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“The Machine is much, but it is not everything. I see something like you in this plate, but I do not see you. I hear something like you through this telephone, but I do not hear you. That is why I want you to come. Pay me a visit, so that we can meet face to face, and talk about the hopes that are in my mind.”


—E. M. Forster, “The Machine Stops,” 1909


“The future cannot be predicted, but futures can be invented.”


—Dennis Gabor, Nobel laureate, Inventing the Future, 1963


“Out of Order? Fuck! Even in the future nothing works!”


—Dark Helmet, Spaceballs, 1987


















Introduction



A few years back I was invited to speak about my book The Revenge of Analog in South Korea, where it had become a national best seller, to my complete surprise. The conference was a costly gathering of business leaders from around Asia, focused on the latest emerging digital technologies and the strategies to deploy them in the future. Other speakers included the founders of groundbreaking artificial intelligence and robotics start-ups, brilliant professors of computer science, software magnates from all over the world, and even a cryptocurrency billionaire from a former Soviet republic who dressed in a comically maniacal outfit of black turtlenecks and velour blazers and publicly predicted the imminent end of fiat currency every time he opened his mouth.


After thirteen hours in the air, I emerged into the arrivals hall of Incheon International Airport, exhausted and rumpled, where a three-foot-tall security robot on wheels greeted me with a digital smile and said in a cheery voice, “Welcome to Seoul. Please stick with your luggage.” Suddenly I heard a commotion, looked up, and saw a TV news crew sprinting in my direction.


“David Sax!!! David Sax!!!” a reporter shouted excitedly, thrusting a microphone in my face as his cameraman bathed me in light. “What do you think about the Fourth Industrial Revolution?? When is it going to arrive??”


“The fourth what?” I bumbled, as I stared down the camera, completely paralyzed.


“The Fourth Industrial Revolution!” the reporter enthusiastically repeated. “The convergence of AI and robotics and big data that will usher in our digital future!”


“Oh,” I said, pausing for a second. “I’m more interested in the analog future.”


It was a smart-assed answer. After all, hadn’t I been flown here, to the world’s most proudly digital city, as the token voice of analog dissent?


The reporter’s face quickly adopted a look of genuine concern. “But what do you mean, Mr. Sax? We know the future is digital. It has to be.”


Of course it did.


The future meant digital. Computers. Microchips. Gadgets. Software. This was the future. Born in 1979, I have witnessed the dawn of every significant era of digital computing’s transformation of modern life, from home and office desktops to the rise of video games, the internet, smartphones, and the associated galaxy of hardware and software that now permeated seemingly every aspect of my existence. I remember the day we got our first PC, the drive home from the toy store with our new Nintendo Entertainment System, the rich wood-grain finish of the first car phone my dad had installed on his dashboard. I remember using Windows for the first time and the first alien pop, hiss, and static crackle of my teenage babysitter’s modem connecting over our phone line, as he fed half a dozen floppy disks into the beige Compaq to download Operation Wolf.


I was there at the dawn of it all: Email. AOL. ICQ. Ethernet. Skype. Cell phones. Napster. iPods. Blackberries. iPhones. iPads. The first MacBook I bought after I sold my first article. The first photo I took on a digital camera. The day I created a social media account. The moment I connected to the internet wirelessly, like magic. The first pixilated breast I saw on a computer screen (Leisure Suit Larry behind Josh Dale’s bedroom door)… I remember it all. I entered journalism in an era of paper and felt its rapid transformation into an online-first medium with every diminished paycheck and notice about another shuttered publication.


The promise of the digital future was powerfully simple: successive improvements in computer technology would consistently transform and improve every single aspect of life on earth as we knew it. Everything would become more powerful, easier, cleaner, more profitable, more connected, networked, and streamlined. You could carry the world in the palm of your hand, or on your wrist, or even in a chip in your brain.


The formula for imagining the digital future was simple. Take anything that you knew in the present and transform it with computers. Use the phrase “The future of [blank] is digital” and insert anything between the brackets: Business. School. Work. Publishing. Finance. Fashion. Food. Driving. Flying. Music. Film. Theater. Politics. Democracy. Fascism. War. Peace. Sex. Love. Families… all digital. In every category, in every corner of the world, the digital future was inevitable. It was predestined. It was either our salvation or, if you feared the robot overlords of the Terminator and Matrix films, our doom. But there was no questioning it. If you were thinking about the future, digital was it.


We mostly accepted the promise of a digital future as progress, and we all collectively worked to bring it into the present. Governments promoted the companies developing its technologies, as financiers ploughed their dollars into them. Businesses pushed for the adoption of “future-focused” strategies by competing to digitize their operations as quickly as possible. The creators and cheerleaders of this future were elevated to celebrity status and in some cases downright deified, called on for their thoughts on everything from consumer trends to the shape of politics. Futurists and “digital prophets,” like the elfin Australian David “Shingy” Shing, with his Vegas fountain of wild hair and Elton John glasses, were paid handsomely to interpret the transformative impact of the latest digital buzzword—big data, wearable, drone, virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), artificial intelligence (AI)—and how it would change everything from the world’s economic order to pizza delivery. Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Elon Musk, and Mark Zuckerberg were widely regarded as oracles of digitization, and we paid careful attention to their latest projections about the future it would form.


The promise of the digital future constantly shaped our culture. From books and stories to TV shows and blockbuster movies, we sat and watched this future projected with awe: the holodeck, transporters, and touchscreen interface of Star Trek: The Next Generation, the hoverboards and giant TV screens of Back to the Future II, the dystopian predictions of Maximum Overdrive, Terminator 2: Judgment Day, The Lawnmower Man, and, my personal favorite, Demolition Man, where a cryogenically frozen supercop (played by Sylvester Stallone) is thawed out in the future to hunt down his thawed supervillain nemesis (played by Wesley Snipes) in a digital utopia where commercial jingles dominate popular music and toilets automatically clean your bum with three magical seashells.


In many ways, it was incredible to witness so much of what I’d been promised coming to pass. I couldn’t transport to other worlds, like Captain Picard could from the USS Enterprise, but by the time I was twenty-three, I was having regular video calls with my friends and family from thousands of miles away. Robot maids, like Rosie on The Jetsons, were still decades off, but robot vacuums worked pretty well. The office wasn’t yet fully paperless, as predicted back in the 1970s, but I had built a career working remotely from home since the day I sold my first article to a newspaper in 2002. Flying cars were in development, and driverless cars were being tested in major cities, with the promise of widespread adoption before my kids got behind the wheel. “Hoverboards” arrived (though they didn’t actually hover and often caught fire), but at least I owned a digitally controlled bidet toilet seat that worked just as well as the magic seashells. The digital future largely kept its promise.


The self-fulfilling destiny of the digital future was based in the immutable laws of physics… the axiom of Moore’s law. In 1965 Gordon Moore, cofounder of Intel and father of modern computing, successfully predicted that the number of transistors in an integrated circuit would double every two years, exponentially increasing computer power, while simultaneously decreasing cost. Moore’s law only went in one direction. It never wavered or slowed down or moved backward. It was like a rocket with infinite fuel, which accelerated ever faster the further it flew. As digital technology sped up along that curve and Moore’s law held as true as a missile’s trajectory, it was consistently cited as irrefutable proof that the future was inevitably digital. What alternative could you even consider? Those who questioned its promise were scolded as insufficiently imaginative, Luddites, or, worse, the modern-day equivalent of those stubborn fools who scorned Copernicus and Galileo’s evidence of the sun’s central place in the universe, holding humanity back with outdated beliefs.


