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Part 1
What Work and Life Do People Want?

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
The Awakening


			Who knew that the whole world could switch their office jobs to home jobs overnight?

			Who knew that millions of daily commutes could stop and the business world would still work?

			Who knew that business travel could become permanently unnecessary overnight?

			An awakening shocked the world — a structural change in how humans work and live. We wrote this book for our clients, thought leaders and friends in high places. Nothing is going back to normal. This is a moment of evolutionary change.

			How we adapt to this culture shock — the new will of the world — will determine whether U.S. and global productivity will go up or down.

			Gallup’s solution outlines a better world of work and life — one with far higher productivity and higher wellbeing — both of which needed to be fixed anyway.

			The coming danger

			The danger is that a majority of employees will now operate more like independent contractors or gig workers than employees who are loyal and committed to your organization. The risk grows as your workforce’s mindset continues to shift from “my life at work” to “my life at home,” making it nearly impossible to create a culture of committed team members and powerful relationships at work.

			A big question leaders have been asking is: How do we bring employees back? The greater issue is deteriorating customer relationships, which is already happening. The most serious financial issue is customer retention, not employee retention. The American Customer Satisfaction Index reported declines in customer satisfaction with U.S. companies starting in 2019, with steep drops in 2020 through 2022. Employees are also now less likely to say that their organization delivers on its promise to customers.

			Simply put, your employees and customers know each other. Many are best friends. All the good stuff in human nature and behavioral economics between employees and customers is at risk. How will you maintain your customers’ commitment if you’re struggling to create a culture of dedicated employees who build and strengthen relationships with those customers?

			Many executives have wondered if office workers, administrators and managers are secretly trying to go part time and still be paid full time.

			Unless we go through a massive workplace transformation, the new will of the world will leave your organization unimaginably less engaged, because people have now experienced a new way to work that serves their lives better. But the real fallout isn’t here yet. The real fallout will come when the storm of declining employee engagement hits the customer.

			As of this writing, Gallup’s deepest and most comprehensive data on the post-COVID-19 workplace are from the U.S., and U.S. employee engagement has reached a seven-year low.

			Here is what American employees told us: 56% of 125 million full-time workers said they don’t have to be in the workplace anymore because they discovered, thanks to a pandemic, that they can now do their job from home — or lakeside or suburban acreage.

			According to Gallup, a staggering 90% of U.S. employees with desk and office jobs aren’t longing for the old workplace to return.   Only CEOs are. Many employees have refused to go back. It is no longer a privilege to work in a cool shiny steel building with enchanting water sounds in the lobby.

			In fact, Gallup researchers find that if a building in downtown Chicago, Dallas or Los Angeles had 500 people in it before the pandemic, it now has about 300 people in it. Many thought leaders believed the numbers would go back closer to the old normal — as much as 90% of employees on-site. We predict that number will soon be 50%+ at best on any given day compared with the same day in 2019.

			COVID-19 made us sick, killed millions worldwide, crushed families, stunted learning for kids, and disrupted how we work and live — not to mention, it destroyed one-third of small businesses. COVID-19 remains a historic human catastrophe. Much of the devastation is still coming as the massive stimulus from Washington winds down.

			But the pandemic also made extraordinary societal and economic progress possible.

			The new will of the workplace

			Employees and executives have now experienced a world we couldn’t have dreamed of before — a new, seemingly magical, all-virtual workplace where every day of the week is a work-life blend.

			Are you open to the possibility that we are suddenly more productive than we have been in 50 years — but work just looks different?

			The authors of this book feel we are more productive in many ways ourselves just because our continuous travel stopped. We now do hundreds of Zoom meetings and very little travel. So we can put in more hours of high-concentration work. For decades, we were on the road most weeks — and 25% minimum was transit time. You could argue we had been part time ourselves, and the pandemic moved us to full time. The total number and frequency of our team and customer meetings is way up. So that’s good. As to effectiveness — yet to be learned.

			Proud road warriors can see multiples more customers per week now via Zoom. Road warriors face extinction. Airlines and hotels will have far fewer business travelers. They will need to reset for mostly tourism and personal travel.

			A very slow-moving train carrying an all-digital workplace that we thought would arrive about 2040 is here now.

