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The Relevance of Office Space: It’s Not a 
Question of Will Everyone Work From Home 
- It’s How Often

After nearly 3 months of working from home, many people have transitioned quite 
nicely and have settled into their new daily routines.  Business and productivity (for those 
fortunate enough to have steady work) is chugging along not too badly.  Not perfect, 
but it works!  If this pandemic had hit us 5 or 10 years ago, different story; but for the 
most part companies were already very well equipped with cloud infrastructure, web-
based portals, video conferencing, VPNs and laptops to ensure a seamless transition to 
“WFH”.

As a result, many clients, industry leaders, and office users are asking me what I think 
about the fate of the ubiquitous Office Building… the time honoured institution of cap-
ital enterprise, ingenuity, and bustling business!  The space within its walls in such high 
demand and low supply the past few years that companies scrambled over each other 
to secure any morsel they could to meet their growing needs.  Landlords happily reaped 
the benefits of escalating rents and near zero vacancies.

Today, the towers are empty, cavernous, and devoid of any life.  Many executives are 
questioning if they even need their expensive office space that, when occupied, is the 
lifeblood of these glass and steel structures (or brick and beam if you are a hip, young 
tech company).  Last month, the CEO of e-commerce giant Shopify famously stated 
that “office centricity is over” and that most of its 5,000 staff will be working remotely… 
permanently.

The past few weeks I have participated on Zoom calls, viewed webinars, listened to 
podcasts, read articles, gleaned the Tweets, and browsed the LinkedIn posts debating 
the merits and values of office centricity versus WFH, each side pronouncing why one is 
better than the other!
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Interestingly, a 16,000-employee Chinese company (CTrip) participated in a Stanford 
University led experiment to see if working from home was better or worse than working 
in the office.  In this study, call centre employees were randomly assigned to either work 
from home or the office for 9 months.  The result?  Working from home led to a 13% 
increase in performance and productivity…. and that was in 2011 when technology 
was antiquated compared to today!  Think about how much more productive the WFH 
group would be in 2020 and beyond.

Check one for the WFH proponents!  Employers will love the idea of not only cost 
savings from shedding office space, but they will also increase company productivity 
by 13%.  It’s a huge win!  But wait a second… the study also showed that many of the 
WFH workers suffered from isolation, loneliness and stress.  Interestingly, at the end of 
the experiment 6 in 10 of the volunteers chose to work at the office instead of at home 
(notwithstanding the terribly long commute times).

The arguments go both ways…. working from home can provide a better work-life bal-
ance, increase productivity, cut commutes times, allow us to spend more time with our 
families, give us the ability to take quick workout/yoga breaks, cut down expensive real 
estate costs, allow us to buy bigger homes in the suburbs (or live anywhere you want!), 
reduce workplace stress and politics, and say goodbye to those $13 lunches downtown!

On the flip side, the young millennial who lives in a 400 square foot condo downtown 
doesn’t necessarily want to work in the cramped space where they live (with a room-
mate!).  They enjoy the 10-minute walk to the office and the social interaction.  After all, 
it’s in our DNA to be social, not isolated.  The office workplace also gives employees a 
chance to really show their chops to their bosses and colleagues.  (Oh, by the way, the 
WFH employees in the CTrip experiment had reduced rates of promotion by 50%, de-
spite their 13% performance increase).   While WFH may statistically see an increase in 
productivity, I would argue the office workplace promotes better collaboration, creativity 
and new ideas that result from face-to-face interactions, random collisions, lunch-room 
chats, non-verbal feedback, social cues, casual/easy communication, etc.  

WFH is much like a long-distance relationship… sure, you can make it work, but it’s 
just not the same as being together.  Communication takes a lot more effort from home 
(Are you suffering from Zoom fatigue?).  Identities and bonds are better forged in 
person, and engagement is amplified and meaningful in a busting workplace.  Mental 
health is harder to maintain in isolation at home, and WFH does not supply the many 
external stimuli that humans fundamentally crave and need. 

The point is, I don’t think we really need to debate the merits of each and declare a 
winner.  We don’t have to choose a camp. You don’t have to decide Republican or 
Democrat, Conservative or Liberal.  

The CEO of Shopify has declared a position.  To use an analogy, he has decided that 
everyone in his company will train for and run a marathon.  Sure, everyone’s stamina 
and endurance will certainly improve, but what about the people who suffer injuries, 
burn-out or stress?  What about the people who would prefer to train for a 10k, or 
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a 5k, or really like the 100-meter dash – all are good distances.  Can we not find a 
solution that fits everyone’s needs, circumstances, strengths and weaknesses, as well as 
meet the company’s goals and objectives?

The Chinese study involved only call centre employees, but we all know every job is 
different, and every person different.  Some jobs and/or tasks are best performed in 
collaboration, others in isolation.  Some people work better in social settings, others 
not so much.  Some workers may strike the right balance working 2 days a week from 
home, others 2 days per month, or it could fluctuate week-to-week depending on their 
projects, deadlines, tasks, meetings, etc.

The key to the future of WFH and working at the office is about finding the right bal-
ance for everyone in the company including the company itself.  The business leaders 
that can figure out this algorithm will be the ones that succeed in maximizing their 
efficiency and minimizing their costs.  

So, where does this leave the relic Office Space?  The shift has already happened.  For 
the past few years, banks, accounting firms, and tech companies large and small have 
moved towards creating workplaces that provide freedom of choice.  No dedicated 
workstations or offices, free-desking, more collaboration space, an array and selection 
of work settings to suit whatever need you have, at any time, for any project, with any 
size team, or on your own to allow you to work as efficiently, comfortably and happily 
as possible.

All this will mean more efficient space, smaller footprints, and more WFH.  CFOs will 
be delighted with the need for less office space and the resulting rent and occupancy 
savings, but this will be offset by the investment needed in improving the WFH experi-
ence (e.g., dual monitors, better ergonomics, suitable equipment, etc.).  We may also 
see businesses opening up more suburban satellite offices to provide more touchdown 
points for their employees, particularly those living far from the downtown core.

WFH is another useful tool of many in the workplace toolbox, and one that will now be 
used more frequently.  Office space centricity will continue… it will just look different as 
companies move away from dedicated space, reserved workstations and private offic-
es.  The future office workplace will be 100% communal, free-range space rather than, 
say, 2/3 dedicated space and 1/3 communal.  It will be more about creating culture, 
synergy, engagement, collaboration and choice as opposed to a place to simply plunk 
down day after day. 

I know what you are thinking… nobody will want to “share” space, desks, monitors, 
docking stations, chairs, oxygen, etc. after going through a huge pandemic.  People 
will want their own dedicated space that they feel will be cleaner, uncontaminated and 
germ-free.   Agreed… but this will only apply in the short term.  This pandemic will 
come to an end and we will move on to normal lives again where people socialize and 
mix.  Long term, the grand meeting place of The Office will still serve a huge purpose, 
but don’t try to stake an individual claim to “your” little corner.  It’s all shared.  You can 
use it as you see fit, or work a day or two at home, yet still feel tethered in a tangible 
way to the mother ship and the culture and energy of the organization.