Here’s the thing though… the future is not a microchip. It has no quantifiable transistors or plottable trajectory. It always exists as a vague point beyond the horizon, like the end of the world on a map from Galileo’s time. The future is constantly shifting as the present chugs on, and when we get there, it does an excellent job of upending any predictions about its shape. Most “the future of [blank] is digital” statements tend to collapse when exposed to the cold, hard reality of life in the real world, where lofty promises meet the merciless pull of gravity. Even the best-designed rockets can fall back to Earth in flames.


Still, despite the fact that the most visible beneficiary of artificial intelligence seemed to be illustrators who make stock images of sexy robots holding flowers, our belief in the certitude of a digital future held firm. Rapid innovations in digital technology would eventually usher in an entirely new way of existing. Soon enough, we would live, work, learn, and play anywhere and have whatever we desired brought to our door with the flick of a finger. In the future, conversations would not be bound by space, instantly fostering a community of global empathy and understanding that would rapidly end conflict and divisions across borders, faiths, creeds, and colors. This future, made possible by artificial intelligence, big data, mobile computing, the internet, electric cars, smart scooters, virtual reality, and blockchain, would make us happier, healthier, smarter, richer, and just better-off.


And then one day, just like that, our digital future arrived.


Late in 2019, a sick bat emerged from its cave somewhere in China, pooped near a pangolin (or some other creature), and set off a chain of events that none of the tech oracles predicted (except Bill Gates). The COVID-19 pandemic happened so suddenly and so completely that few people even realized the scope of what they were experiencing. On Wednesday we were dropping our kids off at school, heading into the office, going out for lunch, and seeing a play after dinner; by Saturday we were assessing how many cans of beans we owned and which sourdough recipe was the simplest, while figuring out how to simultaneously stream a yoga class through the television, take a conference call in the closet, and get our kids enough digital devices to do school and play Roblox all day long.


We woke up on that first Monday, turned on the news, read the horrible stories out of New York and London and Milan, and then started hearing from the futurists and digital evangelists, who declared that the digital future they’d long promised had finally, fully arrived! We had leapfrogged ahead, they said, progressing years in just days! The digital world claimed victory like a conquering army that suddenly found itself marching into the enemy’s empty capital, unopposed. Whole industries had been transformed, overnight, like magic. The transition to work from home, distance learning, streaming culture, online shopping, and virtual meetings—all of them long coming and slow to arrive—was instant and permanent. There was no going back. Welcome to the new normal.


As those early days turned into weeks and weeks dragged into months, the futurists’ predictions grew more assured. Not only was our digital transformation continuing apace, but whole categories of the nondigital, analog world were being consigned to the past. The office was permanently dead, and with it, commercial real estate and the downtowns of cities. With that went the stores and restaurants that depended on them, whose goods and meals could now be delivered to your door, the theaters and comedy clubs and music venues, whose cultural offerings could all be streamed to your home, and the city itself, which was predicted to shrink or even die over the coming years as liberated families fled to the countryside. New York? According to one popular post on LinkedIn, it was “Dead Forever.” Start spreading the news.


The new normal meant there would be no return to the life we knew before: Not to offices and Monday meetings, soul-destroying commutes and wasteful conferences in some greige Marriott ballroom. Not to stuffy classrooms, where archaic teachers still used nineteenth-century methods of lecturing to captive students in order to transfer information that could now be easily taught on Google Classroom or through YouTube videos. Not to the wastefully inefficient brick-and-mortar stores and restaurants, with their mismanaged inventories, unexploited real estate, and squandered human talent, when two clicks could bring that sweatsuit or sandwich (or both!) to your door in an hour. Not to that tedious coffee date or family reunion, with its awkward silences and drain on your time, when the Zoom room was waiting, and you were comfortably nestled into the couch wearing those buttery pants and eating that tasty sandwich. Not to the stinky expensive gym, with its blaring music and judgmental looks, when the best spin instructors in the world were shouting your name from the Peloton screen as you furiously pumped your legs in the basement. Not even to the church, mosque, temple, or synagogue, with its tush-numbing pews and droning sermons, when you could watch your nephew’s bris from the comfort of your home, without any of the blood or stale bagels.


The digital future was finally here!


And it fucking sucked.


I’m sure there are nicer words that better writers would use to describe that realization, but for me “It fucking sucked” sums up the experience just about perfectly. In the second week of April 2020, my wife, six-year-old daughter, three-year-old son, and I were living with my mother-in-law in her luxury lakeside weekend home two hours north of our house in Toronto. Like many with the means to escape, we saw the writing on the wall, heard the stories of residents in China and Europe locked inside their apartments, and made a dash for the largest plot of real estate we had access to. We had six bedrooms, four televisions, a reliable internet connection, endless space outside, a Great Lake, woods and trails nearby, a closed golf course to walk on, plus a sauna and hot tub. Go to a dictionary and look up the term white privilege. That’s me, in that house.


And it fucking sucked.


Each time I looked at my phone or laptop, the dread flooded in. My daughter, then in first grade, would get her assignments emailed in the morning, and I’d spend two hours wrangling her to JUST WRITE FIVE LINES, until both of us were near tears. My son, who had broken his leg at the start of March, settled into the twelfth consecutive viewing of the cinematic masterpiece PAW Patrol: Ready Race Rescue! My wife locked herself in a bedroom, taking calls with her career-coaching clients, who all suddenly hated their jobs. My mother-in-law cranked CNN up to full blast on the living room TV, then conducted round-the-clock phone calls with everyone she knew on speakerphone. By lunch, I’d storm into the kitchen growling, shove something in my mouth, and tell my wife that it was her shift. Then I’d lock myself in another bedroom and disappear into a closet where I had set up a blanket fort to quietly record podcast interviews for the doomed book promotion tour that was now happening online. A quick, angry walk at 5 p.m. to ease the tension. The first of several glasses of wine shortly after that. Dinner, bedtime for the kids, half a pie, a few episodes of something, thirty minutes of deep breathing to try to release the tension in my chest, and down for another night of fitful sleep.


Even the things that were supposed to bring me joy sucked. I watched streaming performances of talented singers and theater productions and grew bored after a minute. My mother-in-law would turn on an exercise video, and we’d all jump around the living room, but I didn’t feel anything other than tired. I’d talk to friends each night, all over the world, and it was nice to hear their voices and see their faces, but the calls just felt forced, like we were all going through the motions, describing the same shitty situation. I’d buy books or puzzles online, but discovering what I wanted was impossible, and things took forever to arrive. Each task was just another interaction on the same three screens: phone, laptop, TV. Another app to launch or browser tab to open. TV, laptop, phone. Another unfulfilling hunt through the Netflix cue, like a buffet that gets more unappetizing the longer you stare at it. Laptop, phone, TV. Another scroll through the doom of the news or more doom scrolling on Twitter. Digitally, I was more connected to everyone and everything in the world, and yet I felt so completely alone and isolated… and that was before my first virtual cocktail party.


One day, when we tell our grandchildren about this brief, transformational period in history, we will save the particular hell of the Zoom cocktail party for late at night, when they are slightly more mature and can truly appreciate horror stories.


“You mean you sat by a screen and drank in a room alone, while other people did the same in other rooms, Grandpa?”


“Well, yes. I mean, we poured a drink that first time, but then we looked on the screen and saw that no one else in those small boxes was actually drinking, or even had drinks, so the drink just sat there after the first few awkward sips.”