			Can you imagine having a pre-pandemic business lunch and a visitor from the future joins and reports, “Oh yeah, there is a monster pandemic coming that will crush humankind. And get this, everybody will permanently work at home so we don’t need cities and towering office buildings anymore, nor all the supporting retail. Airlines and hotels will lose their high-margin business travelers. Dramatic declines in business lunches and dinners will create half-empty cafes, and a third of them will go broke.”

			We are all in the most serious survival test of the last 50 years — a real trial of life. We need to make unthinkable changes. We must grow — so goes business growth, so go shareholders, families and jobs, taxes for schools, healthcare, fire and police, and infrastructure — and so on.

			The solution starts with addressing the new will of the workplace.

			Gallup finds that we have been very slowly drifting to hybrid work — a blend of working on-site and from home — for years. Fridays were already gone. And staying home to do a project on Mondays was becoming easy to do without asking for permission. CEOs were not concerned about the declining office occupancy because just like global warming and the national debt, the potential disaster was a long way away — so they went back to work and didn’t worry about it.

			Who knew that everyone in the whole world with an office or desk job could check into “Hotel Zoom International” at the same time. A spectacular digital advancement for humankind came wrapped inside a global health catastrophe.

			Work and life have been hit by an asteroid — one that will change America and the world differently than the Great Recession and as much or more than the Great Depression — because this time, there isn’t a return to anything resembling normal.

			This culture shock is more like when Americans moved from farms to factories in the early 1900s. Cities boomed. Up to 40% of the U.S. workforce was employed by farms early in the last century. Today, just a little over 1% work on farms.

			U.S. workers now want work to fit into life versus forcing life to fit into work. More like France. The French tend to define their lives as their time away from work. Americans historically have defined their lives by their time at work.

			Because of a global pandemic, citizens and families discovered a new future of work and life — a work life that doesn’t require cars, trains, planes or buses. A work life that offers time away from stress created by lousy managers, which might be the biggest benefit of all. Employees at all levels, including the executive committee, found a new freedom, and they love it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
The New Freedom


			“Morning boss, it’s Rajesh. I am Zooming in from my new lake home. Great news. I moved to South Carolina. So cool — my boat house is my office!”

			Boss: “WTF? You must be kidding. Are you going part time? Are you retiring? You are only 40 years old!”

			CEOs are all getting these calls. Rajesh didn’t move to a lake house to wait out COVID-19. He has moved there permanently. He changed how he lives. He changed his relationship to his work and life.

			Gallup finds that 50% of U.S. employees now want their work and life blended.  

			But it’s important to know that most remote-ready employees always wanted work and life blended, yet nobody knew it was this easy. Blending work and life is now inextricably woven into the Great American Dream and Great Global Dream. Your new hires are already demanding the freedom to choose when and if they come in each day. They don’t want a more liberal policy on “required days in office.” They want no policy at all — including your hardest working stars.

			Your instincts as a leader are to fight the will. “Come back to work or you are fired.”

			A very talented analyst candidate told us, “I would love to join Gallup. It has been a dream of mine to work here. My one and only requirement is that there is no requirement for days in the office.” He wasn’t looking for a policy of two or three days per week. He was looking for a policy of total freedom to choose. There it is. He is a very hard worker, but he requires the new freedom.

			If you are waiting for “normal” to return, are you sure that’s what you want?

			Are you open to the fact that we need to reinvent how we develop people because the old way stopped working years ago? Why do so many people not want to be at your workplace? Or did they ever? Why have so many chosen to be gig-like?

			Gallup’s breakthrough is that the new will of the worker is to work mostly from home because: #1) no more commuting, #2) higher wellbeing and #3) works better for their family.

			The pandemic exposed a blind spot in leaders’ view of work: Employees absolutely abhor daily commuting — and not just lower-level workers. The CEO and the executive committee despise it too but have always had total freedom to choose when they come in and jobs that don’t confine them to a desk for decades.

			Over the years, Gallup missed asking why people who have desk jobs are required to travel miles from their home to sit in what is basically just a different chair. Like many things, we just assumed there was no better way.

			As Daniel Kahneman said, “Our comforting conviction that the world makes sense rests on a secure foundation: our almost unlimited ability to ignore our ignorance.”

			The new freedom is that every morning, you get to choose whether you go in. And it works for now, because your customers and your team members are doing the same thing. You don’t need to be in the office for the day’s assignments, and neither do they.

			Again, how this affects productivity will depend on how we react. It will depend on developing a new global theory of work. Ask yourself: Are you more or less productive in the new hybrid workplace?

