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1. Connected Recovery one year on.
Avoiding unnecessary travel is the first step in improving the sustainability of transport. As well as being
beneficial from a climate change perspective, reducing travel also results in cost savings for businesses. The
benefits of reducing business travel are two-fold: not only is the cost of transport eliminated, but so is the
cost of unproductive time lost to travelling. And reducing the need for employees to commute to work
every day has been shown to increase productivity, and reduce absenteeism, staff turnover, and inequalities.
Coronavirus restrictions for most of 2020 forced companies of all shapes and sizes to quickly adapt to a ‘no
travel’ world where staff worked from home and held virtual meetings.
In June 2020, Transform Scotland published the ‘Connected Recovery’ report. This explored what actions
are necessary to ensure Scotland embeds the benefits of distributed working through our journey to
recovery and beyond. It found that there were three areas that could be
a barrier:
• Communication and Collaboration: Ways of managing and
working must allow people at all locations to fully participate;
and provide a range of tools to allow all levels of
communication, from casual to formal.
• Isolation and Loneliness: Structures and teams must support
the inclusion of people wherever they work, so they don’t miss
out on informal chats and quick catch-ups; managers must be
aware of these issues and work to build relationships with all
their employees; those not in the same physical location should
not feel like second-class citizens.
• Connectivity: Solid, high-speed internet connections are vital
to enable the tools of distributed working, including ensuring
rural areas are not excluded.
The report therefore recommended:
1.

The Scottish Government, Scottish Public Bodies & the Scottish Parliament demonstrate their own
commitment to distributed working.

2.

The Scottish & UK governments follow the Committee on Climate Change’s recommendation to
prioritise investment in digital infrastructure over new, high-carbon road construction.

3.

Public transport operators provide flexible season tickets to address increasingly flexible working
patterns.

4.

The Scottish Government work with COSLA to develop best-practice guidelines and HR policies as
part of normalising remote working.
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2. Progress So Far.
Unfortunately, the Coronavirus pandemic is not yet behind us, and so many distributed working practices
remain in place simply because of the restrictions in place to halt the spread of the disease. So far, there
seems to have been little effort to take forward the recommendations of the Connected Recovery report
and make the necessary changes to embed distributed working as a standard practice post-Coronavirus.

2.1 Public sector commitment to distributed working
(i) make remote working a standard option for jobs that don’t need a worker to be physically present
at a specific location all the time
With only two exceptions, all current listings on the Scottish Government and Scottish Parliament websites
specify the available jobs as being based at a specific office location (as at the time of preparation of this
paper in June 2021). Some roles required being at a specific site, but most of them could carry out their
duties from anywhere with a computer and internet connection, even if being at the office is necessary
some of the time. A sample of listings from public bodies such as Historic Environment Scotland and SEPA
showed a similar pattern of specifying roles as being office-based.
The two good practice exceptions were listings for one MSP’s staff. Even the Research and Office Manager
explicitly allowed home working, specifying the location as “Holyrood (or home), with occasional visits to
the Stirling office and elsewhere in the region”. Yet across the organisations surveyed, roles such as Content
and Social Media Officer, Procurement - Portfolio Specialist, UI Developer, Business Analyst, Environment
Protection Officer, and Deputy Head of Planning Consents and Advice all presumed office-based working.
They should instead explicitly specify some amount of distributed or home working as an option.
(ii) provide online participation options as standard for internal & external meetings
Given that most people are still not regularly working from the office, online meetings are still common, but it is
hard to ascertain whether that is because of a permanent shift in approach, or whether this is still considered a
‘temporary’ measure. Given that job listings are still presuming office-based working, it is probable that the
internal procedures necessary to make online meetings a standard option are also not in place. Without new
procedures incorporating online participation as core to the meeting process, as more people return to the
office there is a high chance that meetings will revert to primarily in-person, with those joining remotely an
afterthought.

