Solution Guide

Returning to the Office
A Discussion on the Future of the Workplace

INTRODUCTION
The return to a post-pandemic
workplace is far from a return to
normalcy.
Every company, from Fortune 500
enterprises to startups, is creating a path
forward and, for most, it looks nothing
like the past. Even after 15-plus months
of addressing a host of issues from
technology and time management to
corporate culture, companies face new
and persisting challenges as the pandemic
veil is lifted. Opportunities are emerging,
as well.

As the dust settles on the options,
companies are now parsing through the
pros and cons of essentially three work
models: in person, virtual or a hybrid.
Which path a company chooses is largely
based on its products or services, industry,
company size, sales channel, geographic
location, corporate culture, and nature of
the work.
Employee preference also comes into play.
But that is where it gets complicated. In a
large global survey, 73 percent of workers
indicate the desire for flexible remote work
options to continue; yet 67 percent want
more in-person work and collaboration in
a post-pandemic world.
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Where do companies go from here? Will
the workplace model chosen today still
make sense in a year? In five years?
To understand the shift companies are
making as offices reopen, the CMO Club
surveyed its members across a wide
range of B2B and B2C organizations and
industries. This research also includes
one-on-one and roundtable discussions
with CMOs to gain greater insights into
the challenges, opportunities, and
unknowns of the future of the workplace.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Road Back to the Workplace Takes Different Directions

No company was immune to the disruption
of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. With
government restrictions on travel, business
operations, and social distancing, every
business—from Apple to Zillow—faced the
same challenges in the workplace.
As restrictions are being removed,
companies are coming to different
conclusions about the work model and how
employees will continue to do their job
moving forward.

Apple and Google, for example, have called
for employees to return to the office several
days a week. In contrast, Facebook and
Twitter are allowing employees to choose to
work from home permanently.
On the other hand, Tigo Energy, a small
startup company interviewed for this
guide, is returning staff in-office full-time.
Most CMOs interviewed for this guide fall
somewhere within this spectrum.

Our decision to choose a hybrid workplace
enforces what we're trying to do with our culture.
We are finding ways to replace ‘water cooler’
collaboration and innovation in the new model.
CINDY DONOHOE
Executive Vice President & Chief Marketing Officer
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KEY FINDINGS
In our survey, we uncovered key findings supported by one-to-one
CMO discussions:

The script has flipped.

55% of CMOs said employees worked
almost completely in office prior to
the pandemic; only 5% worked from
home and office. Post-pandemic,
however, only 13% cite an in-office
workplace; while 48% expect their
team to work from both home and
office.

Employee satisfaction
and recruitment are
dependent on workplace
model.
Asked about the biggest advantage
of a remote workforce, 47% of
respondents cite “Employee
happiness and well-being,” 37% said
“Recruitment (ability to recruit from a
wider area).”

Technology plays a key
role in collaboration.
52% of CMOs say the most critical
role for technology in re-opening and
beyond is “Cross-team collaboration.”
They are backing this up with budgets,
too: 62% are investing in “Technology
and tools for team collaboration and
team alignment” post-pandemic.

Teamwork and corporate
culture are considered
at-risk in a remote
model.
45% of CMOs see “Achieving healthy
team/company culture” as the biggest
challenge of managing a remote team.
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SURVEY RESULTS
How would you describe
your work culture
prior to the pandemic?

How do you expect
your team will work
after the pandemic?

l Almost completely work from
office

l Almost completely work from
office

l Mostly work from office

l Mostly work from office

l Fairly even mix of work from
home and office

l Fairly even mix of work from
home and office

l Predominantly work from home

l Predominantly work from home

l Varies by team or leader

l Varies by team or leader

July 2021 | 6

Solution Guide | Returning to the Office

When do you expect your
company to begin returning
WFH employees to the office
in some way?

What do you see as the
biggest challenge of managing
a remote team?

l Currently in process

l Onboarding new employees

l In Q2

l Achieving healthy team/
company culture

l In Q3

l Employee productivity

l In Q4
l Beyond Q4
l Not yet determined

l Team collaboration
l Alignment to directives/goals

What measures are you planning to
implement to ensure employee health and safety?
l Daily temperature and
symptom checks
l Low capacity/
social distancing in office
l Deploying a contact tracing
strategy
l Implementing air filters/
upgrading ventilation systems
l Requiring masks
l Requiring vaccines
l Real-time adjustments based
on official guidelines
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What do you see as the
biggest advantage of a
remote workforce?

