid Work

“For a woman, when caregiving and chores are unspoken expectations at
home, does hybrid really help?”

] MICRO-VIGNETTE

She joins a leadership call with her camera off because her son is

burning with fever on her lap. She presents flawlessly, answers every - :
question. But when assignments are discussed, her name is absent. 2

She hears later, “She seems too stretched right now.” After the call, she
washes dishes in silence. At work she is invisible, at home she is
indispensable — and exhausted everywhere.

I:] COMPOSITE EMOTIONAL VOICES
“Hybrid isn't balance, it's constant negotiation.”

“If I say yes to office, | fail home. If | say yes to home, | fail work.”

Hybrid promised freedom from geography, but for Participants noted that some women actively prefer
many women it has deepened the geography of returning to office because it protects uninterrupted
expectation, where professional and domestic roles work time and psychological space. Yet the cultural
collide without boundaries. Women carry the mental assumption persists that women choosing remote
and emotional load of being the default caregiver, the work are less committed.

household manager, and now also the flexible

Hybrid, instead of rewriting gendered roles, is often
employee.
writing them more deeply into the private spaces of

home.

13



T 2.2 Mentorship, Sponsorship & Learning Loss

A, “Offices and in-person work builds community and emotional connection. Careers grow through

connection.”
(] MICRO-VIGNETTE
. A first-year analyst whispers, “I've never bumped into a leader at
4 H coffee. Nobody knows my name.”

“1don’t know how to build visibility without feeling like I'm begging for attention.”

Informal interactions like hallway clarifications, post-meeting debriefs, “walk me through this” moments, once
served as accelerators of growth. Hybrid compresses interaction into scheduled boxes. Nothing spontaneous,

nothing ambient, nothing relational.

Sponsorship, already rare for women and underrepresented cohorts, becomes even more
difficult without serendipity.

& 2.3 Disability & Inclusion Considerations

[ MICRO-VIGNETTE

A high performer who lives with paraplegia excels remotely. Her productivity PY )
is strong, her team respects her, and her outputs are impeccable. Yet when ")
leadership discussions arise, someone asks softly,”"But can she manage a team

if she never comes to office?” In that moment, her competence becomes —
secondary to her mobility.

“Belief becomes barrier. I'm grateful for autonomy. I'm scared of isolation.”
”I feel enabled, but | don’t feel seen.”

14



Hybrid has opened doors that were previously closed, reducing commutes, removing physical barriers, and
expanding access for employees with disabilities. For many, it has been the first time they could participate

fully, without the fatigue or indignity of navigating inaccessible environments.
But hybrid has also revealed the fragility of inclusion when it relies on goodwill rather than design.

Three structural tensions surfaced:

Progression tied to presence

| Leaders expressed uncertainty about how disabled employees could grow into managerial or
leadership roles without frequent in-office visibility. This exposes a deeper bias: leadership is

imagined as physically co-located, not digitally enabled.

Inclusion framed as accommodation

A Many organizations treat accessibility as an exception rather than an integrated standard. As a result,
employees with disabilities often feel the emotional burden of gratitude — as though inclusion is a

favour, not a right.

Autonomy vs. isolation

5 While hybrid reduces physical strain, it can increase emotional distance. Without intentional
relational structures, disabled employees may experience fewer informal touchpoints, limiting

visibility and sponsorship.

7 Hybrid has therefore created a paradox: It has improved access but not yet ensured equity.

15



THEME 3:

Organizational Culture
Influences




@ 3.1 Managerial Mindsets

(] MICRO-VIGNETTE °

A manager quietly confesses,”l don't know how to lead teams when
everyone works differently.” He is not resisting hybrid, he is afraid of

getting it wrong. His uncertainty becomes the team’s anxiety.

D COMPOSITE EMOTIONAL VOICES

“Trust feels conditional now.”

"My leader says flexibility is fine, but their behaviour says otherwise.”