2.2 Investment in digital infrastructure prioritised over road building
(i) alternative internet provision in remote areas is well-publicised and easy to access
Since publication of the Connected Recovery report last year, the Scottish Government has launched a
postcode checker which makes it easy to look up whether a property is eligible for the Scottish Broadband
Voucher Scheme.1 It provides clear information and links to apply for the voucher if eligible. As of March
2021, in north Scotland and the Highlands, 255 vouchers had been approved and 64 installations
completed.2 However, no figures have been published as to the total numbers of eligible properties and the
number of approved vouchers and installations across the whole of Scotland.
(ii) the UK Government should speed up infill of mobile networks in rural areas
There has been progress with the contract for the Shared Rural Network, and the work is now underway.
However, in terms of completion and in-filling areas that have no coverage, the UK Government simply says
they “remain confident that combined coverage will be delivered to 95% of the UK by the end of 2025”.3

Transform Scotland is a registered Scottish charity (SC041516).

Page 2 of 4

2.3 Flexible season tickets for public transport
(i) extend validity and eligibility of ScotRail Flexipass
There has been no change to the ScotRail Flexipass since the publication of the Connected Recovery
report.
(ii) introduce a Flexipass product on bus & light rail networks
Several of Scotland’s largest bus companies now have flexible ticket bundles, including First Bus, McGill’s,
Stagecoach, and Xplore Dundee. However, Borders Buses, Edinburgh Trams, Glasgow Subway, Lothian Buses,
and West Coast Motors still do not have an option to buy a bundle of multiple tickets at a discounted price that
can be used over several weeks. And of the bus companies offering flexible ticket bundles, the validity varies,
even within the same bus group. For instance, First Glasgow offers Flexi 5 tickets which are valid for 12 months,
but their 5-Day Bundle is only valid for 2 weeks. Meanwhile McGill’s offers 12 month validity and Stagecoach one
month. So there has been some progress, but it would be much better if all bus and light rail operators provide
flexible discounted ticket bundles, and validity were a minimum of 3 months across the board.

2.4 Best-practice guidelines & HR policies to normalise remote working
(i) make available Scottish Government & COSLA-developed guidelines
There has been no visible progress by the Scottish Government or COSLA on developing the best practice
necessary to embed distributed working. Without leadership to support the changes needed to
management and working practices in organisations across Scotland, there is a danger that while the
pandemic continues, employers are getting by but not gaining the full benefits of distributed working. And
once it recedes, they could return to previous working practices that don’t properly support a distributed
workforce, and so lose out on the productivity and inclusion benefits.
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3. Looking Forward.
There are some good work practices in place, and undoubtedly people are more accustomed to video
meetings, interviews, and general interactions. But there seems to be a certain level of assumption that
things will eventually return to how they were. This is the time when leadership from the Government and
public bodies is important to shift attitudes and ensure the benefits of distributed working can be realised.
Looking at connectivity and transport, there has been some positive progress so this should be consolidated
and built on. Specifically:

1.

HR departments in the public sector should ensure that a location of “distributed/home
working, but requiring [frequent/regular/occasional] travel to [office location]” is
standard for all jobs that can support it. It will also require updating internal working
practices and management training as discussed in the Connected Recovery report.

2.

The Scottish Government & Scottish Parliament should develop procedures for running
both internal and external meetings with an online participation option as standard,
and publish these procedures as best practice examples.

3.

The Scottish Government should work with COSLA to develop best-practice guidelines
and HR policies as part of normalising remote working, and make these available to all
employers under the Open Government Licence.

4.

The Scottish Government should publish regular updates on the R100 Programme,
including the number of premises eligible for SBVS vouchers, the number approved,
and the number of installations under the scheme.

5.

The UK Government should be more ambitious in its timescale to infill the mobile
network in areas where there is currently no coverage.

6.

ScotRail should extend the validity of their Flexipass to 3 months and the eligibility to
include Avanti West Coast and LNER.

7.

Bus and light rail operators without flexible discounted ticket bundles should
introduce them, and all operators should ensure the validity of such tickets is a
minimum of 3 months.
•••••
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