“But how is that a cocktail party? Aren’t you supposed to share drinks with other people and talk and laugh?”


“Yes, you are, but no one wanted to do either. They felt weird drinking alone. They didn’t want to be the first to talk. There wasn’t much laughter. It was really awkward.”


“How is that different from a conference call, Grandpa?”


“I don’t know,” I’ll say, sobbing into my hands. “I just don’t know!”


For more than half a century, we had fantasized about a future where we could stay at home in comfortable clothes, eat, play, work, learn, socialize, exercise, shop, and entertain ourselves without ever getting up. This was the promise at the heart of every science fiction fantasy, each tech company’s annual pageant of new products, every pitch from a digital start-up and slickly produced Kickstarter video, every sappy commercial from your overpriced national telecom conglomerate, featuring the happy family of four on their own devices in every room of the house, enjoying the benefits of unlimited streaming data (*innumerable restrictions apply).


The digital future we worked to build our entire life finally arrived, and instead of finding ourselves thrust into the liberating, utopian place it had promised, we awoke in a luxurious, dystopian prison. Yes, digital technology allowed us to continue working and learning, speak with distant friends and loved ones, procure food and goods without going out, and stay on top of the news, and most of us were extremely grateful for that. But for the most part, this reality was not a vast improvement on the life we had experienced before.


Absorbing the world in its entirety through our screens proved terribly claustrophobic. Our eyes and heads ached from the strain of looking at these small rectangles of light for hours on end. It was anxiety provoking. Deadening. Boring. Antisocial. For many, it proved bad for business, learning, relationships, conversations, political stability, health, heart, and soul. Humanity lost control. This was not the futuristic terror of rogue robots killing us, enslaving us, or stealing our jobs but the everyday realization that the computer technology we placed so much faith in for the future was lessening our experience as human beings right here in the present. When the highlight of your week is scoring an expired packet of yeast in the supermarket, you’re a long way from utopia.


Of course, this flavor of future was also foreseen. In his 1909 story “The Machine Stops,” author E. M. Forster conjured a world where humans lived underground, in vast connected hives, isolated and alone, with their needs comfortably met by the all-knowing Machine, which brought them food, music, conversation, lectures, and medical care at the touch of a button. In the story, the son of an older resident begs his mother to leave her home, travel by airship across the world, and visit him to speak face-to-face… an arduous journey she undertakes with great terror at encountering the world outside her comfortable pod, only to find out that her son has attempted to escape the Machine and now openly questions its benevolent existence.


“We created the Machine, to do our will, but we cannot make it do our will now,” he admonishes her. “It has robbed us of the sense of space and of the sense of touch, it has blurred every human relation and narrowed down love to a carnal act, it has paralyzed our bodies and our wills, and now it compels us to worship it. The Machine develops—but not on our lines. The Machine proceeds—but not on our goal.”


The Machine was our future, and then it was our present.


For the first time in human history, the entire world was able to road test the future we were building. We kicked the tires, poked around under the hood, and got behind the wheel to experience firsthand what life in that digital future actually felt like in all the areas of our lives that truly, deeply mattered. The future was supposed to be better than this. Maybe it still can be.


If the pandemic was a preview of the digital future, what did we learn? Where did the promise of the digital exceed our expectations, and where did it fall short? Where were we happy with what it brought us, and where were we desperate for something more real? What if we define the future not by what we could theoretically build with digital technology but by what we actually want as humans? What if we can learn from the months and years of the pandemic, not as a brief deviation from our steady march toward a promised destination but as a valuable lesson in digital technology’s limitations and the kind of future we actually want? Where did we look at that contrast between what was on our screens and the real-world spaces, interactions, and relationships that had been replaced and realize we had actually neglected our most human needs?


What is the promise of the analog future?
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Before we go any further, let’s take a step back for a second. What exactly do I mean by an analog future?


This is the question that I first had to answer in the cold light of the Incheon airport and did my best to define days later, in front of those Korean executives, who had spent hours hearing about the digital technologies transforming our world. It was one I had thought about often since my book The Revenge of Analog was published in 2016, but I really only began to confront it during those tense first weeks of the pandemic, climbing the walls of my mother-in-law’s house, as reporters from around the world reached out for my thoughts, which I delivered from a blanket fort in a closet. Yes, they wanted to know about the future of the vinyl records and board games and bookstores I had written about, but more than anything, they wanted a sense of the bigger fate of the real world; of the tangible people, places, and interactions between them from which we had just been jettisoned without warning.


“What does this mean for the future of analog?” they all asked, looking for the rebuttal to the digital futurists penning obituaries for the office, school, city, supermarket, museum, and other pillars of a physical, human-centered world that now seemed relegated to history. What value would the real analog world have going forward, now that the “digital future” had arrived?


When I use the word analog, I mean simply “not digital.” I am using the term in the broadest, most sweeping sense and fully acknowledge that its definition is messy and imperfect and will result in dozens of messages from irate engineers and the kindly professor in Germany who patiently explained its faults to me in a lovely handwritten letter. But analog is the best term we have, because it frames the feeling of a fundamental difference between the mediated world that we experience through computers and the real one we see, hear, feel, touch, taste, and smell when we look beyond our screens. Digital deals in binary absolutes, ones and zeros, but analog conveys a whole spectrum of color and texture and contains waves of conflicting information that somehow harmoniously exists. Analog is messy and imperfect, just like the real world. This is why Moore’s law was never an applicable tool for future prediction beyond its original use. Humans are not microchips. Neither is the world we inhabit. And the future does not unspool in a straight line.


This book is not about dragging us back to some predigital stone age. I am writing this book on a computer, not a typewriter, and I will happily binge another season of The Mandalorian the second it drops. But make no mistake, we are at a critical juncture in the struggle for the future. On the one hand, we can continue moving forward blindly, following Silicon Valley’s imperative to create a world where digital is the driver and anything analog is simply disrupted out of existence. Or we can pause, absorb the hard-learned lessons of the digital immersion we experienced during the pandemic, and build a future where digital technology actually elevates the most valuable parts of the analog world rather than replacing them. Real experiences. Visceral emotions. Meaningful relationships. The full-body roller coaster that is human existence on planet Earth.


That is the promise of the analog future—one where we focus more on the world in front of us than on the one behind the glass. We’ve spent all this time envisioning the future based on what was theoretically possible, but most of us have now learned a lot about what we actually need in the real world. What does that future look like? How can we secure it?


To try to answer that question, I spent most of the past year speaking with people around the world to find out what they learned from this experiment in their own lives. They include experts, academics, and ordinary people, who spoke with me from their own home offices (or closets, cars, and bedrooms), as our children barged in begging for another goddamn snack. During this time I never ventured beyond the area around Toronto, Canada, a city that endured one of the longest lockdowns in the world, and every word you read here was the result of a video or phone call. This is the first book I have ever written where none of the interviews were in person. I pray it’s the last.


You will hear about many of the firsthand experiences I had, day to day, month by month, drink by drink. These were personal and unique, but also probably quite familiar to most of you who underwent the same trial I did (except maybe for the icy lake surfing). During lockdown, I found that while time initially lost all meaning, the calendar soon took on a greater significance. Each day that passed presented a clear contrast between the analog version I had previously experienced and the digital one I was now trying to get through, so I have organized the chapters along the days of a typical week. From Monday to Sunday, we will go to work and school, shop, explore our cities, engage with culture, have conversations, and, on the seventh day, take a well-earned rest.