			We predict that many people will eventually experience higher wellbeing and declining burnout — but followed by significantly lower productivity because teams won’t function as effectively, and customer relationships will deteriorate.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
The Business Problem


			You probably haven’t heard this: “Our employees and front-line managers control customer outcomes and daily cash flow more than any other single lever we can pull.”

			Your employees have customers who are their best friends at work. In every company in the world, a certain percentage of employees talk to customers every day. They live customer centricity, which is now likely in serious decline, according to Gallup data.

			The business media doesn’t know this either. They only see the pandemic causing an employee crisis. However, Gallup predicts that the real impact will come from a customer crisis.

			Fast declining employee engagement puts your customer retention at risk. Your employees are the closest thing to your customers, and customers are the closest thing to cash.

			When you lose an engaged employee, it impacts your customers and to some degree, changes your company’s stock price. Every positive or negative employee-customer interaction moves your stock price up or down a little.

			This is why human nature has such a powerful influence on hard business outcomes. But board members don’t pay attention to this stuff because they can’t see the connection.

			Board members don’t really care about employee engagement because they can’t see its connection to day-to-day business outcomes — such as the week’s cash flow.

			Some CEOs feign caring by reporting the “S” in their ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance) standards through promoting their employee engagement scores. In publicly held board meetings all around the world, the CHRO enters for 30 minutes to give the HR report. And they always say, “Our engagement is 80%.” And then people clap, and the CHRO leaves with the board believing 80% of their employees are engaged.

			These CHROs measure “engagement” using a satisfaction scale of 1-5 and calculate the percentage of engaged employees by adding the 4s and 5s together. The problem is, 4s aren’t 5s when it comes to predicting customer retention.

			If you do simple analytics with more demanding question items and business outcomes, you will find that in U.S. companies, only about 30% of employees are truly engaged. Another 20% are miserable and spreading their misery in the workplace, and 50% are just showing up — wishing they didn’t have to work at all — especially in this job.

			What if your organization reported only 5s in response to this item: There is someone at work who encourages my development. A 5 rating creates more cash flow and more customer buildout — and all the other good things. A 5 does — a 4 does not. A 4 means your employees are not sure. If they were, they would say 5.

			For example, when all employees on a team respond with a 5 (strongly agree) to employee engagement items, they have 28% lower turnover rates than average. Those who respond with a 4 have only 4% better than average turnover rates. Improvement in customer loyalty is negligible for employees on teams that give a 4 rating.

			
				Why Gallup Focuses on 5s

					Moving the needle on business outcomes
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				Average utility across Gallup overall satisfaction and Q12 items

				Difference from average for each scale point

				Gallup Q12 meta-analysis database including 82,248 business units across 230 organizations

				Source: Gallup
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			Life is about having great customers

			In the U.S., 70% of total GDP is retail sales. When shoppers hit the checkout lines with 10% less in their shopping carts, the whole country’s GDP tanks. The whole world’s GDP tanks when customers and employees buy and sell less.

			Businesses aren’t the only ones with customers. Museums have customers, nonprofits have customers, doctors and hospitals have customers, K-12 schools have customers (kids and parents), mayors have customers (citizens), universities have customers (few know it), foundations have customers, and some of us have internal customers.

			A good question to ask is: How many customers can you create? Period. That is the very origin of rising economic energy in your organization. In the absence of great customers, there are no fulfilled missions, no booming stock increases, no increasing numbers of great jobs, no great companies and no great societies.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4
The Role Human Nature Plays in Financial Outcomes


			Many executives and thought leaders ask Gallup, “Can you please tell us, as specifically as possible, the role human nature, feelings and relationships play in creating customers and driving financial outcomes?”

			We did that. It’s called The Gallup Path — a quarter century of global meta-analytics conclusions on one page, in one picture. It is our simplest illustration of how behavioral economics — feelings and emotions — drive revenue growth, earnings and stock price.

			Before we go through The Gallup Path, you must believe that your sales go up or down to some degree based on every single human interaction.

			This is Gallup’s conclusion from the biggest workplace study — ever. Here’s what we found: The best predictor of stock increase is earnings increase. Period. So we will start there.
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			There are other factors that increase stock price, such as acquisitions, stock buybacks, a leadership change the media likes and new product announcements. But the one that best correlates year over year and decade over decade is simply earnings increase. Increased/decreased earnings explain almost all the variation in stock prices, controlling for market fluctuations.