What is the most critical role
for technology in
re-opening and beyond?

l Recruitment (ability to recruit
from a wider area)

l Aligning teams on top-down
company level messaging

l Employee happiness and
well-being

l Communicating directives and
maintaining project focus

l Employee retention

l Internal comms to demonstrate
a team's value and accomplishments

l Collaboration across countries
and regions

l Simply ensuring that work was
delivered on-time and on-target

l Boots on the ground in more
places

l Cross-team collaboration

Indicate whether you are increasing or decreasing
investment in the following areas post-pandemic.
Increasing

Decreasing

No Change

Don't Know

Technology and tools for team collaboration
and team alignment
Learning management systems to support remote
employee education and learning
Hardware to facilitate collaboration with remote
employees (i.e. video systems in meeting rooms,
mobile devices, etc.)
Real estate and office space
Additional training for managers on how to
work with remote teams
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THREE MODELS AT WORK
As companies roll-out their return-to-work
plans, three basic workplace models have
emerged: in person, all virtual or a hybrid
of the two.
In-person has been the modus operandi
for the corporate world for many
years and the one seemingly easiest to
embrace, especially for manufacturers.
But returning to this model presents a
new set of challenges in the wake of the
pandemic, including health and safety
considerations and physical workspace
arrangements.
The all-virtual model became the default
arrangement for a majority of companies
in 2020. Everyone from managers to
employees experienced the upsides
and downsides firsthand. For many, the

opportunities it affords make the virtualonly model a bright path forward.
The hybrid/flex model is emerging as the
workplace model of choice, according to
our research. We heard from companies
that are having employees return to the
office several days a week and work
virtually the other days, while others are
giving employees the option of working
in-office or virtual, if the nature of their
work allows it.
Giving employees a choice of how and
where they want to work offers the
flexibility and control many people desire.
Yet the value of personal interaction
to accomplish certain activities in the
workplace is indisputable. It begs the
question: is on-going, open-ended choice
sustainable?
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Here’s what CMOs interviewed for this guide are telling us about their decision:

A “work from anywhere” model

In-person, all the time

Cindy Donohoe, executive vice president
& chief marketing officer, with Highmark
Health, says, “We are moving towards ‘work
from anywhere.’ We are empowering team
members to work when and where they are
personally most effective. For those who
have a choice, we expect 30 percent to
choose to be on-site and 20 percent offsite. Off-site to us means you rarely come
in. You can live across the street, but you
go into the office maybe twice a year. Then
flex is where we think about half of those
people will land.”

At the other end of the workplace model
spectrum, JD Dillon, chief marketing officer
for Tigo Energy, explains, “We're a relatively
young company, privately held, and have
less than 100 people. When you combine
that with our familial culture where face-toface collaboration leads to more effective
business outcomes, the answer is: we're
going to work in the office. There are
going to be lots of what-ifs, but we’ll work
through that. From the CEO on down, we
believe that the upsides of working next to
each other are greater than the downsides
associated with it.”

Choosing a model by role
“Our company has been operating from
an in-person workplace mindset for many
years,” states Michael Barrette, chief
marketing and sales officer with Dippin
Dots LLC and Doc Popcorn LLC. “But we’re
opening up on that mindset. Operations,
manufacturing, shipping, and administration
have all returned to the office. But our sales
staff was already working remotely. And
our marketing group is a mix, even before
the pandemic, and we are at the front end
of the flex model and leading that mindset
within the company.”

Decentralized decisions
Will Stacy, executive vice president - chief
marketing & digital officer, GM Financial,
says, “Each executive vice president has
been given flexibility to determine their
departments’ future, at least until January
2022. Marketing and IT are on the mostlyremote track. But certain departments like
customer service and collections have to be
in unison.”

A self-selecting future
Futures and fates may very well work their
way out organically. As Eric Dahmer, vice
president & head of marketing with Nature's
Way, observes, “There are people who
really want to be back in the office. They
value and miss office interaction for certain
activities. Over time, I think it will become a
self-selection of talent, location. and work
culture.”
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CULTURE & TEAMWORK
The value of corporate culture was proven
loud and clear during the pandemicinduced workplace shift in 2020. Without
the bonding experiences of off-site teambuilding meetings, holiday celebrations,
and company-programs designed to foster
corporate culture, the void was palpable.
In our research for this guide, 45% of CMOs
cite “achieving healthy team/company
culture” as the biggest challenge of
managing a remote team. Yet 48% of CMOs
expect their team to work a “fairly even mix
of work from home and office” after the
pandemic. Prior to the pandemic, only 5%
cited this workplace culture.

The issue is far from settled though. There
is a dichotomy between younger workers
who value the benefits of working from
home and the tangible value of in-person
face time interaction with executives and
team members. Will a hybrid model be as
productive if only 10 or 20 percent of the
company is actually physically there?