No future is inevitable, but I am fairly certain about two things: One is that digital technology will continue its advance. Moore’s law, the law of the market, and the best and brightest ideas will bring us new inventions and innovations in computing, which will unquestionably impact many aspects of our lives. The other is that the analog world remains the one that matters most. It’s the centerpiece of any future, not the sideshow, the realm of emotion and relationships, real community, human friendships and love. This book is the case for keeping that real world front and center and using the best of it to build a future that is full of promise.















Chapter One



MONDAY: WORK


Your hand slaps the alarm clock before Sonny and Cher belt out the first “Babe” of the chorus. Your head rises, and the cold reality of morning sets in. Monday. Once again.


You shuffle to the bathroom. Brush your teeth in a haze. Plod to the kitchen and trigger the sweet drip of coffee. The news comes on. Traffic. Weather. Chirpy banter. The toast dings. The coffee never fails to satisfy. You scroll through the night’s messages, drain the cup, and put the plate in the sink.


Now what?


Shower, shave, and get dressed? Maybe a suit and tie or a skirt and sensible pumps? Is your lunch packed, or are you eating out today? How much time do you have to get in the car or hustle to catch the train or bus? What did they say about traffic and weather?


Or are you just going to walk twenty-five steps from the kitchen to your desk, change into your daytime sweatpants, open up your laptop, and quickly check social media and the news, before getting down to work? Half an hour of responding to emails, urgent text messages, and Slack chains, and then, a few minutes before 9 a.m., the ding of your calendar, a quick change into a collared shirt, and the first video call of the day.
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Prior to the pandemic, approximately 5 percent of professionals in the developed economies of the world regularly worked remotely. By April 2020, as many as one-third of Americans were working from home (known colloquially as WFH). Of course, this excluded huge sectors of the economy. If you worked with your body in any way—building, cooking, lifting, driving… as an ER nurse, factory worker, trucker, or grocery store clerk—your work continued as usual, with added danger and the grim acknowledgment that you were “essential” and therefore expected to turn up for work and face the virus head-on. But for those of us who already worked from our computers and phones, the seismic shift from doing that work in an office to doing it at home was surprisingly quick and easy. On Wednesday, March 11, rumors were flying around most offices about the probability of going remote. By Friday afternoon, hundreds of millions of people were packing up laptops, files, and mementos, preparing to work from home for at least a few weeks.


By the following Monday, many companies had fully shifted to remote work. Office managers and IT employees had to get creative, and quickly, but in most cases business stayed on the rails. Orders continued, emails were answered, IT networks held the line, and everyone quickly learned how to “Zoom” on the world’s newly beloved videoconferencing platform. Some companies soon announced a remote-only future for their employees. From Seoul to Sydney, Buenos Aires to Boston, dust gathered on cubicles, forgotten sandwiches grew moldy in fridges, and ferns slowly died of dehydration inside empty office buildings. But otherwise, business went on, as if the long-predicted adoption of the virtual office just required a simple flip of a switch.


“Functionally we were up and running immediately,” said Warren Hutchinson, cofounder and owner of ELSE, a strategic design consultancy in London, England, which managed the transition to remote work with its two dozen staff and partners without much fuss. ELSE’s work was already largely virtual. They designed websites, apps, and other digital products and services for global clients, including Shell, Mazda, Nivea, and UBS. “We had all the tools. All the cloud services: a Zoom subscription, Monday for task management, and so on. Our team simply went home with their laptops.” A subsidy covered any new equipment or furniture employees needed to purchase. “Functionally it was fine,” Hutchinson said, speaking to me from his bright home office in Cambridge, where his desk sits among a sizable collection of guitars and records, overlooking a bright green garden. Unlike the ELSE office an hour’s train and Tube ride away in East London, it is seconds from the rest of his house.


But as those adrenaline-fueled early days turned into endless weeks and spring bloomed into summer, Hutchinson, along with the owners, managers, and workers at all sorts of businesses and organizations around the world, began to realize that the offices they left behind represented more than the desks, rooms, and bland surfaces that digital futurists had been actively trying to do away with for decades. They found a deeper definition of work and the true worth of the analog spaces and relationships that are inseparable from it.
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A confession: I am possibly the worst person to talk about the value of the office, because I have only ever worked in one. It was the summer of 1999, I was nineteen, and I got a position at a small company in downtown Toronto that made newsletters for dentists.


My job was to tape a small sheet of paper with a dentist’s contact details onto the master printout of each newsletter, then photocopy that page, over and over. The page had to be perfectly aligned, or the newsletter would come out crooked. Sometimes the toner would run out, or a weird line would appear in the copies, and I would scrap the batch and start again, earning a reprimand from Jeff, my caricature of a boss, with his framed MBA, bespoke suits, and canary yellow Porsche parked outside.


Every time I passed by the front desk, where the speakerphone played “Livin’ la Vida Loca” in a relentless loop (never failing to trigger the receptionist’s remark “Oh I love that Ricky Martin!”), I quickly grasped the full depths of the hell I’d lowered myself into. I quit six weeks into it, after the copier caught fire from running constantly, and vowed never to return to an office again.


Since the day I began my career as a journalist and writer, I have always worked remotely, from home, by laptop, over email and phone and video call, in shorts or sweatpants. When the pandemic began and the workplace experts started advising people to continue their office routine, showering and shaving and putting on a suit each morning, I just laughed and went back to work.


The office is a relatively recent invention, a product of vast social and technological changes in the twentieth century that created the seeds of its obsolescence. In his delightful book Cubed: A Secret History of the Workplace, Nikil Saval links the mass manufacturing of the Industrial Revolution to the emergence of larger, more complex organizations, requiring more managers to take care of increasing quantities of information. New technologies—steel skyscrapers, elevators, air-conditioning, typewriters—concentrated these organizations in ever larger buildings in a centrally located commercial office district called downtown. The office became a familiar set piece… the place where the “real work” of thinking (as opposed to making) was done, complete with its cast of characters, props, hopes, dreams, and, increasingly, a sense of suffocation. “The office,” Saval wrote, “was weak, empty, and above all boring. If business took place in the office, it was a dry, husky business.”


As a symbol of capitalism, the office served as our bogeyman for everything wrong with modern work: crushing commutes and cubicle farms, sad desk lunches and tepid birthday greetings, wasteful watercooler gossip and interpersonal sniping, heartless managers, cutthroat competition, and pointlessly uncomfortable clothes. The dread of a windowless boardroom. The bone-chilling drone of industrial air-conditioning. Relentless fluorescent light. Ties and heels. Rampant sexism, racism, favoritism, and perpetual economic inequality… all wrapped in a steel-and-glass box containing the soul of a factory with slightly better seating. Our culture reflected on the fact that while there could be joy in the office, the office itself was a pretty joyless place. Sure, they partied hard at Sterling Cooper & Partners in Mad Men, joked around at the Dunder Mifflin Paper Company in The Office, or blew off steam at Office Space’s Initech with a gangland-style beating of a misbehaving printer, but the underlying romance or laughs worked because the office was a universally reviled space, the setting for not just workers’ daily incarceration but all the petty and significant terrors unleashed on them in that place, from low-level stresses to blatant mental and physical abuse. At best, the office was tolerated. A necessary evil. A place you fled each Friday afternoon with a mighty exhalation and openly fantasized about one day escaping forever. No one missed the office. Even the nicest office still sucked. The private offices felt claustrophobic. The open offices were chaos. The mixed ones were the worst of both, like the sprawling campuses of Google and Facebook, with their endless amenities (free food, haircuts, nap pods, puppies!) designed to entice workers so that they never needed to leave, like a casino. At the end of the day, all offices were the same.


