THE
CASE FOR

OFFICE
SPACE:
How Buildings Need
to Change to Suit a
Climate-Conscious,
COVID-Weary
Workforce

With labor at a premium,
what are employers
willing to do to
re-establish the office?

THE POST-PANDEMIC ECONOMY
IS IN WORKERS’ HANDS
Early in March of 2020, workers were shifted home and asked to report virtually — many for the first
time in their careers. This shift lasted far longer than most anticipated, and with the time to return
looming, many employees were (and still are) reluctant to re-enter offices. They’ve embraced the
flexibility of remote work, and aren’t eager to give that up.
Business leaders (senior managers and C-suite

Employees will not settle for the offices they

but many admit that employee productivity

that better account for their personal health

executives) want their employees to return,

has largely remained unchanged during this
work from home (WFH) period. They’re
now in a position where they need to

incentivize their employees to return. In
a hastily rebounding economy — one
flush with more jobs than workers

can fill — employers are in a unique

position. They can either give their
employees a stronger voice in

how the office is managed, or risk

losing their talent to competitors
that will.

Employees have not shut the

door on the office altogether
— they want meaningful

changes made to where they
once worked. Employers,
not accustomed to

yielding so much to their
staff, must re-evaluate
their offices and

buildings in order to

stay afloat amidst an
unrivaled shortage
of workers.

once had; they want healthier work environments
and overall sustainability. They want spaces with
natural light and renewable energy sources,
and no single-use materials. They want the

sustainable office of the future, and if they don’t
get it, they’re willing to change jobs. Employers

are having an understandably hard time meeting
these new employee expectations, but are left

with no choice but to catch up — and keep up.
As employees evolve from temporary WFH

arrangements to fully-fledged remote careers,
and remote work remains a positive trend,

employers and building decision-makers must
make a case for the office space, quickly and

convincingly. If they don’t, they will be forced

to face the consequences: costly attrition and a
diminished workforce in a worker’s economy.
To better understand how companies are

managing this difficult process, NEXT Energy

Technologies surveyed more than 450 remote

employees and more than 150 senior managers
and C-suite decision-makers across business

verticals. The results show employees are coming
to the table with strong convictions for what the
next era of in-person work should look like.
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RETURNING TO THE OFFICE:
Employers Lost the Stick
and are Looking for the Carrot

When the worldwide health crisis went from abstract threat to
pervasive reality, offices shut off the lights, not knowing when

they may turn them back on again. Employees who grew their

careers in offices were unceremoniously shifted home. Now, many

85%

79%

have grown accustomed to the convenience and flexibility of

85% of
decision-makers
believe that
company
productivity has
increased or
remained the same
since switching to
remote work

working from home and don’t want to let it go.

While in the beginning many feared balancing the dynamics of

79% of
employees said
their productivity
has been the same
or improved since
working at home

home with the needs of work, company productivity has largely
gone unscathed — in some instances, has even improved.

Decision-makers admit that

productivity has remained the same

or improved since the shift to remote
work. However, whether for the

sake of company culture or a return

32%

to the old normal, the higher-ups
want their employees behind

desks, not at dining room tables.

Only 15%
of employees want
to work in the office
full-time

33%

15%

32% of
decision-makers
are requiring
employees to
return to the
office full-time
33% of
decision-makers
are requiring
employees to
return on a
hybrid schedule
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Even at the behest of their

Many have expanded their

to return to the office — they

assigning new value to different

employers, workers are hesitant
now have health and wellness

at the forefront of their minds.

Recently rid of its confines, they

definition of health and wellness,
aspects of life since surviving a
global health crisis.

realize now that their old office

57%

had a negative impact on their
personal health.

57%

47%

of employees said their
old office impacted their
mental health

37%

of employees said
working in the office
negatively impacted
their health

of employees said that
while in their old offices,
a lack of natural light
impacted their health

HEALTH AND WELLNESS
Move to the Forefront
Employees are looking for an office-environment overhaul; they want to influence the company’s
health and wellness measures moving forward. But many companies are not on board with
this change. Close to half of decision-makers said their employees do not currently have
influence over their company’s health and wellness measures.

82%
42%

of employees believe that they should have
an influence over their company’s health
and wellness environment

of decision-makers said that their employees do not
hold influence over their company’s health
and wellness environment

THE CASE FOR OFFICE SPACE:
How Buildings Need to Change to Suit a Climate-Conscious, COVID-Weary Workforce

4

47%
37%

Employees know their bosses want them
back in the office, but to do so, they’re

asking those in the corner offices to make
significant changes.

67%
61%

of employees want more
comfortable design features
of employees want increased
health and safety measures

Employees want their biggest complaints about their

pre-pandemic workspace reflected in their company’s priorities.

39%

of employees said the lack of natural light
was their biggest complaint this was second
only to their long commute (46%)

The changes that decision-makers are most willing

to make don’t directly correlate to the concerns of

their employees. Instead of addressing mental health
concerns, including access to natural light, they are
leaning heavily into traditional health and safety

measures, showing a disconnect between employers
and their workforce. In fact, access to natural light,

while a top employee request, was the lowest cited
change that employers were willing to make.

