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London’s West End is synonymous with great theatres, shopping and entertainment. But 
beyond the obvious draw for tourists, the West End is also a thriving centre of commerce and 
business.

We began our research with a specific goal: to measure long-term business activity in the 
West End, so we could better understand the factors that are creating — or impacting — 
business confidence in the area. The West End’s international footprint makes it the ideal 
barometer for global spending habits, while its location makes it home to a uniquely diverse 
set of business types. 

The results were illuminating, and delivered far greater insights than we first imagined. In 
carrying out this research, we’ve been able to distil the most valuable and unique aspects of 
being based in the West End, as well as highlighting the concerns and challenges faced by local 
businesses as we look to the future. 

Seddons has been based in Portman Square since 1981. The West End was a draw, not just 
for its excellent amenities and transport links, but because it’s a place of diversity, community 
and creativity; an iconic part of London with an incredible heritage, and a vibrant hub for both 
businesses and individuals. We’re proud to be a West End firm, and we are excited to continue 
serving the community as the area re-emerges, evolves and thrives.

Simon Ross 
Managing Partner of Seddons

Foreword
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Introduction
Few periods have seen as much uncertainty, disruption and change in the business environment as 
had the last handful of years – and that’s before we reached 2020.  The effects of this uncertainty 
had already set up shop in the West End when the pandemic struck, being further intensified by 
multiple national lockdowns. 

For the West End’s business leaders – across financial and professional services, property, 
construction, retail and pharmaceutical sectors – grappling with industry challenges, national 
cultural shifts and economic pressures has meant monitoring, adapting and improving.

The West End Leadership Monitor shows you the business-critical decisions other West End 
leaders have been making in response to the long-term changeable commercial environment, and 
explains what these facts mean for you. The report reveals the surges, trends and challenges that 
all business leaders face, and couples them up with how you as a West End leader might respond.

Before the mass and enforced implementation of 
working from home in March 2020, the popularity of 
agile working was already surging across the West 
End. In this report, you’ll see that the data reveals 
why business leaders in the West End have been so 
committed to establishing agile working policies for 
their employees. One of the reasons being that, as 
Covid-19 has shown, leases remain the battle ground 
between companies and real estate agents. The data 
will also reveal the drastic measures that some leaders 
are considering to solve their ongoing spatial challenges.

For all West End leaders, whether you run a hedge 
fund, a construction company or a retail business, the 
trends that will follow in this report are significant, as 
they may shape the very future of the West End.
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S E C T I O N

Agility Means Strength
Leaders have certainly gotten to grips with the terminology of modern-day employment 
practices, with 92% stating they understand the difference between agile and flexible 
working.

It has proved essential. Before the first lockdown, nine out of ten leaders in the West 
End were already offering their employees the option to work in an agile way, with the 
bulk of those leaders stating they had only provided their employees with that option 
very recently. 

In the last two years alone, the West End has seen a surge in businesses introducing 
agile working policies. More than half of the leaders surveyed said their companies had 
introduced an agile working policy within the last one to two years (60%), while only a 
third stated that their company’s introduction of an agile working policy came between 
three to five years ago.
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Even pre-Covid, the 
levelling out of the flexible 
working regulations to 
non-parents is reflected 
in the findings; businesses 
recognising that those 
without children or 
dependents value the 
chance to work 
remotely for other 
legitimate reasons.

“

“

Helen Crossland, 
Partner and Head 
of Employment 
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What was driving this 
pre-pandemic surge? 
Studies show that agile 
working can do more than 
help leaders boost their 
firm’s productivity – it can 
also help them open the 
door to a wider pool of 
talent, and increase their 
chances of securing high 

quality personnel. Three-quarters of respondents reported an 
increase in questions regarding their company’s agile working 
policy in interviews. For companies in the competitive business 
environment of the West End, having an agile working policy is 
about modern working practices and retaining top talent. It is 
becoming commonplace for job candidates to expect some level 

While 61% of leaders cited childcare as                   
a reason their employees give for working from home, 

62% cited other caring responsibilities, 

57% cited travel difficulties, and 

60% cited that they simply had a preference 
to work from home on certain days. 