In the later decades of the twentieth century, the end of the office was adopted as a virtuous goal for the future of work. In 1969, a scientist at the US Patent Office named Allan Kiron predicted that computers and new communications tools would change the nature of work and bring it home. He coined the term dominetics, an awkward portmanteau of domicile, connections, and electronics that failed to catch on but inspired others, such as academic Jack Nilles’s telecommuting, which pitched working from home as a solution to long drives. As the PC era dawned in 1980, futurist Alvin Toffler predicted that home would soon become an “electronic cottage,” where internet-enabled home offices would bring us greater flexibility with both work and family, while downtown offices would be “reduced to use as ghostly warehouses or converted into living space.”


As digital technology grew more powerful, inexpensive, and common in every profession, remote work became a reality for many. Some companies have been fully remote since day one, while others offer it as an option to some employees. To those toiling in crammed downtown towers or isolated in some suburban office park, the promise of receiving all the benefits, stimulations, and challenges of your work, without the accompanying physical cage (or the tremendous cost of building, leasing, and maintaining it), was downright irresistible. The digital future of the office was simply no office at all.


So, when office workers around the world went home that fateful Friday and read the headlines announcing the death of the office, few tears were shed. We worked harder and got more done, gaining hours of time that had been wasted on commutes, elevator rides, and pointless exchanges of banalities. We went on walks, ate healthier, and realized that wearing athleisure seven days a week really was a living dream. No one missed crowded subways or filthy bus terminals, two hours a day behind the wheel crawling on a choked freeway, or another meeting in a boardroom. No one missed seeing their boss in the flesh. The digital future had arrived, and at first it was greater than we had imagined.


Then, about a month into our shift to the digital future of work, we noticed something. Across nations, ages, experience levels, and industries, people started to feel increasingly dissatisfied with work. They were working longer hours yet accomplishing less. They felt more anxious and stressed. A survey conducted in April 2020, by the firm Eagle Hill Consulting, found that nearly half of American workers were burned-out. In 2021, the American Psychiatric Association reported that a majority of remote workers surveyed reported negative mental health impacts associated with the shift to online work, numbers similar to those reported by workers in the United Kingdom and other countries. Each chime of an email, ping of a Slack message, or welcoming tone of a fresh video meeting brought an unnamed sense of dread to the surface. Our eyes were raw, and our heads ached, sometimes sharply but more often with a dull background throbbing that no quantity of Tylenol could extinguish. More than anything, everyone was just downright exhausted. Writer and organizational psychologist Adam Grant called this condition languishing. “It’s the void between depression and flourishing—the absence of well-being.” A big old pot of meh.


The obvious culprit was the pandemic and all the other horrible things it was doing to our lives. At that time, most people were forcibly confined to the home. We had children physically climbing on our bodies as we tried to find a few moments of privacy to do our work. People were working in closets and laundry rooms. My friend Melanie set up an office in her bathtub. We feared for our health and safety. Each trip to the grocery store felt like a tour to the front lines, where we desperately tried to buy the essentials of life (sanitizer, masks, flour, toilet paper), before going home and rubbing every package with bleach. We watched images of cities abandoned and hospitals overflowing. This was as close as most of us had come to the end of the world, and even for those of us fortunate to experience it in health and prosperity, it was a terrible time.


But as the weeks went on, COVID cases gradually declined, and the shock of the pandemic gave way to a growing sense of routine, the problems with working from home did not go away. One day in May, I saw my next-door neighbor Lauren on her front porch and asked how she was doing. “Ugh, terrible,” Lauren said. “I hate working like this.” She was an investment advisor for a pension plan, and she usually split her time between an office downtown (a thirty-minute commute on a packed, sweaty streetcar) and a travel schedule that was downright insane. In a given week, Lauren could find herself in New York, London, or Tokyo for meetings, sometimes returning home on Saturday night, before jetting off to San Francisco at dawn on Monday. But now, despite more time at home than she had enjoyed in her entire career, she was exhausted. “Just so tired,” she said, with a nervous laugh. Each day she woke up, ate a quick breakfast, and sat down for eight straight hours of video calls, back to back to back. Her job was ostensibly the same, and the fund’s investments were stable, but the shift to remote work made it absolutely relentless, and relentlessly boring. Most days, she barely had time to run downstairs and eat a yogurt before the next call. She could not even recall the last time she left her house. Lauren had become a prisoner of her laptop.


Several weeks into the shift to remote work, the term Zoom fatigue began to circulate, which hinted at something greater going on. Though the software worked remarkably well, each Zoom meeting (or its equivalent on Google Meet, Microsoft Teams, Cisco Webex, or other videoconferencing platforms) seemed to take something visceral from its participants, the way a trip to Ikea sucked the love out of a young couple. Psychologists and other experts tried to pick apart its causes. Was it something to do with the imperceptible lag in response time on digital communications, or the speed of it, or the volume? Was the root cause a lack of genuine eye contact, an increase in our cognitive load, or the way that digital processing flattened audio signals? No one was sure, but whatever it was, the unease it imparted became harder to ignore.


Even though I had worked remotely my entire career, I noticed it as well. I was busy writing articles, doing interviews, and even orchestrating half a dozen virtual book tour stops across the United States during that first, crazy pandemic spring. Later in the year, I started conducting my own interviews for this book, mostly on Zoom. And almost immediately, I noticed just how tired I was. A single meeting or event online was fine, but once there were more than two in a day, I felt completely drained. These were mostly good conversations—often excellent—but every invitation to “hop on a Zoom” triggered a twinge of dread.


Speaking from his home office in Cambridge, Warren Hutchinson told me he felt the same. “We’re all just going through the motions of it all,” he said, recalling that first spring, and the efforts to keep ELSE’s employees engaged with company events, like virtual drinks, quizzes, and records of the week. “I just noticed how flat it was,” he said, describing how the company’s collective drive died during a recent online event. “There was no energy. People were tired of sitting in front of their screens. At one point, you just ran out of conversation. You lost the stimulus of your surroundings and lost what was in front of you in that rectangle.” I asked Hutchinson what happened that day when he first noticed this, but he couldn’t recall any details. The memory of everything that happened online was foggy, as each Zoom conversation kind of melted into the next one. “I can’t remember the specific event,” he said, “but I remember what it felt like. It’s like when you’re on a date and it’s the first awkward silence, and it’s either comfortable or not,” he said. “Like that.”


The transition to remote work’s digital future unveiled for Hutchinson and many of us something deeper than just some technical hurdles we needed to overcome. It revealed a fundamental misunderstanding, for the people who worked on computers in offices, of what work actually was, where that work happened, and the value of the very analog space—the office—that we hastily abandoned without having a chance to consider the implications.


“It revealed that we do not have a good grasp on what makes work work,” said Aaron Dignan, a business coach and author, whose consultancy, The Ready, works with companies to change their organizational structures. Dignan observed how most companies went to the lowest common denominator of virtual work: cramming everyone into videoconferences eight hours a day. “Most people I talk to in most businesses say, ‘I cannot do this for another year.’ We hung on by the skin of our teeth. That’s no one’s idea of sustainable.”


Work (or at least the kind that is done in offices, on computers), it turns out, is not simply some daily set of tasks, completed with the most efficient technology possible. It is a deeply complicated part of the human experience, with two key analog features whose value we can now truly see: the physical space of the office and the human relationships that occur there.
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What is an office? Is it simply a building where people do their work, or does it serve a deeper purpose?