Decision-makers are more

concerned about traditional
health and safety measures:

24%

Only
of decisionmakers said they would
consider improving access to
natural light or more windows

improved sanitation (51%)
increased space between employee workstations (46%)
improved ventilation and HVAC systems (45%)
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This disconnect is indicated by how employees’ satisfaction is perceived

— decision-makers believe they are meeting expectations, which is overly
enthusiastic when compared with employees’ realities.

66%
However,

of employees said that their
companies are only meeting some of
their expectations, or none at all

85%

of decision-makers believe that their
company is meeting some or all of its
employees’ expectations for a healthy
office environment

SHIFTING THE POWER STRUCTURE:
Employees Gaining Leverage
In a first for many, employees are in a position of power. Remote work has gained broad acceptance, and
to be attracted back into the office, employees need to feel their priorities are being taken into account.
Employers are willing to make certain changes to the office, if it means maintaining their workforce and
avoiding costly attrition.

72%

of decision-makers believe their
employees would change jobs if they
failed to meet these expectations

74%

of employees
said they would
consider leaving
their job if their
company wasn’t
meeting their
expectations

82%

of decision-makers said they would
alter or enhance their company’s
office space to encourage
employees to return to the office
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THE NEW NORMAL INCLUDES
an Inextricable Link Between
Climate and Health
With a heightened appreciation of and emphasis on their health, many workers are focusing on how external
factors, those beyond their control, impact their physical well-being. A large majority believe that the
environment, and the climate crisis, play a direct role in their individual health.

83%

of employees believe the climate plays
a direct role in their individual health

83%

Employers and decision-makers mostly align with this sentiment
— they know the climate crisis can impact important financial
aspects of their business as well as their employees’ health.

They see the web that weaves health, environment and retaining

80%

77%

employees together into a tricky-to-navigate package. They

earnestly want to make changes that will keep their employees
happy and in place.

77%

of decision-makers believe the climate crisis
has a direct tie to their employees’ health

80%

of decision-makers said they would improve
their office’s sustainability to maintain
employees

While decision-makers are willing to make
these changes, that willingness does not
always translate into direct action.

Close to a third (32%)
of companies are not actively
taking steps to address this crisis

32%
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MISSING THE MARK
on Sustainability
With the line from health to sustainability directly drawn,

sustainability measures will now play a major role in employees’

expectations for healthy offices. Employees expect their companies to

take the climate crisis seriously, and now see the effort as closely linked

to a health crisis, and they want their business leaders to make changes to

the office that reflect this.

The most important factors
employees want to be addressed are
renewable energy (66%) and reduced
reliance on single-use materials (51%)

66% renewable energy
51%

single-use
materials

Once again, however, employees’ expectations and decision-makers’ realities are not

completely aligned. Companies are willing to address energy consumption but are more

concerned with water waste. Reduced use of single-use materials, traditionally one of the

easier sustainability measures to enact, is not a big concern for business leaders, despite it

ranking highly on the list of employees’ concerns.

More than half (53%) of decision-makers said they’d
be willing to implement more energy-saving and
generating features in the office, but this came
second to water-saving features (62%)
Only 19% of decision-makers said they would
reduce single-use materials

53%
62%

energy-saving
features

water-saving
features

single-use materials

19%
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Being in the face of a global health crisis did not erase
the issue of the climate crisis from employees’ minds.
Though not aware of their office buildings’ impact on

the environment, they support more sustainable building
measures and want meaningful changes to be made.

82%

of workers said that the climate crisis
was an important issue to them

60%

were not aware the buildings sector accounts for about
76% of electricity use and 40% of all U.S. primary energy
use and associated greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions

Many decision-makers reported that the climate crisis is important to their company,
and they’re aware of the impact their offices have on the environment.

68%

of decision-makers said the climate
crisis was important to their company

76%

of decision-makers are aware the buildings sector
accounts for about 76% of electricity use and
40% of all U.S. primary energy use and
associated greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
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BUILDING HEALTHIER,
More Sustainable Workplaces
As workers and companies alike face a changed work landscape, it is clear that what once was

“normal” will cease to exist. The traditional office hierarchy, where power rests with the C-suite

and employees are not often brought into the decision-making fold, has been shaken. Employees

have a newfound sense of agency, and as a result, an opportunity to exercise their voice and shape

new workspaces.

The COVID-19 pandemic was only a catalyst for this working culture change; change that, when

executed properly, can have profound positive effects on both companies and the world they exist in.
These priorities should come as no surprise to decision-makers — the need for personal health and
sustainable practices are both fundamental and have grown more endangered in recent years.
The difference now is employees are not only insisting their needs for healthier and more
sustainable work environments must be taken seriously, but they’re drawing a stronger

connection between the two than ever before. If businesses want to win back in-person
work, they must adapt to the pressing challenges that they have long neglected.

This presents big challenges for companies who are charged with improving climate
impact by embracing sustainable measures that also serve to improve their

employees’ health and wellness, like adding famously energy-inefficient natural
light. It will require innovative thinking and a new approach to workplaces
that make their employees feel engaged and heard.

Building healthier and more sustainable workplaces requires persistent
changes, large and small. The companies that figure this out fastest
will be more competitively positioned with a far more loyal
workforce for years to come.

www.nextenergytech.com