			The surest way to increase earnings is to cut costs. CEOs and executive committees work on that most of the time — reducing costs or driving down supplier prices and payroll. Management consultants are primarily cost cutters. These are all good things and what most CEOs are best at.

			Cost cutting works, but after a while, it hits a wall. At some point, companies have to expand their customer base. These are two separate leadership activities — and both are absolute requirements of running any organization well.

			Let’s call cost cutting the defense and creating customers the offense. The Gallup Path drives the offense.

			What most predictably drives earnings increase? Revenue growth. 
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			Revenue growth begins with keeping the customers you have. Customer retention is the most critical metric on a CEO’s dashboard. Building out customers is the second most important. And third is acquiring new customers — where leaders spend most of their time, even as their best customers trickle away. As we noted earlier, customer satisfaction is tanking. Losing customers is the new biggest risk created by the culture shock.

			The best earned cash flow comes from keeping and nurturing the customers you have. CEOs know this, but it seems hard for them to remember.

			Let’s keep going.

			Revenue growth is the best predictor of real earnings increase. These three bubbles are what you learn to use in MBA classes and consulting training. They are the classic business economics of the last 100 years.

			So, what predictably moves revenue growth across all industries?

			Customer engagement — a feeling from your customers that you are an essential partner who adds value to their business or life and who cares about their success. That is behavioral economics — where feelings become facts.

			When your customers feel that you add value and care about their success, they buy more, transact more frequently, are less price sensitive and are more likely to recommend. Engaged customers are typically 25% of your customer base.

			The next question is: What is the primary driver of customer engagement? Our scientists dove deep into our world’s largest data pool — with meta-analytics across more than 100,000 business units to find out.

			
			

				
					[image: Steps seven, six, five and four of The Gallup Path: Stock Increase, Earnings Increase, Revenue Growth and Engaged Customers.]
				

			Image description for The Gallup Path: Stock Increase, Earnings Increase, Revenue Growth and Engaged Customers

			

			Engaged customers create your growth, earnings and stock price — your engaged employees create your engaged customers.

			When your employees and teams are inspired, love their jobs, and believe in the mission and purpose of their organization, you retain and grow customers and beat your competitors.

			When your employees hate their organization and their boss, the client feels it.
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			Customer-employee interactions move the sales needle, up or down, more than any other single factor in every organization in the world. This is where declining employee engagement crushes customer centricity — and subsequently revenue growth, earnings and stock price.

			Here is a bit of customer survey engineering: On a scale of 1-5 with 5 being high (strongly agree), the single most important futuristic metric is percentage of 5s on customer engagement — 5s predict success, 4s don’t. Percentage of 5s on customer engagement is the best way for a CEO to evaluate overall future corporate performance.

			When an organization improves its number of 5 ratings from 25% to 35%, sales rise, profit increases and stock prices go up. If there is a silver bullet for leading revenue growth, it is dramatically boosting this customer score.

			This is why a winning culture for any type of organization is one of relentless customer focus.

			Several years ago at a Business Roundtable event in Colorado Springs, Jeff Bezos approached one of us with his hand extended. Rather than introduce himself or say, “Hi Jim,” he said, “Have you tried Prime?” He didn’t want to know how Jim thought the conference was going. He didn’t want to know about Gallup. He wanted to know if Jim and the other people standing around had tried his new product, Prime. How customer intense is this guy?

			Imagine that heightened level of customer intensity in all companies.

			Increasing employee engagement shoots human energy through the other four bubbles on The Gallup Path, and like magic, you have revenue growth, increased earnings and finally — increased stock price.

			So how do you increase employee engagement? A crucial breakthrough in this book is this: Fitting strengths to role is essential to winning in business, science, education, sports or anything. If you stumble here, nothing else matters.

			Peter Drucker said, “Few people, even highly successful people, can answer the questions: Do you know what you’re good at? Do you know what you need to learn so that you get the full benefit of your strengths?”
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			Drucker also said, “The task of leadership is to create an alignment of strengths in ways that make weaknesses irrelevant.”

			Some managers and coaches have natural instincts to “fit” someone’s strengths to their role; others can learn and greatly improve at it. Any manager can learn how to fit strengths to role as a competency.