My personal experience working in an office was miserably brief, but as a journalist I have visited every type of office you can imagine: glassy New York skyscrapers housing the New Yorker and Esquire, sterile government ministries in Tokyo, garish neon start-up warehouses in Austin, old-money law firms here in Toronto, a dusty room in a collapsing Italian film factory, the sprawling Bay Area headquarters of Facebook, Google, and Yelp, the basement of someone’s house outside Bucharest, the blood-spattered back room of a Mennonite meatpacking plant in rural Paraguay. Though they varied greatly in location, size, amenities, and overall vibe, they shared the same fundamental features: walls, lights, chairs, desks, computers, printers, paper, whiteboards, pens, coffee, water.


Once people realized that they would be working from home longer than a few weeks, they built increasingly elaborate home offices. A pile of boxes graduated to a desk; the dining room chair got swapped for something more supportive. From the other side of the screen, I’d witness art, plants, LED ring lights, and $300 noise-cancelling headphones transforming humble bedrooms, closets, and living rooms into respectable home offices. But as much as this was a radical improvement from the earlier work we did on sofas, in bed, or on strategically placed cushions in the bathtub like Melanie, the sense of languishing continued to grow. Something was still missing. Was it the office itself?


“We had a crash course in just how much work goes into making stable, reliable workspaces,” said Alex Soojung-Kim Pang, a consultant in Silicon Valley focused on the future of work and the author of books such as Shorter: Work Better, Smarter, and Less—Here’s How and The Distraction Addiction. “Part of the issue that remote, mobile, non-place-specific work creates for us is that there is a degree of solidity or seamlessness that offices or other kinds of dedicated workspaces are able to provide.” An office’s core physical function, according to Pang, is to provide a physical space that clearly defines the mental boundary between work and the rest of your life. “When well designed, a good office should allow you to concentrate while you’re there and leave the work behind when you’re not,” Pang said. “One of the greatest mistakes we made for the past twenty years is confusing the technological ability to carry our work around with us in our pocket with the categorical imperative that it is a good thing to collapse those boundaries between our home life and work life.” When the physical space of work is undefined, the work expands to fill any void it can, eating up time in the other parts of our lives—leisure, family, nature, love—that were previously seen as “home.” “All of this should serve as a caution that, as cool as it is to show up at a Zoom meeting in a tie and boxer shorts,” Pang said, “maybe that’s not quite as cool as going to a place, focusing for six hours, and leaving.”


The professionals who were able to work easily from home were those who did “knowledge work,” a sweeping category of economic activity that kind of pulled in anyone who already did most of their work with their minds, on computers, rather than by manipulating physical objects (boxes, machines, food, hammers). While certain categories of knowledge workers benefitted from highly focused, solitary work (book writers and software programmers, for example), most knowledge work required constant interactions with a diverse group of colleagues. Marketing, sales, strategy, management, and any of the other innumerable economic activities that happen inside an office are more fluid, less individualized and direct, and inherently conversational. They benefit tremendously from work done in proximity to others within a shared space.


A few months into his experience working from home, Warren Hutchinson and his partners at ELSE faced a choice. The lease for their neglected London office was coming up for renewal. The company was doing well, financially speaking, but ending the lease offered the chance for ELSE to go fully remote and save a ton of money in the process. “We were happily working remotely,” he said, “but still we asked ourselves, ‘Do we keep it?’” The answer was yes. There were practical reasons: Hutchinson had his large house in Cambridge, but younger employees in London were shacked up with roommates in small flats, while those with children were still trying to work amid a circus. One day soon they would be able to meet with clients, and that work, Hutchinson realized, had to happen in a physical space that ELSE controlled. “With what we do, quite often, we’re working with something that’s strategically important to that client,” he said, explaining how the process of figuring out what the client actually wants ELSE to build (versus what they say they want), then proposing, refining, and building solutions around that, is essentially a series of ongoing conversations that have to continuously move forward.


“If people hire us, it’s not to take the idea off their hands, and to surprise them with some brilliant design. We want it not to be a surprise, because ideas die really easily if people don’t back into them and aren’t part of their genesis,” Hutchinson said. “I don’t know what the idea cost has been since we went remote. How many brilliant things fell by the wayside the moment they were birthed because we weren’t in the room where they happened?” Compared to when these conversations happened in person, everything was taking twice as long to accomplish online. In person, he regularly proposed an idea, instantly read the reaction on the client’s face, and on the spot shifted and amended and improvised as the client’s body language reacted to the ideas, Hutchinson’s charm, and his team’s salesmanship. “That stuff is absolutely critical in what we’re doing,” he said. “And we are unable to do it properly online. We can use the best digital tools, but they’re all a stopgap. It’s just not real. We are not building things together in spirit, because none of those tools close the emotional gap.”


During the course of my research, I found the clearest perspectives on the value of work from people like Hutchinson, whose experience in design straddles the world of analog and digital. One of these was Jennifer Kolstad, the global design director of environments at the Ford Motor Company, who is responsible for designing the offices of Ford in Dearborn, Michigan, and around the world. In many ways, the Ford Motor Company defined modern work in the twentieth century. It’s where manufacturing and time management were obsessively perfected by Henry Ford, the forty-hour workweek was enshrined, and the American notion of a work-life balance became standardized. With more than thirty-five thousand employees around the world, Kolstad and her team (which included behavioral scientists and neurologists) were able to observe how Ford’s work changed during the pandemic, as the company’s office employees went remote.


“This category of collaborative work… the conversations we need to have together… I think is more complicated than we understood,” Kolstad said from her home in Detroit’s suburbs. “We can execute on tasks. The software distills things down to degrees of human productivity, but when you add in a layer of creativity, it gets really tricky. You need to communicate and work with your colleagues in a certain way.” For much of early 2021, Kolstad and her team were focused on creating a plan for the future of Ford’s offices, including the company’s two-million-square-foot headquarters in Dearborn that was still under construction. Called “Brain to Building,” the plan used the real experience of the company’s shift to remote work to ask difficult questions about who should work where, and why, and when. Kolstad, her team, and outside contributors did all of this remotely, using collaborative cloud tools like the design software MIRO, a sort of virtual whiteboard with tons of interactive features.


“We thought we’d cracked the code,” Kolstad said of combining MIRO with other software tools, but she found that the longer they spent on the project, the further her team got stuck in design limbo. “I’ll tell you that you can spend time in MIRO for a month trying to work on a problem, and spin on it, and just spin on it for a whole month,” she told me. The limitless options the software offered—endless revisions, tweaks, colors, features, comment threads, chats, and emails—just built a giant sand trap for the Ford team. The more digital tools they threw at the problem, the deeper they got mired in the details.


The office, it turns out, is full of analog tools that help us work better. Some tools are obvious (desk, chair, pen, boardroom, whiteboard), and others are less so (the hallway, the coffee machine, the alcove outside the fire exit where smokers gather), but they all add up to something powerful: the office as a tool itself. “It’s not just the spaces and places,” said Andreas Hoffbauer, an organizational sociologist in New York who has studied how architecture firms work. “What became abundantly clear is that a workspace became the things and objects you use to create knowledge.” Hoffbauer characterized the daily interactions people had with the physical environment of their office as an active form of tacit learning, where the “distributed cognition” of ideas (concepts, education, and information) naturally flowed back and forth between objects and people, like osmosis. For the architects Hoffbauer studied in New York, a workspace comprised the entire shared space of their studios, from the desks and meeting rooms to the drawings and models and material samples they walked by all day long, which provided the visual and tactile points of reference that informed not just those projects but other unrelated ideas.


