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Office Work is Not Yet Dead 
 

Human nature helps us predict what normal will look like when we emerge from 
the temporary disruption cause of COIVD – don’t get rid of office space just yet.  

 
With the easing of COVID restrictions in many countries comes the possibility of a return to work. 
Having proven over the last few months that working from home can work, what is the future of 
work? In a few years’ time when the worst of COVID has long since passed, will working from home 
for two to three days a week be part of the pattern of work?  
 
Many people have enjoyed the flexibility and balance of working from home. The technology has 
been fine. Productivity has generally been good. And many leaders have overcome their reluctance 
that existed prior to COIVID of permitting people to work from home. Being the adaptable creatures 
that we are, people adjusted to having no choice other than to work from home during the COVID 
lockdowns. But what is likely to happen when people have choice?     
 
Human nature guides us as to choices people will make in how they work. There are three broad 
reasons in our natures that means, when given the choice, people will overwhelmingly return to 
working in the office when things settle down. 
 
1. Social Belonging 
One of the drivers that fights against working from home is that we are social beings. Building and 
maintaining relationships is enhanced through direct contact (not through Zoom, Skype and Teams).  
 
Informal chit chat is stronger in being together rather than working remotely. The chit chat is a 
critical part of relationship building and bonding. And even if the level of chit chat with your direct 
team members has been strong the last few months on Zoom, the quality of relationships with your 
wider network in the organisation has probably suffered. In time, any reduced contact across the 
organisation will accelerate the likelihood of silos and divisions. While collaboration across the 
organisation is not hurtful for a few months, over a year or two it would have a major negative 
impact.  
 
The importance of belonging can be seen from the perspective of a new starter. In the last few 
months through the worst of COVID, you probably haven’t hired many staff. It’s tough to imagine 
being a new person if most of your colleagues are working from home most of the time. How do you 
settle in, feel a sense of belonging, absorb the culture and establish the connections critical to 
getting your work done and feeling part of a unit? If as an organisation you do implement working 
from home as a pattern of work, you need to have this question covered.  
 
2. Productivity and Creativity  
Outputs by team members have perhaps been fine over the last few months with people working 
from home. But we shouldn’t be too quick to conclude that short-term success will be replicated in 
the longer term. The short-term success has most likely been on transactional work within an 
established system of work. But once leaders start looking for the next stage of improvements in  
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systems and start expecting collaboration on challenging issues, then the lack of personal interaction 
will prove to be a barrier.  
 
Productivity is a single and narrow dimension of work output. A broader definition of productivity 
includes creativity. Creativity and innovation are enhanced when people work together, in person. 
Creativity includes people “bouncing ideas off each other”, or chance comments in meetings and in 
corridors. These chance interactions are much more likely in person. Organisations that expect 
people to be working from home will, I suspect, be left behind by competitors who are encouraging 
people to be together in the office.   
 
3. Individual Relevance 
People want and need to be relevant. People want to know that they are valued. A fair amount of 
acknowledgement comes from colleagues in informal interactions. Those interactions are easier and 
more frequent from direct contact, not in working remotely.  
 
On a similar vein, people need to be noticed, particularly people who want to progress. Even if 
working from home is encouraged, this aspect of human nature will compel many people to be in 
the office. There’s a political reason to be at work. People working in the office will find they are 
more connected and more relevant than people working from home. That’s not a good or a bad 
thing, just human nature. And if there’s one thing that’s futile to complain about, it’s human nature. 
As one executive I worked with used to say, “It’s better to ride the horse in the direction it’s going.” 
Go with human nature, don’t fight it.  
 
Conclusion 
I’m waving a warning flag to be cautious. I’m saying to hold off jumping from an experience that 
worked admirably for a few months – and not to conclude that the nature of work has permanently 
changed. My main point is to wait and see. I’ll be the first to acknowledge if I am wrong, but I’m 
predicting that in a few years’ time many people will be saying, “Whatever happened to working 
from home that we experienced back in the COVID days?”   
 
At least proceed cautiously. In an immediate practical sense:   

• For leaders, act cautiously on decisions regarding real estate and the amount of office space 
you think you need. Don’t sell or release office space until you are sure. A decision now after 
the last few months’ experience might turn out to be foolhardy in a year or two when 
people are all back and sardined into the smaller space you retained.  

• For individuals, don’t be too quick to believe property agent predictions that now is the time 
for a shift from the city to a regional or coastal town for a more relaxed lifestyle working 
remotely. You might regret the decision in a year or two when work didn’t change to the 
extent you imagined.   
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