			Gallup’s biggest global workplace discovery is that a staggering 70% of the variance in team engagement is determined by just the manager. So go your managers, so go employee engagement, customer 5s, revenue growth, earnings and eventually, your stock price.

			Almost no CEO, board member or investor knows that. The quality of the manager is the lowest hanging fruit for soaring customer success and real revenue growth and earnings increase. The most predictable lever in your entire organization to drive the power of behavioral economics is the manager.
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			What did Gallup find that clearly differentiates a great manager from an average one? The shortest answer is that they are experts at putting people in roles that use their natural strengths. The other thing they do differently is coach versus administrate (think forms and spreadsheets). Administrating teams is important and necessary, but every person in every role needs a masterful coach.

			There it is.

			The Gallup Path is our best illustration of the behavioral economic linkages from the manager all the way to stock increase. Something very similar to this has been referred to as the “service profit chain.” Our data confirm and significantly expand on these linkages scientifically across thousands of business units.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 5
The Most Important Habit of a Great Manager


			According to Gallup’s workplace science, the manager is the very origin of new economic energy. If you can remember that finding, it will change all your economic outcomes.

			It will be crucial for future managers to create opportunities for each employee to use their strengths and minimize their weaknesses. Great managers know their employees’ strengths and give them a role they can grow in with no limits. Getting this wrong is the root cause of burnout. Giving a person a task they have little capacity to perform grinds the life out of them and leads to mental health issues.

			Unfortunately, nearly one in five U.S. workers rate their mental health as fair or poor. These workers report about 4x more unplanned absences due to mental health than their counterparts who report good, very good or excellent mental health.

			When our chief scientist was asked to define as specifically as possible the most important habit of a great manager, his answer was: One meaningful conversation per week with each team member.

			The question that always follows is, “What is a meaningful conversation?” The answer is, “Focusing on the employee’s goals.” Discussing goals leads to customer retention, team collaboration, recognition and wellbeing.

			To win in the new hybrid workplace, you need to adjust your culture dashboard so it includes asking your employees to respond — on the same 1-5 scale we used earlier — to this statement:

			I have received meaningful feedback in the past week.

			This is the ultimate measure of the effectiveness of your managers because it is about weekly, not annual, feedback. It is the right metric, the right habit, for true coaching effectiveness in the hybrid workplace.

			Only 5s matter on this one too. You are probably running at 20% to 30% 5s. When you move that metric to 50%, you have not only solved customer retention, but you have also successfully completed the two primary demands of the hybrid global workplace: fitting strengths to role and having the right conversations.

			A new dashboard

			A quarter century ago, after testing hundreds of workplace question items, Gallup found that if we knew how any employee at any level answered 12 highly tested items, we knew how they would answer virtually anything else we could ask them. These items are known as the Q12, and thousands of big, medium and small organizations around the world use them.

			The Gallup Q12

			Q01.	I know what is expected of me at work.

			Q02.	I have the materials and equipment I need to do my work right.

			Q03.	At work, I have the opportunity to do what I do best every day.

			Q04.	In the last seven days, I have received recognition or praise for doing good work.

			Q05.	My supervisor, or someone at work, seems to care about me as a person.

			Q06.	There is someone at work who encourages my development.

			Q07.	At work, my opinions seem to count.

			Q08.	The mission or purpose of my company makes me feel my job is important.

			Q09.	My associates or fellow employees are committed to doing quality work.

			Q10.	I have a best friend at work.

			Q11.	In the last six months, someone at work has talked to me about my progress.

			Q12.	This last year, I have had opportunities at work to learn and grow.

			Since the pandemic, Gallup researchers have added four items to address Respect (diversity, equity and inclusion), Wellbeing (burnout/mental health), Coaching habit (one conversation per week) and Customer (promises).

			Gallup has created a reengineered dashboard for the new hybrid world. We call it Q12+ — now 16 items plus your highly individualized, client-specific questions.

		

	
		
			
Part 2
Future Culture

		

	
		
			
Chapter 6
The Shift


			In the spring of 2020, the percentage of U.S. employees working from home some of the time more than doubled, from 25% pre-COVID-19 to 65% in late April and early May.

			Some employees’ jobs were already set up for working from home. Others were configured to work from remote environments part of the time. And still others had to transition quickly from 0% to 100% remote. Before the pandemic, only 6% of the U.S. workforce worked from home full time.