During the pandemic, Hoffbauer heard from a lot of architects who expressed their frustration with remote work. Many expressed a particular challenge in coming up with new ideas. They cited the inability to touch surfaces and move objects around or even see drawings on the desks of colleagues. Hoffbauer observed that the way ideas took shape in a physical, analog space over time was missing. Many of these projects, like skyscrapers or larger developments, took years or even decades to transform from an initial design to completion, and everyone involved on a project—architects, designers, engineers, construction managers, tradesmen, insurers, lenders, developers, realtors, city planners, and so on—had to arrive at a common understanding to bring the project to life. Ideas moved across that vast human network in meetings and conversations, as well as over the phone and by email, but they also evolved each time someone walked by a printed rendering of a section of a building or a paint sample and absorbed that information a little more.


“It’s a slow process, and it works on multiple redundancies based on a lot of people who know each other and have deep ties,” Hoffbauer said. That physical repetition of passive exposure built a far deeper understanding of a project than the architects could convey through endless emails or messages or PowerPoint presentations. A distributed understanding of a complex idea was fundamentally a process of building communal trust in an idea and the people working to bring it to life. That trust is erected, brick by brick, in the physical space of the office, in brief elevator chats and walks for coffee. “Space needs to become the place to build connections, time, redundancy, and repeated exposure,” Hoffbauer said. “That’s what actually builds those trust bonds.”


The influence of physical spaces on work extends beyond the office. It’s the sights, smells, and textures of the everyday, banal elements inside the building walls. It’s the things you see as you walk to the bus stop, the snippets of conversation you hear on the subway, and the scenes that unfold out the window as you pull into the parking lot. It’s the fact that the world outside will always be far more stimulating than the one inside your house. Diana Wu David, a future-of-work consultant in Hong Kong, realized that the most underappreciated value of analog work is the oft-dreaded commute. “It creates that time you have to mull things over, a forced thinking time and sometimes a forced inspiration time,” she said, lamenting the loss of her bus ride across that stimulating city for much of 2020. “There’s so many things you don’t know you’re taking in when you’re in the office or going to the office, stimulating your brain and giving you ideas, and giving you a sense of the outside world,” Wu said, describing a recent observation of a group of teenage girls decorating their phones as just one piece of passively acquired information. “That gives you a view of a product you’re working on, or your view of the world that will accept that product. I’d learn things talking to people on the bus. It informs your possibilities by connecting the dots between disparate things and people.”


In my own work as a journalist, this passive information from the physical world has been essential to getting a better understanding of a subject I’m researching. Not only did it allow me to fully experience and describe physical environments, like the warm, cacophonous production floor of a vinyl record pressing plant in Nashville or the particular atmosphere on a Sex and the City bus tour in New York, but it led to surprising new discoveries and information. When I was writing my first book, Save the Deli, I was waiting to interview David Apfelbaum, the late owner of San Francisco’s once legendary David’s Deli. I was reading through the elaborate menu, where each item was described with a short essay, and noted how the chopped liver was supposedly chopped 1,179 times. “Some people consider this a rather arbitrary number. Who knows?” the menu read. “Then again it could just be his lucky number.” When I asked Apfelbaum about that particular joke, his mouth turned up a sinister grin, as he rolled up his sleeve to reveal the faded blue “1179” tattooed on his arm by the Nazis in Auschwitz. Readers of that book still cite that passage to me, but I only learned that because I was there.


“The ideas that come to our mind are around curiosity, creativity, exploration, which come to you when you’re out and moving around,” said Joseph White, the director of workplace futures and insight at the office furniture company Herman Miller. White is a professional fabric designer (he owns a loom), who moved from Brooklyn to Buffalo in the midst of the pandemic, but the longer he worked remotely, the more White noticed how much physical, sensory information his work was lacking. He missed wandering around the rambling Herman Miller campus in Michigan, moving his body, walking between buildings, touching, seeing, and even smelling the company’s different ideas as they took shape in wood, plastic, metal, and fabric. “I used to work from a dozen different spots throughout the day,” White said. “Now I look at the same piece of art all day. I miss the variety of experience. My mind connects to concepts like embodied cognition—our mind connects to the world around us, and by the process of moving around it, we get information that we’re not consciously aware of, and have meaning. We lose that when we’re stuck in the same place over and over again.” Working from home was pitched as liberating, but as my neighbor Lauren discovered each day, glued to her desk, it can easily become a type of incarceration. “[Remote work] degrades the human experience,” White said. “I worry about sensory atrophy. I worry about curiosity, because as soon as curiosity ends, that is the beginning of death.”


After months of fruitless remote back-and-forth using digital tools, Jennifer Kolstad’s design team at Ford remained stuck. So in June 2021, she tried a different approach. Kolstad gathered eight key people in a Detroit boardroom, made sure they were vaccinated and masked, and brought the process offline. “We put it to bed,” she said with a big smile. “We crushed it in three hours!” I asked her how. It was simple, she said. She mentioned a single wall in the room, which was covered in all the ideas they had come up with online, printed out and pinned up for everyone to see. “Seeing the wall… that wall!” she recalled with awe. “You’ll never do it in a digital space. When you’re in the room and you’ve got stuff pinned up and can write on it and move it… for creative people that’s the messy mind. There’s nothing like it, and you can’t replicate that,” she said. “You needed the walls. You needed the pins. You needed the people.”


Kolstad told me it was more than just the printouts on the wall. “It’s the camaraderie as well. Someone says ‘Good idea! Write that down’ and you capture that magic in the moment.” She cited research that Ford’s resident neurologist had done during the pandemic, talking about the chemical reaction that happens in your brain when you are in physical proximity to another human being. It produces an endorphin rush, hinting at just some of the ways we communicate without words, or even body language, including scent. We remain animals, even in the office. “You don’t realize that you’re missing that,” she said. “Before, we undervalued the significance of the togetherness and what it produces. That doesn’t mean you need it all the time, but it means that when a problem or project calls for it, it’s probably the right solution.”








[image: image]











In the introduction to their 2000 book The Social Life of Information, John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid made the decisive case that the most valuable information is inseparable from human relationships. “The idea that information transcends social separation pervades much wishing on technology.” But information, the currency and lifeblood of every single business in the modern global economy, is not a static set of data points, captured and transmitted electronically. “This central focus [on information] inevitably pushes aside all the fuzzy stuff that lies around the edges—context, background, history, common knowledge, social resources,” Brown and Duguid wrote. “But this stuff around the edges… provides valuable balance and perspective. It holds alternatives, offers breadth of vision, and indicates choices. It helps clarify purpose and support meaning.” Without the social and human aspects of work, even the best information is pretty darn useless, which is one reason the hype about Big Data and AI’s ability to transform every industry remains mostly hype.


We know what information looks like online. It appears on our screen in text and pictures and is very clearly defined as data and facts. But out in the real world, information takes on all sorts of invisible forms. It’s the desk arrangement that reveals the true hierarchy, the way one manager dresses, the shift in body language during a meeting when something is said—or goes unsaid. It’s millions of signals flying through the air every day, big and small, that all of our senses quietly absorb to build up ideas that exist as feelings or instincts: I trust this person. Something smells fishy about this deal. We should hire her. There is potential here. This information is qualitative but not quantifiable; it is not transferred in a linear way. According to anthropologist Tim Ingold, it comes “in correspondence,” a phrase he used to describe the way professors pick up on things in academia by moving through and observing the same physical spaces (classrooms, hallways, parking lots) as colleagues and students. “When you’re paying attention with other people, you have these better work outcomes,” said Sonia Kang, an associate professor of organizational behavior and human resources management at the University of Toronto. “There are kind of these fundamental psychological outcomes which are increased when you’re doing them with other people, versus alone.”


