COVID-19

Returning to Work Survey
How do professionals really feel?

What are the top concerns people have around returning to work amidst COVID-19?
Do people want to come back to the oﬃce, or continue to work remotely?
What does remotely working lack that the oﬃce can provide? What can we learn from all this?
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Redeﬁning the workplace
Chaos is inevitable… but let’s make it short
Decision-makers in Facilities, HR, IT and

in the inevitability of this period of

beyond are grappling with radical and

turbulence. Researchers who study change

complex change brought about by the

have identiﬁed common phases that people

pandemic, as the state of ﬂux continues to

move through when adapting to a disruption

send ripples of uncertainty throughout the

that precedes fundamental change.

working world.
As Satir’s model demonstrates, we start oﬀ
For some, the goal is to return to the ‘old

in the familiar land of status quo

normal’: the way things were before the

(comfortable, business as usual)… until

pandemic.

something external disrupts us, unleashing
a period of resistance, then chaos and

Yet this stance risks eroding competitive

volatility.

advantage, as forward-thinking leaders
strive for something more: a new and better

Eventually we accept the change, learn

normal.

from it, embrace alternative modes of
thinking and create a new, higher status

Many teams are embracing ﬂexible, agile,

quo: or in other words, a new and improved

autonomous working practices with relative

normal.

ease, while more traditional cultures
struggle to adapt to online
collaboration and remote
leadership.
Meanwhile the backdrop of
health fears, childcare and
family diﬃculties, economic
instability and an array of
interwoven issues add to the
complexity, threatening
wellbeing and productivity.
Perhaps we can take comfort
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In the case of COVID-19 and its impact on

- and all the facilities within it - in a self-

the way we work, the new status quo will be

optimizing, frictionless way.

characterized by greater individual
autonomy, trust and ﬂexibility - that in turn

As leaders, we can’t skip the ‘chaos’ phase,

drives higher levels of wellbeing,

but we can do everything in our power to

productivity, collaboration and employee

make it as short as possible. This involves

experience; not to mention reducing

ensuring that our workplaces are COVID-

environmental and ﬁnancial waste.

safe; and leading with an inspiring vision that
redeﬁnes the workplace - while enabling

Many organizations, at the time of

continuous, open dialogue with employees.

publishing this report, remain in the
Resistance phase - countering fear of the

We surveyed decision-makers across the

unknown by various means: e.g. questioning

globe to gain insights to help inform this

the authority of those pushing for

vision.

permanent change, downplaying the
importance of the situation, or avoiding

I hope you ﬁnd the results useful and that

decisions altogether. Meanwhile the most

you will join us in welcoming a new era: a

innovative, forward-thinking leaders have

future of work that puts people ﬁrst; a future

shifted into the unavoidable period of

in which exceptional business results are

Chaos, implementing new processes, tools

the by-product of improving lives.

and practices that feel unfamiliar and
uncomfortable.

What role might the oﬃce play in this
redeﬁned world of work? What’s the ideal

Yet this discomfort is a precursor to the new

balance between remote and in-oﬃce

and better world that we’re striving to

work? Are people ready for change?

create; a new level of performance that not
only delivers safety, but also brings together

These are the sorts of questions we explore

the needs of the individual and the

in this report.

organization with greater synergy than ever
before.

If you’d like to dig deeper into the
challenges surrounding a safe return to

To realize this future, organizations are

work and beyond, check out our webinars.

implementing data-driven, automated
approaches that 1) grant employees more
autonomy than ever before and 2) enable
them to manage demand for the workplace
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Jane Young, Smartway2

The death of inﬂexible working?
Over 90% of people want to mix it up
When we asked professionals where and when they’d like to work in the long term, they
expressed an overwhelming desire to mix it up. In other words, almost no-one wants to work
from the oﬃce all the time (just 2%), nor do they don’t want to work from home all the time
(just 6%). Rather 90% of respondents say their ideal work pattern involves a combination of
remote and in-oﬃce work: the best of both worlds.

These ﬁndings present an opportunity for organizations to reduce real estate costs and
improve sustainability, by enabling a mixed work pattern. Some organizations may downsize
real estate in the longer term, while others will repurpose spaces to better serve the needs of
their people.
When the oﬃce is just one of many work places, it must compete with home, the café, or the
co-working space - to be the place where people do their best work, whether that work
involves deep focus or creative collaboration.
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Balancing the beneﬁts
What do people seek from their work place?
When asked how productive they feel when working from home vs the oﬃce, 45% of
respondents said they’re just as productive either way. About a third (36%) felt more
productive working from home, while the remainder (19%) felt more productive working from
the oﬃce.

Individual productivity is extremely nuanced - for instance some people may be struggling
with young children at home, or may be sharing a busy apartment and lack a private, quiet
work area where they can focus.
Likewise there is a large degree of variability in oﬃce design. A mismatch between the type of
work being done and the layout of the space, or available facilities, can damage productivity.
For example a research team that requires long periods of quiet, uninterrupted concentration
is unlikely to feel productive in a busy open plan area.
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Indeed 19% of professionals cited fewer distractions are the greatest beneﬁt of working from
home. The most popular beneﬁt, however, was more ﬂexibility in how they organize their time
(45%); followed by avoiding the commute (30%).
Reducing the commute not only improves wellbeing and mitigates health and safety fears
around traveling during the pandemic - it also improves sustainability and contributes to
environmental impact goals.