Is Openness About Mental 
Health Having An Impact?
A significant number of leaders have seen employees cite 
mental well-being as a factor when asking to work from home.

Helen Crossland, 
Partner and Head of Employment

Mental health and wellbeing has taken centre stage in the 
last few years. And now, with the pandemic, the spotlight 
is on. This is likely due to the national culture shift which 
has sought to lessen the stigma around mental health. 
Attendance statistics had long been skewed, with short 
term absences being misreported by employees as colds 
and other physical ailments. These (pre-Covid) findings 
show employees are increasingly prepared to disclose 
the true reasons for their absence, perhaps in response to 
employers being equally open about mental health. This is 
likely to continue given the open discussions afforded to 
mental health as a consequence of the pandemic.

“

“

of flexibility in their work life and this trend is set to 
be cemented by the pandemic.

Unsurprisingly, employees were already making 
use of their agile working policies and, for those 
whose companies have introduced them, agile 
working policies have been worth West End 
leaders’ investment.  

Companies who had introduced agile or flexible 
working policies, had long since begun to see their 
employees make use of the benefit, with a 90% rise 
in employees requesting to work from home, or to 
adjust their working schedule. Those requests came 
accompanied with various reasons, which went 
beyond employees needing flexibility for childcare.



S E C T I O N

Getting Agile Work 
Policies Right

As we’ve seen, to attract the best talent 
and be relevant in the job market, business 
leaders have been keen to introduce agile 
working policies over the last two years. As 
they begin to define what their policies will 
be after the pandemic, West End business 
leaders will need to pay close attention to 
the broader currents around agile working. 

To roll out agile working sustainably, four 
out of five leaders have had to introduce 
fundamental changes to the way their 
business operates, and the nature of these 
changes varies by company. 

02

Once normality returns, will the predicament 
of having an empty office some days, or 
insufficient desk space for workers mid-week 
be an issue? Employers need to think about 
how they will control any wholesale return to 
the office to ensure that business needs are 
not unduly compromised by accommodating 
employees’ new-found desire for flexibility.

6

“

Helen Crossland, Partner and Head of Employment
“
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For half of the leaders surveyed, agile working 
has meant amending employee contracts, 
another half have engaged external advisers, 
and three-quarters have offered employees 
additional training. Most significantly, almost 
all business leaders (94%) have had to invest in 
new technology to support remote working.
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Given the necessary introduction of new 
technology for employees – amongst 
other changes –  agile working has 
made a significant proportion of leaders 
concerned about data privacy. Over half 
the leaders surveyed said they have seen 
an increase in data potentially being 
compromised since implementing their 
agile working policy.

In addition to bringing challenges, 
agile working comes with a host of 
opportunities and benefits. A reduction 
of employees in the office at any one time 

Business leaders do not regard GDPR as 
the next millennium bug, but rather as the 
‘new normal’, and are happy to engage. They 
are aware of the fines, but also see GDPR 
compliance as a positive for their business.

The next opportunity for businesses as 
they make privacy compliance a value add is 
considering whether they need to appoint 
a representative in the EU to handle on 
the business’s behalf any concerns that the 
business’s EU customers may have regarding 
their privacy. If the correct appointment is 
made this will showcase their respect for 
consumer’s privacy to this market.

“

Alex Egerton, Corporate Partner 
“

The West End Leadership Monitor

means a reduction of necessary floor 
space. And given the current cost of office 
space in the West End, many firms have 
downsized their offices in the wake of 
Covid-19 or else opted not to renew their 
leases. In the longer term, this represents 
a significant cost saving to businesses, 
meaning leaders can lease smaller spaces 
to claw back revenue from overheads, and 
reinvest it into the profits. In the West 
End, two-thirds of company leaders have 
been able to reduce their current office 
space, as a result of agile working. 



For many businesses, a lease renegotiation had been on 

the horizon long before the pandemic fell out of the sky. 