			COVID-19 surges brought with them starts and stops in returning to the office. Organizations’ plans ranged from ordering people back to the office to nudging them and from offering incentives to giving up altogether on people ever coming back.

			Yet in 2022, four out of every 10 employees worked from home at least some of the time. Among those with remote-ready jobs, nearly eight out of 10 employees worked from home full time or at least some of the time.

			Based on surveys of the new remote work experience, in the spring of 2020, Gallup predicted that COVID-19 would create the “next normal” workplace.

			Since the pandemic began, Gallup has continuously asked workers about their experiences and preferences. We found that nearly seven in 10 full-time employees in the U.S. prefer some type of remote work arrangement. That compares with four in 10 who already have one. Among those with remote-ready jobs, nine in 10 want some type of remote work arrangement.

			Gallup found that a preference for fully remote work is driven primarily by five factors: commute time, wellbeing, flexibility for family, productivity and fewer distractions.

			Employees who prefer on-site work said they find it more productive and easier to collaborate. They also said they have better access to technology and feel more connected to the organization — and it improves their wellbeing.

			It took a pandemic-induced experiment to learn how people really want to work. What we discovered shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but it did. Prior to the pandemic, the perk employees wanted most was flextime. More than half of workers told Gallup they would change employers for a flexible schedule.

			Scientific literature suggests that when employees have the freedom to choose when and how they do their work, creativity and innovation increase. This concept is called “task autonomy.” Nearly 40% of employees tell Gallup they would change jobs for the option to work full or part time from a flexible location. This figure hasn’t changed since 2016.

			The desire for autonomy is not new, but the freedom is. Having experienced it, freedom has become irrevocable for employees.

			The “endowment effect” — a behavioral economic term for the emotional bias that causes you to value something more highly once you own it than you did before you owned it — applies here. Experiments have found that the financial value someone places on a simple coffee mug doubles once they possess and then sell it.

			And a newfound workplace freedom is a lot bigger deal than a coffee mug.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 7
Why the Commute?


			Working in the same place we sleep is deeply embedded in our brains. Maybe that’s why working from home felt so familiar once the pandemic hit.

			Throughout history, working from home has been the norm. Hunter-gatherers in primitive societies worked in their homes preparing food and making clothes.

			Working from home was not just a primitive way of life. It was also common in the Middle Ages. For example, working-class people in England plied their trades and crafts from home — their work and life were combined. A more recent variation of this is British couples who own pubs and serve pints of beer during the day or evening and live in a flat upstairs.

			The Industrial Revolution brought with it skilled factory work that required people to travel to a plant or mill and work on-site. Yet throughout the 19th century and some of the 20th, many people continued to work from home — providing services like laundry and food for factory workers.

			The modern-day office didn’t emerge until the 20th century, driven by advances in technology — electricity, telephones, public transportation. Eventually, the once-normal practice of working from home — coined “telecommuting” in the 1970s — became the exception. In 2019, less than 5% of people in the U.S. worked full time from home.  

			Commuting to work eventually became part of our work culture. The expectation to show up in person, looking our best, became the standard. Being in the office influenced how others perceived us. We could have a big impact simply through our physical proximity to our colleagues and bosses.

			Commuting became further embedded in our work culture because of a depressing aspect of human nature — the concept of “learned helplessness,” which results from people accepting a norm because they think they can’t change it.

			Also, like many other animals, humans have a herd instinct. There is safety in numbers. We’re social creatures who generally like to be with other people and often get more done in teams.

			Deep in our brains, traveling to be together is natural. We do it for worship, sporting events, concerts, dinner parties and the like. And we’ve done it for work since the Industrial Revolution.

			Does commuting still make sense?

			Next time you fly over a large city in the morning or evening, notice the endless line of slow-moving cars for as far as you can see. And consider that the people in those cars are not living their best lives during those hours on the road. When you look at it this way, commuting seems like one of humankind’s worst ideas.

			We created entertainment and fast food to make the commute more tolerable. We invented an industry of morning and late afternoon radio talk shows, audiobooks and podcasts.

			But commuting has become more and more stressful. In 2019, the U.S. Census Bureau reported that the average one-way commute to work was 27.6 minutes; this is an increase of 10% from 2006. That’s 230 hours a year to and from work — the equivalent of almost 29 eight-hour workdays.