However, despite all these beneﬁts, the work from home experience does not deliver on all
fronts and the vast majority of professionals expressed a desire to spend time in the oﬃce.
Survey respondents highlighted a need for sociability (40%) - an often underrated beneﬁt of
oﬃce life that the remote working experience fails to deliver.
When people are deprived of the social encounters and friendships that the workplace
fosters, mental health risks can arise, eroding productivity and wellbeing, while increasing
presenteeism.
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Many organizations are taking steps to protect their employees’ mental health due to the
increased risk of isolation and loneliness during the pandemic.

Professionals who responded to the survey also said they miss the spontaneous collaboration
and idea-sharing that occurs in the oﬃce. A workplace that creates ‘planned serendipity’,
where people bump into one another and exchange information that sparks innovation, is
likely to be sorely missed by remote working employees.
Steve Jobs, for example, famously positioned the bathrooms at Pixar in the main atrium,
causing people to walk long distances to use them - with the express intent of increasing
spontaneous encounters between colleagues.
Some respondents (12%) said they missed eﬀective collaboration in pairs or teams and others
(12%) said that when working from home they lack a work environment that’s optimized for
productivity, again highlighting that not everyone has an appropriate workspace at home; and
even if they do, they may struggle to be as productive or collaborative as they would be in the
oﬃce.
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Returning to work
When, why and how?
Albeit that COVID-19 restrictions vary by region and continue to change, at the time of
surveying (September 2020), 29% of respondents said that they had already returned to work.
45% said they expected to return within 6 months, 18% within 12 months and 8% within 18
months or more.

Given the desire to spend at least some time in the oﬃce, it’s no surprise that most are keen
to return as soon as it is safe to do so.
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In terms of what’s holding people back from returning to the oﬃce, 44% believe the biggest
barrier is lack of employee willingness to return.
29% cited lack of clarity on safety rules and procedures as a barrier, while 27% said lack of
employee compliance with safety procedures.
Fears around COVID-19 complacency highlight the need to embrace technology that
automates health and safety procedures around necessities like social distancing, contact
tracing, health checks, sanitation and employee feedback. Relying on manual enforcement of
COVID-safe processes leaves organizations unable to manage the complexity around safe
access to the oﬃce and fails to deliver the reassurance that employees require.

The lack of employee willingness to return may in some cases be due to feeling just as
productive or more productive working from home; however the desire expressed by so
many to spend some time in the oﬃce would suggest this is not the main driver.
Rather, lack of willingness is likely to be due to concerns around health and safety.
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When asked what concerns them most about returning to the workplace, 38% of respondents
said that health risks are the biggest worry, closely followed by traveling to the oﬃce (35%).
Those relying on public transport may have the greatest cause for concern.

17% expressed concern around constraints on collaboration and colleague interaction when
returning to the workplace, while 10% said that issues with family, childcare or lack of
ﬂexibility in their schedule is worrying.
Professionals are clearly seeking both ﬂexibility and reassurance - as well as clarity - around
COVID safety from their employer during the pandemic.
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Readiness for change
The expectation is already set

When asked whether the pandemic is likely to accelerate their organization’s shift towards
more ﬂexible, agile, autonomous working practices, 78% of professionals agreed or strongly
agreed. Meanwhile only 7% disagreed or strongly disagreed.
The fact that so many people expect a fundamental shift in the way we work oﬀers change
agents an unprecedented opportunity to hit ‘reset’ and implement positive, long-term
change: a new, higher status quo.

People are ready and waiting to welcome in an era of superior employee experience, in which
work patterns can be personalized and optimized to suit every individual and their unique set
of strengths and circumstances.
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Enabling new levels of personalization and autonomy presents fresh challenges to
organizations, not least demand management, i.e. the ability to manage demand for the oﬃce
and all the facilities and services within it - including desks, rooms, parking spaces, catering
and equipment.
Organizations that leverage utilization data, combined with employee feedback, will be well
equipped to make decisions that compress the period of chaos we ﬁnd ourselves amidst,
paving the way for higher levels of productivity than before the pandemic.
Those who adopt a data-driven, automated approach will have a distinct advantage in rising
to the challenge of managing demand in this new world of distributed work.

“We cannot choose our external circumstances,
but we can always choose how we respond to them”
~ Epictetus

Smartway2 is a next-generation technology company
specializing in workplace scheduling solutions.
Smartway2’s SaaS platform boosts employee
experience, collaboration and productivity by helping
people, places and things work better together.
Users can book desks, conference rooms, parking,
equipment, services and more - providing advanced
workplace analytics to improve utilization and reduce
real estate costs.
Smartway2’s COVID-safe capabilities enable a datadriven, automated approach to protecting people, from
social distancing and contact tracing to sanitation
procedures and continuous dialogue with employees.

© Smartway2 2020

smartway2.com