Of those surveyed, two-thirds of business leaders had 

already planned to renegotiate their leases in the next 

12 months. Among those businesses, 56% said their 

motivations for doing so are to ease costs pressures, 

56% said to reduce space, 40% to avoid having to 

commit to a long-term lease in an uncertain market, 

and another 31% are being asked to do so by their 

landlords. 

Of course, there are solutions available for office leases 

other than renegotiation. Co-working spaces have 

increased in number across the West End in recent 

years, and leaders have taken note of them. Two-thirds 

of company leaders were already considering using a 

co-working space in the next five years.
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“ Where a decision is made to pursue a conventional letting, 
tenants are now offered better terms than previously offered by 
landlords and their agents. This is unquestionably due to landlords’ 
recognition of falling office rentals, given the reduction in demand 
caused by homeworking. They are also becoming increasingly 
aware of the competition, specifically from flexible shared office 
availability and ubiquity. Beyond the initial terms agreed, it is now 
far easier for me, as the legal adviser actually negotiating the lease, 
to press for tenant friendly provisions that wouldn’t have been 
accepted in the past.

“

Tessa Naylor, Partner and Head of Commercial Real Estate 
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S E C T I O N

Negotiating Leases  
In The West End 
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24%

41%

27%

46%

33%

43%

13%

22%

15%

21%

8%

7%

Inappropriate employee behaviour 
in the workplace

Safeguarding mental health

Mergers and acquisitions within 
your sector

Increasing regulation

Increased competition from an 
emerging jurisdiction

Recruiting the right talent

Generational expectations clashing

Succession planning

Employee burnout

Political instability leading to lack 
of confidence

Lack of suitable commercial 
property space available

Low productivity

Earlier in the year a high 
percentage of people said 
that Brexit uncertainty was 
the biggest external pressure 
threatening company’s finances, 
now it is without doubt that 
companies are struggling 
financially due to the forced 
closure of business and 
restrictions imposed by the 
government due to the pandemic.

“

“

Suzanne Jones, Corporate Restructuring 
and Recovery Partner

Negotiating Leases  
In The West End 

For business leaders, several factors will always be important 
when finding a new lease – chiefly cost, size and location. But in 
the digital age, for many leaders across the West End, assurance 
of strong internet connectivity is now a critical issue. Over half of 
those leaders who responded said this was a deciding factor when 
considering a new lease. 

This requirement is based on leaders’ experience of internet 
connectivity in the West End, 31% of whom have experienced 
difficulty in accessing fibre broadband, and 29% of whom say 
they’ve been affected by slow internet speeds. Communication 
frustrations go beyond just internet connectivity. The telephone 

was invented almost 150 years ago, so you’d assume we would have 
a more reliable infrastructure by now. However, 27% of business 
leaders have had issues with cables and hardware problems, and 
26% have had problems with telephone performance.

Undeniably, the companies who manage to secure the best 
people and the best space, at the best price, are the companies 
who thrive. Combine this with the wider industry and economic 
pressures, and you are left with a minefield that company leaders 
must navigate.

But which business-critical economic and industry pressures are 
stealing the attention of company leaders across the West End? 
And how do all of these problems rank as they encircle the minds 
of company leaders?

As senior leaders see them, the wider set of industry challenges are 
multifaceted. These challenges play out within an arena of other 
economic pressures.
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What Are The Biggest 
Challenges Facing Your Industry? 
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It is more important than ever that business leaders 
take the time now to put in place contingency plans to 
deal with current or potential financial difficulties and 
to engage with their lenders and other stakeholders. 
The key is to fix the engine before the wheels fall off.

“

“

Ben Klinger,  Corporate Restructuring and Recovery Partner

The West End Leadership Monitor

Amid the economic turbulence of the pandemic, 
and multiple lockdowns, leaders have faced making 
hard choices. Many businesses have spotted a 
storm potentially developing on the horizon. Some 
have already reached the storm. And a few are 
unknowingly in its eye. 