Garriy Shteynberg, a social psychologist at the University of Tennessee, calls the end result of all this human information absorption common knowledge, which is the core understanding of the information essential to the operation and the future of any organization. He explained that the foundational building block of any culture, including the culture of a workplace, is the shared attention and collective experiences of the people there. “It’s not the email that gets sent around the company that sets the culture,” Shteynberg said; it’s the in-person meeting where we all experience something together and absorb the knowledge of that information at the same time. This information can be big (the company is being acquired), or it can be small (Preeta is a vegetarian), but the collective act of absorbing that information turns it into common knowledge and shapes the company’s culture.


To result in common knowledge, these experiences have to happen in real time. Emails and memos and messages don’t shape culture any more than broad corporate value statements (Integrity! Teamwork! Customer Service!) plastered on a wall. It is possible, theoretically, to establish them during video meetings, but they are strongest in person. “We have a lot of competing goal structures as individuals,” Shteynberg said. “The best way to get those people to do common goals is to share a common space.” When employees sit together, hearing their boss drone on in a meeting, they think to themselves We are experiencing this from a collective point of view with their coworkers, rather than I am experiencing this as an individual. Online, even “shared” experiences are inherently individualistic. Shteynberg was talking to me on Zoom from the passenger seat of his car as his wife drove to a doctor’s appointment. “Right now I can see a garage and a building and my wife in the car,” Shteynberg said, narrating his view of our Zoom, “and that’s competing in a way that’s really corrosive to my attention, which I have to suppress. The bifurcation between analog and digital is antithetical to building that common knowledge.”


The key ingredient that holds successful organizations together is trust. Electronic communication is fine for the completion of tasks and transactional matters, but trust is ultimately established in the analog world. “What ‘in person’ is good for is creating trust and cohesion, so that the electronic can then take over and get things done. If you and I already know each other and have a strong relationship, when you say a thing a certain way, I know what you mean, I know your intentions,” said Dorie Clark, a business leadership consultant and author of books like The Long Game. “Humans have developed deep powers to understand things like Whom can I trust? Whom can I not? Whom do I like? Who is on my team? Those are not impossible to establish electronically, but it is more challenging and takes longer.”


Trust is exactly what Warren Hutchinson felt was missing as the ELSE team tried to explain their work to their clients online, and it is what Jennifer Kolstad reclaimed in that single in-person session with her team at Ford. More than the office itself, people were the missing ingredient in remote work. Physically separated and disembodied, their interactions were reduced to whatever could be mediated through the internet. Absent the interpersonal trust established by sharing physical proximity with others, it became a lot easier to perceive employees as numbers rather than people. Without relationships to ground them in an organization, workers became increasingly abstract and expendable cogs in the machine. It was dehumanizing. And the gap in value that this revealed—between the interactions that had happened in person and what was possible online—showed us something far more important about the deeper meaning of work and what we wanted from its future.


“The great thing that distinguishes the winners from everyone else,” said Alex Pang, “is their connection to other actual living breathing humans.” In work, as in life, the old saying goes, it’s not what you know as much as whom you know. The most obvious manifestation of this is what we somewhat sadly call our “network” but which could more hopefully be called the social world of our jobs. At its zenith (or nadir) is the digital networking of LinkedIn, the world’s most boring social network (I say that as a compliment), where professional contacts are amassed like children hoarding Pokémon cards. I have over sixteen hundred connections on LinkedIn, and I can maybe identify a quarter of them. Some are people I’ve met in person; others may have read something I wrote or seen me speak somewhere. There are editors I have worked with for decades and those who never returned my emails but apparently like, or at least don’t dislike, having me as a contact. There are the constant salespeople who smell some opportunity in your profile and make a weird unsolicited pitch (“David, I see you’re an author… do you want to try our book sales software?”), the shameless crypto evangelists and Russian bots, and people who speak in indecipherable corporate aphorisms (“David, how can we mutually align our synergies?”). Think of the last time you received an email with the subject “I’d like to add you to my professional network on LinkedIn.” What did it mean to you? Probably less than nothing.


Now think of a person you work with to whom you are particularly close. The one who makes you laugh. The one you go to lunch with every Friday. A mentor. The person who hears your gripes about Fred from accounting’s horrible jokes and always is there to answer a question, no matter how trivial. Your work friend. That relationship and all the others like it make up your real network: a web of genuine, emotional connections to other human beings in your life, brought together by work but often transcending it, who mean so much more than titles and roles and the practical purpose they can serve in your current job. Those deeper relationships, based in a shared trust, are almost impossible to build online. They are the product of time spent together in person, face-to-face, when you work in the same physical space with someone.


“Networking is a quick handshake and a slap on the back,” said Susan McPherson, a business consultant in New York, the author of The Lost Art of Connecting, and a wonderful person I am honored to count as a friend. “The building of a meaningful relationship is a constantly evolving, mutating, multilayered and improving thing. Every connection you make is a new story and new opportunity.” McPherson strongly believes in networking. Her LinkedIn game is peerless. She can work a room like a politician. Gathering contacts is a useful skill, but true connections require fostering deeper human relationships, and over time she has seen that those create the real opportunities for your career. To truly blossom, work relationships must be nurtured in the analog world.


It took Thomas O’Toole a few months to realize this. A former McKinsey advisor and executive at United Airlines, O’Toole was brought into Northwestern University’s Kellogg School of Business early on in the pandemic to lead its executive education program. The move to remote learning at Kellogg instantly revealed a number of advantages. It made teaching technical subjects, like data analytics, much easier and instantly diversified the student body and faculty beyond Chicago. “But what has come through most clearly,” O’Toole said, “and I greatly underestimated this, is the value of the networking and largely informal in-person interaction in our courses. People want to get together with their peers, learn from peers, and build relationships with peers. We knew those interactions were important, but how very fundamentally important… that was not as apparent.” O’Toole was heading up a team of sixty people he had never met in person, who interacted exclusively over Zoom. Functionally, everything worked well, but as a new leader, O’Toole felt lost. “You just can’t get a feel for the organizational dynamic that you would get in person,” he said. “I can’t just walk the halls and get a sense of how people are doing. I’ve taken over much larger organizations in the past. You’re introduced, you meet the people, you get to know each other, and you build credibility.” The difference between this and speaking to sixty postage-stamp-sized faces on a screen was incomparable. “What has suffered the most has been, frankly, to get to know each other as human beings.”


Research conducted during the pandemic confirmed this. One study by Microsoft, which took in data from tens of thousands of employees across the world, including emails and chat threads, LinkedIn posts, and other digital interactions, showed a clear decline in human connection across organizations once the workforce moved exclusively online. “The shift to remote work, however, has changed the nature of social capital in organizations, and not necessarily for the better,” wrote the report’s authors, Nancy Baym, Jonathan Larson, and Ronnie Martin, in Harvard Business Review. 


While employees report more meetings than ever, they also report more isolation and less connection… One of the biggest and most worrisome changes we saw across these studies was the significant impact that a year of full-time remote work had on organizational connections—the fundamental basis of social capital. People consistently report feeling disconnected, and in studying anonymized collaboration trends between billions of Outlook emails and Microsoft Teams meetings, we saw a clear trend: the shift to remote work shrunk people’s networks.
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