Hybrid success does not depend on technology, scheduling models, or physical spaces. It depends

on managerial belief systems, the implicit assumptions leaders carry about:

il what productivity looks what commitment should feel
like like
how performance should be who can be

© AWy
monitored trusted

on how flexibility should be earned or

granted

The roundtable revealed a critical tension: many leaders endorse hybrid intellectually but struggle with it

emotionally. Three structural mindset gaps emerged:

The Control Reflex

) Managers trained in traditional office-centric environments often equate visibility with control and

control with performance assurance. Hybrid disrupts this equation, creating fear:

“If I can’t see them, how do | know they are working?”
“How do | track progress without surveillance?”

“What if | miss red flags?”

This fear drives over-monitoring and creates trust fragility.

17



Inconsistent Policy Interpretation

Y Organizations may define hybrid at a policy level, but managers interpret it. This creates variability

across teams:

2, one manager is flexible

A another quietly penalizes flexibility

(@© athird rewards presenteeism

Employees experience hybrid not through HR policies but through managerial behaviour.

This inconsistency erodes psychological safety.

Leadership Literacy Gaps
< Hybrid requires a different form of leadership, one grounded in:

emotional attunement

clarity of expectations

©@ Ja

outcome orientation

empathy and contextual sensitivity

¢

willingness to relinquish control

Most managers were never trained for this. They are navigating a new world with old tools.

7 Thus, hybrid doesn’t fail at the policy level, it fails at the point of human interpretation.

A- 3.2 Aspirations, Fears & the Emotional Landscape

3 QUOTE ANCHOR

“Belongingness should not be conditional.”

18



[J COMPOSITE EMOTIONAL VOICES
"1 feel like I'm always apologizing.”
"1 want flexibility without punishment.”

“1 want to belong without performing proximity.”

Hybrid is not only changing how people work; it is reshaping how they feel at work. It has created an emotional

terrain defined by both possibility and precarity.

Five emotional patterns emerged clearly:

Fear of being forgotten

| When visibility becomes uneven, employees fear slipping out of consideration — for projects,
recognition, opportunities, or even belonging. This fear is not irrational; it is a response to

inconsistent norms and unclear expectations.

Exhaustion from proving commitment

8 In remote or hybrid settings, many employees, especially women, caregivers, and junior staff, feel
compelled to demonstrate performance constantly: over-communicating, over-preparing, and over-

delivering.This “performance of commitment” becomes emotionally draining.

19



Loneliness in invisible labour
V) Hybrid hides certain forms of work:

O emotional labour

@ domesticlabour

2, caregiving labour

O theeffort required to set boundaries

When labour becomes invisible, so does the person performing it. This produces loneliness. Not

physical loneliness, but recognition loneliness.

Grief over lost connection

The pandemic showed that relationships can weaken quickly without deliberate effort. Hybrid has

Q-

created:
<+ fewer serendipitous moments
gy fewer shared rituals

< fewerinformal cues of care

Employees expressed a quiet grief for the ease and intimacy that once existed in workplace

interactions.

Anxiety about future potential

@ Hybrid has blurred the signals that employees once used to gauge progress. The pathway to growth
feels less visible, less predictable, and more dependent on impression rather than output. This
produces career anxiety, especially for early-career employees trying to find voice and identity in

dispersed workplaces.

In essence, hybrid amplifies whatever emotional truth already exists within the culture.

2 The question is not whether hybrid shapes emotion —the question is whether organizations
will shape hybrid with emotional intelligence.

20



RECOMMENDATIONS:

Desighing Equitable Hybrid
Work in Corporate India




Redefine Performance Around Outcomes, Not Presence

Organizations must decisively shift from visibility-based evaluation to outcome-based

performance management. This requires:

©) Clear role-level deliverables and success indicators

< Shared definitions of quality and impact

N~

£y Regular, documented feedback cycles independent of location

A When outcomes are explicit, leaders rely less on physical presence as a
proxy for commitment, reducing proximity bias and protecting hybrid-
heavy employees from invisible penalties.

Equip Managers for Hybrid Leadership

Hybrid work exposes gaps in managerial capability that policies alone cannot fix.