Business leaders must steady their grip in reacting 
to the twists and turns that come. But they must 
also make sure they have robust contingency plans 
in place, ready to comply with lower altitudes of the 
corporate business landscape. 

This means knowing when landlords and lenders 
can enforce, and knowing the protocols and 
processes that can and will follow. It also means 
knowing your directors’ duties and individual 
liability so that, in the unfortunate event you should 
arrive at insolvency, you are able to remain fully 
compliant with proceedings.

Such an event happening would have been 
unfathomable to many West End business leaders 
at the start of 2020. But the truth is, it’s not 
something they never thought possible. 

In the event that a company does become insolvent, 
31% of West End leaders’ first concern would be 
protecting their own personal finances, 29% would

S E C T I O N

Lenders, Landlords & Covid-19
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first worry about safeguarding their employees, and 21% 
would first think of the effect on their personal, professional, 
and company reputation. 

To prevent being on the receiving end of legal action, West End 
leaders’ must realise that their duties go beyond their initial 
concerns; with around one in three businesses in the West End 
having faced, or initiated, legal action in the last 12 months.

As many as 12% of company leaders surveyed were not 
aware of their duties in the event that their company 
becomes insolvent. Yet, compared to this time two years 
ago, as many as 38% also feel their business is at increased 
risk of insolvency litigation within the next 12 months. 

Directors’ duties also include protecting mental health in the 
workplace. In the past 12 months, 63% of West End leaders 
have seen an increase in employees taking more than a week 
off for mental health reasons. As a result, over two-thirds of 
leaders had introduced policies to protect the mental health 
of their employees before the pandemic. 

West End leaders must also address increasing regulatory 
requirements on climate change to ensure they remain 
compliant. There remains a significant knowledge gap 
over the requirements company leaders have, with one in 
three either not aware of what their company’s regulatory 
requirements are, or preferring not to say whether or not 
they are aware.



S E C T I O N

Who Are The West End 
Leaders Of Tomorrow?
Four key takeaways from the West End Leadership Monitor

• Tomorrow’s leaders listen to their employees, remaining compliant all 
the while.                                                                                                                                                                           
Data in this report strongly supports the long-term case for agile working and it becoming 
the new norm. All leaders must continue to make commercial decisions, while listening 
closely to their employees’ concerns, particularly in relation to working practices and 
mental health and wellbeing, to attract and retain the best talent in the West End. 
However, they should also pay close attention to developments in employment law, as it 
is key that while protecting their employees’ and their businesses interests, they remain 
legally compliant.

• Tomorrow’s leaders empower their employees with 
technology, but keep their company’s data safe.                                                                                                                                            
As this new environment of working culture emerges, leaders must pay attention to 
its knock-on consequences, particularly where it could impact on or compromise their 
businesses’ cybersecurity. With almost every leader in the West End enabling their 
employees to work remotely, GDPR compliance has become more difficult and crucial for 
leaders to attain.

• Tomorrow’s leaders are ready for any challenge.                                                                    
As if Covid-19 hasn’t proved a challenge enough, tomorrow’s leaders (still) need to be 
ready for anything. With a large number of their businesses having been on one side of 
legal action in the last 12 months alone, today’s West End leaders should treat the need 
for legal advice as not a matter of ‘if,’ but rather ‘when’. Ultimately, company leaders 
must be prepared for any eventuality, if only to protect their personal finances should 
their business face insolvency. It is also crucial that they have substantial control of their 
directors’ duties.

• Tomorrow’s leaders look for opportunities to stay competitive when they arise. 
In the ever-competitive environment that makes the West End what it is, business leaders 
must be competitive in their use of space. With the majority of West End leaders using 
agile working as an opportunity to cut overheads, no one can afford to enter into a lease 
that reduces their ability to be competitive.