			Employers typically don’t include the time employees spend in traffic or on trains in a 40-hour workweek. So increased commute times have crowded out leisure time. And research has found that people’s satisfaction with their leisure time declines significantly as their commute time increases.

			Long commutes are also associated with high blood pressure, tension, anger, stiff necks, fatigue, lower back pain and obesity. Gallup has found that commutes of 45 minutes or more are linked to poorer overall wellbeing, daily mood and health. And in 2022, Gallup found that commutes of just 30 minutes are linked to higher stress and anger. After being able to avoid commuting during the pandemic, even half an hour now feels intolerable for many people.

			Knocking out the commute produced an awakening in a world of office workers who concluded, “Work doesn’t have to be done this way.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 8
Is In-Person Time That Valuable?


			Whether they’re commuting or not, people still rely on social bonds to get work done. Mandated social distancing and a shift to Zoom didn’t change that one bit. In fact, Gallup meta-analysis of over 100,000 business units found that teams with more coworkers who were bonded achieve higher performance and lower turnover.

			There are deep-seated reasons for this. Anthropologists contend that human brain size grew over time to enable greater computational power. We needed this power to keep up with our various social interconnections and to expand our number of meaningful connections. Social bonds offered humans protection from predators and greater capacity for collaborating, trading for food and resources, and hunting larger game.

			Throughout most of history, our social interactions have been in person. The digital world of the past few decades is new to our brains. To what extent can we replicate a satisfying and bonding social experience through technology?

			Years before the pandemic, Gallup conducted an in-depth study of social time use and its impact on daily mood. We asked 17,719 panel members to reconstruct their previous day. For each part of the day — morning, afternoon and evening — we asked them to tell us how much time they spent socializing, what kind of social time it was and how they felt.

			Gallup found that nearly all forms of social time boosted mood, but after about 25% of the day spent socializing via technology, people’s moods dropped. In-person social time had the largest positive impact on mood — but the total amount of time mattered less than the event itself. Exercising or eating/drinking together had the strongest impact on mood. Compared with in-person time, videoconferencing had a weaker effect on mood.

			Among hybrid employees, 32% indicate that virtual meetings are less effective than in-person meetings, compared with 17% who say virtual meetings are more effective. More than half (51%) say there is no difference.

			Yet there are advantages to being in the same place as colleagues. As we mention above, Gallup’s study of social time shows that being with other people results in better moods. We build trust more quickly in person. We can brainstorm and collaborate more effectively. Team spirit and camaraderie flourish. And those who prefer on-site work report that they are more productive and collaborate better.

			In-person interactions stimulate chemical reactions — the release of neurotransmitters such as dopamine and the hormone oxytocin reinforce the reward centers in our brains. These chemical responses and face-to-face social signals speed up our ability to convey empathy, trust and humor.

			Also, from the employer’s perspective, people coming in to the office has advantages. Managers can see if people are working, and they can interact with employees face to face. Plus, many companies have built offices that they need to justify keeping to shareholders.

			In-person time vs. virtual time

			Published studies shed some light on the different effects of virtual and in-person experiences. From our first interactions when we are born, we communicate using nonverbal cues in synchrony with others. In-person communication involves blending the timing of our gestures, words and movements. In videoconferences, whether conscious or not, we are trying to replicate that synchrony, which is impossible. Seeing someone on screen is certainly better than not seeing them. However, we don’t really know when someone is multitasking and not giving us their full attention.

			Dr. Jeremy Bailenson, professor and founding director at Stanford University’s Virtual Human Interaction Lab, has highlighted several theories for why videoconferencing is less effective than meeting in person. He suggests that nonverbal overload — including unnatural eye gaze, cognitive load, looking at an all-day mirror of ourselves and greatly restricted mobility — contributes to “Zoom Fatigue.”

			Reinforcing the point, one experiment found that bonding between two people was greatest during in-person interaction, followed by video chat, audio chat and instant messaging — in that order. But the authors also found that pairs of people who used video chat more often reported greater bonding. When two people agree on the medium, bonding is potentially stronger.

			A recent study published in the journal Nature Human Behaviour found that collaborative idea generation and creativity lessened when random pairs of people worked together virtually compared with when random pairs worked together in person. Another study reported that the shift to working from home corresponded with an increase in meetings and more time required to complete the same amount of work.

			While technology saved us during the pandemic, it may have also slowed us down and separated us. Will this lead to a gradual deterioration in organizational culture? It has already begun.
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