Organizations should invest in targeted manager enablement focused on:

Managing by trust rather than surveillance

Setting boundaries without reducing accountability

<

)

st Interpreting flexibility consistently and fairly

QO Supporting psychological safety in distributed teams

2 Manager behaviour, not policy intent, ultimately determines whether
hybrid feels empowering or risky.

Engineer Visibility and Access Deliberately
Visibility in hybrid environments must be designed, not left to chance. Leaders should:

¢ Rotate access to high-visibility forums and presentations
@ Ensure meetings follow remote-first participation norms

Actively sponsor hybrid and remote employees for stretch assignments

X,

(0 Document decisions and contributions to prevent informal exclusion

2 This shifts visibility from proximity-driven to system-driven.

22



Redesign Learning and Sponsorship for Early-Career Talent

To prevent hybrid from slowing early-career development, organizations must rebuild

informal learning intentionally:

2, Structured mentoring and sponsorship programs
® Scheduled leader access (office hours, shadowing)
A, Peerlearning circles to build social capital

2, Cleararticulation of career pathways and expectations

7 Hybrid should not come at the cost of professional identity formation or
confidence-building.

Normalize Caregiving as a Workforce Reality

Care responsibilities should be treated as a structural constant, not an exception.

Organizations should:
i Offer predictable, transparent flexibility rather than ad hoc negotiations
O Protect boundaries to prevent role spillover and burnout

¥  Ensure career continuity during care-intensive life stages

7 When care is normalised, flexibility becomes safer to use and less
morally charged.

Qo

Embed Accessibility by Design, Not Accommodation

Hybrid work should function as a pathway to leadership for employees with disabilities,

not merely participation. This requires:

& Decoupling leadership legitimacy from physical presence
[1 Ensuring decision-making forums and leadership roles are accessible by default

< Treating hybrid options as standard infrastructure rather than special arrangements

2 Accessibility-forward systems benefit the entire workforce.

23



Track Equity Outcomes, Not Just Utilization

Organizations should move beyond attendance and engagement metrics to assess the real

impact of hybrid work. Key indicators include:

g Distribution of high-impact assignments across work modes
Promotion and progression rates by gender and flexibility use

Access to learning, sponsorship, and leadership forums

< @ X

Psychological safety and boundary health measures

2 What gets measured gets protected.

Replace Uniform Mandates with Guardrailed Choice

Rigid return-to-office mandates often undermine both trust and equity. Instead,

organizations should:

y Offer legitimate, role-appropriate flexibility options
[D Establish clear collaboration and availability norms

@® Allow contextual decision-making within defined guardrails

7 Equity lies in responsiveness, not sameness.

Address the Hybrid Career Penalty Explicitly
Organizations should name and actively counter the risk of a “hybrid penalty” by:

Y Auditing promotion and succession decisions for proximity bias
Ensuring leadership readiness is assessed on capability, not availability

¢ Encouraging managers to surface, not silently reward, presence norms

A Silence allows inequity to persist.

24



Treat Hybrid as a Cultural Transformation, Not a Policy Fix

Finally, organizations must recognize that hybrid work reflects deeper cultural values.
Sustainable hybrid models require:

R Senior leadership role-modelling of boundary-respecting flexibility
[0 Clear organizational narratives that legitimize diverse work patterns

9, Ongoing listening mechanisms to surface unintended consequences

A Hybrid success is not about where people work, but about how power,
trust, and opportunity are distributed.

Design Enabling Hybrid Frameworks that Promote Employee
Autonomy and Promote Belongingness

Organizations must recognize the importance of a sense of belonging at the workplace, the
risks of emotional isolation on employee wellbeing, and therefore must facilitate the
design of hybrid settings that best allow for the promotion of cohesion and a sense of

community amongst employees.

25



Conclusion

Hybrid work will remain a defining feature of corporate India.
The strategic question is no longer whether to offer flexibility,
but how equitably it is designed and experienced.
Organizations that invest in intentional, inclusive hybrid
systems will be better positioned to retain talent, strengthen
leadership pipelines, and build resilient, future-ready
cultures.
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