05
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Appendix 1

Last year we asked 300 business leaders in the West End to answer a survey, the results of which form the basis of this report. 
Managing Directors, CEOs and Company Directors together made up almost three-quarters of those surveyed, while other 
participants included CFOs, Operations Directors and HR Directors. The businesses they lead are predominantly private companies 
limited by shares (63% of participants) and public limited companies (34% of participants). The distribution of turnover was skewed 
towards companies with £25m to £100m (36%) and over £100m (34%). The companies were mostly large companies but ranged 
from 51-200 (17%) to 201-500 employees (18%) to 501-1000 (30%) to over 1,000 (27%). Together, financial services (31%) and 
professional services (22%) made up over half of those surveyed. Property and construction (9%), retail (8%), healthcare and 
pharmaceutical (8%).

£25 million to £100 million

£1 million to £5 million

Over £100 million

£5 million to £25 million

Less than £1 million

Q2  What is the turnover of your business?

Prefer not to say

2%

8%

18%

36%

34%

2%

Other

Public limited company

Limited liability partnership

Private company limited by shares63%

34%

2%

1%

Q1 What type of business is your company?

501-1000 employees

51-200 employees

201-500 employees

Less than 50 employees8%

17%

18%

30%

Q3 How many employees does your 
business employ?

Professional Services

Retail

Public sector

Hospitality and Leisure

Property and Construction9%

8%

5%

22%

3%

Q4 What sector does your business 
operate in?

Healthcare and pharmaceutical8%

Financial Services

Transport and logistics

Education

Procurement

Energy1%

1%

3%

31%

3%

Other6%

Over 5 years ago

Between 1-2 years ago

Between 3-5 years ago

Less than 1 year

Q8  When did the company introduce an 
agile working policy?

3%

57%

30%

9%

No

Would rather not say

Yes81%

19%

0%

Q9  Has the company had to introduce 
changes to the way it operates as a 
business to facilitate agile working?

Engage external advisers

Amend employee contracts

Other

Train employees

Introduce new technology, such 
as laptops or mobiles

Q10  Please specify what the company 
has been required to do. Please selecet 
all that apply.

94%

51%

72%

50%

0%

No

Would rather not say

Yes92%

8%

0%

Q11 Has there been any increase in 
employees taking up agile working in 
the last three years?

CFO

CEO

Operations Director

Managing Director

Company Director11%

28%

34%

8%

7%

Q5 What is your role in the business?

HR Director2%

Other10%

No

Would rather not say

Yes92%

7%

1%

Q6  Are you aware of the difference 
between agile working and flexible 
working?

No

Would rather not say

Yes89%

10%

1%

Q7  Does your company offer employees 
the option to work in an agile way?

% based on number of Respondents

Over 1000 employees27%



Mental well-being provision

Caring responsibilities

Travel difficulties

Preference for working from home

Childcare61%

62%

60%

39%

57%

Q12 What reasons do employees 
give when requesting agile working?        
Please select all that apply.

Other0%

Reason not given2%

Data privacy worries

Maintaining a sufficient number  
of employees present in the office

Negative impact on team morale 
and interwork relationships

Lack of take up from staff

Using technology effectively52%

53%

37%

46%

38%

Q13 What challenges has the company 
faced in implementing an agile working 
policy? Please select all that apply.

Impeding effective teamwork17%

Other2%

No

Would rather not say

Yes55%

45%

0%

Q14 Has there been any increase in data 
potentially being compromised since 
implementing an agile working policy?

No

Would rather not say

Yes64%

34%

2%

Q16 Has the use of agile working as 
a company led to a smaller floorspace 
requirement?

No, we use a co-working space

Yes, on a long term lease                    
(3 years and over)

No, we have another arrangement

Yes, on a flexible lease

Yes, on a short term lease           
(under 3 years)

18%

40%

23%

8%

10%

Q17 Does the company lease the office 
space currently?

Would rather not say1%

No

Would rather not say

Yes64%

35%

1%

Q18 Does the company plan to 
renegotiate your lease in the next 
12 months?

The landlord is / will be asking us 
to renegotiate the lease

Less space required

Other

Don’t want to commit to long 
lease in an uncertain market

Costs pressures56%

56%

40%

31%

0%

Q19 If you answered yes, what are the 
motivations for this? Please select all 
that apply.

No

Would rather not say

Yes66%

28%

6%

Q20 Would the company consider 
using a co-working space in the next 
five years?

No

Would rather not say

Yes38%

60%

2%

Q21 Would the company consider 
leaving the West End to benefit from 
cheaper property costs?

No

Would rather not say

Yes51%

47%

2%

Q22 Is internet connectivity a deciding 
factor when considering a new lease?

Problems with telephony 
connectivity

Difficulty accessing fibre 
broadband

Other

Problems with cables / physical 
problems

Slow internet speeds29%

31%

27%

26%

0%

Q23 Have you experienced any of the 
following serious Internet connectivity 
issues in your current office? Please 
select all that apply.

None of the above31%

% based on number of Respondents

No

Would rather not say

Yes75%

25%

0%

Q15 Have you seen an increase in 
questions about your agile working 
policy when recruiting?

% based on number of Respondents



No

Would rather not say

Yes88%

10%

2%

Q27  Are you aware of the need to 
protect yourself personally in the event 
you are a director of a company that is 
insolvent or may become insolvent?

Protecting personal and company 
reputation

What would happen to the company 
assets, including property

Other

Safeguarding employee wellbeing

Protecting my personal finances31%

19%

29%

21%

0%

Q28 What would be your first concern 
personally if the business were to 
become insolvent?

Would rather not say0%

No

Would rather not say

Yes69%

29%

2%

Q29  Has the company introduced 
specific policies to protect mental     
health in the workplace in the past two  
to three years?

No

Would rather not say

Yes63%

36%

1%

Q30  Have you seen an increase in 
employees taking extended time off (more 
than a week) for mental health reasons in 
the past 12 months?

No

Would rather not say

Yes69%

29%

2%

Q31  Are you aware of your 
company’s regulatory requirements on 
climate change?

Private Equity Investment

Acquisition

Other

Sale

Merger13%

32%

18%

23%

1%

Q32 When you think about your 
business and its growth plans over the 
next 12 months, is the company likely to 
consider any of the following?

Would rather not say13%

No

Would rather not say

Yes29%

70%

1%

Q33  Has the business faced or initiated 
legal action within the last 12 months?

No

Would rather not say

Yes38%

60%

2%

Q34  Compared to this time two years 
ago, do you feel your business is at 
increased risk of insolvency litigation 
within the next 12 months?

Increased regulation

Managing cash flow

Increased competition

Increased overheads

Litigation17%

43%

42%

45%

46%

Q35 What do you perceive to be the 
biggest issues facing your business? 
Please select up to three answers.

Other2%

None of the above10%

Increasing regulation

Safeguarding mental health

Increased competition from an 
emerging jurisdiction

Mergers and acquisitions within 
your sector

Inappropriate employee 
behaviour in the workplace

24%

41%

27%

46%

33%

Q24 What are the biggest challenges 
facing your industry? Select all that 
apply

Recruiting the right talent43%

Political instability leading to 
lack of confidence

Succession planning

Lack of suitable commercial 
property space available

Employee burnout

Generational expectations 
clashing13%

22%

15%

21%

8%

Low productivity7%

Other0%

% based on number of Respondents

Difficulty securing financing

Brexit uncertainty

High office rents

Business rates49%

66%

50%

18%

Q25 What are the biggest external 
pressures threatening your company’s 
finances? Please select all that apply.

Other0%

% based on number of Respondents

No

Would rather not say

Yes85%

12%

3%

Q26  Are you aware of your duties as 
a CEO / Director in the event that the 
company is insolvent?
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About Seddons
From Portman Square in London’s West End, Seddons advises UK and international clients on family 
law, estate planning, residential real estate, personal and commercial disputes, commercial real estate, 
real estate finance, corporate law, employment law, immigration and more. We are a top 200 law 
practice with a strong reputation for both commercial and private client work.

With a history stretching back to the 1980s, we have always had our roots firmly planted in the 
London Property and Litigation fields. Over the years, Seddons has grown and changed, but the core 
areas of work have always been maintained.