Managers and teams searched for ways to
maintain the camaraderie and cohesion of
in-person team interactions that had been
supplanted by endless online meetings.
In their chosen return-to-work plan,
companies continue to enhance what
was lost.
There is good news on the work-from-home
productivity front. Studies show that even
prior to the pandemic, companies found
that most employees reported stable or
increased productivity levels working
from home.
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Face-to-face culture
At Tigo Energy, in-person culture is an
instrumental driver of the company’s
success and one they’re not willing to
sacrifice. Dillon explains, “Before the
pandemic, the company would have sitdown lunches on Friday. The CEO would
ring a dinner bell and everybody came,
sat down for lunch, and placed their
order. It was very familial by design. We
are choosing to be in-person as the way
to continue to mitigate the challenges of
growing the culture as a younger company.”

Accessibility and visibility from the top
“Every week during the shutdown, I hosted
virtual CMO office hours,” notes Stacy.
“Anyone could log in and ask me anything.
We had 150 people log in each week. It
helped add some clarity in uncertain times
over the last year. And it flattened the entire
organization to one call. Employees who
didn’t know me or were maybe scared to
approach me now have access.”

When COVID hit, we saw
that our productivity—
the quantity and quality
of work—increased
tremendously.

Donohoe adds, “If you're one of the
highest-ranking people and there are
employees on-site, there's an expectation
that you are accessible to those people...
that you're walking the floor and you're
visible.”

A place of trust
For a hybrid model to work, Donohoe
emphasizes the importance of trust. “One
of our core values has always been trust
working together,” she states. “ A hybrid
workplace is like trust on steroids. You
have to really trust people to be productive
and be able to measure performance and
outcomes. You have to trust that your
team is taking the extra steps to build
relationships and to collaborate using new
kinds of tools and such.
“On-site experiences should not be
overlooked,” Donohoe cautions. “For
employees working on-site, you have to
make that office environment so amazing
that when they come in, they get more
value. If you want to see them face-to-face,
there has to be the joy, the excitement,
the inspiration, the quiet time they need.
Whatever it is they're seeking.”

GUILLERMO PLASENCIA
Chief Marketing Officer
& Co-Founder

JoinMyTrip.com
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EMPLOYEE RECRUITMENT / RETENTION / ADVANCEMENT
Now more than ever, the workplace
structure is a major factor in employee
recruitment, satisfaction and even
advancement. A recent survey of 1,000 U.S.
adults revealed that 39% would consider
quitting their job if their employers didn’t
offer the opportunity to work remotely. Not
surprisingly, among that figure, 49% were
millennials and Gen Z respondents.
In our survey, 47% of CMOs say “Employee
happiness and well-being” is the biggest
advantage of a remote workforce. While
a flexible model or schedule can foster
employee satisfaction and attract a whole
new pool of diverse talent, questions arise
about virtual workers falling off the radar
for advancement opportunities.

Recruitment trade-offs
“We have seen a negative impact on
the ability to hire because we require a
commute to our offices in Silicon Valley,”
says Dillon. “Our recruiter has told us
that she has to weed out highly qualified
candidates and that's a shame. But our
answer is, ‘Okay.’ We're willing to deal
with that downside versus the downsides
of virtual work.”

Rising competition and
compensation
Dahmer observes, “For certain marketing
roles that can be done in a flexible
environment like e-commerce, social media
and insights, the competition for that talent
is going to increase and the compensation
to attract them is going to have to increase,
too.”

Maintaining visibility for advancement
“There is a risk that people who choose flex
need to be aware of,” Donohoe flags. “They
need to think about how they're going to
counteract that and get the visibility to
advance their careers.”

The surprising perks of virtual
Stacy has witnessed the many upsides of a
hybrid model. “Prior to the pandemic, our
company didn’t have completely remote
employees,” he states, “But I onboarded
ten new people during COVID. We are now
creating the most diverse workforce and
able to recruit the best of the best by having
a hybrid workplace. And I saw some of the
highest employee engagement metrics ever
during the pandemic...we offered flexibility,
communication, healthcare, work-life
balance. We’ve had very low attrition in a
time when the market is very competitive.”

I think I'd lose half my team
or more if we said, ‘Everyone
has to be in the office five
days a week.'
HEATHER MALENSHEK
Senior Vice President,
Chief Marketing Officer

LAND O' LAKES, INC.
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TECHNOLOGY
Since March 2020, technology has been
instrumental in companies’ ability to
replicate a collaborative, connected office
environment. Teams, Zoom, Slack and
online white boards replaced conference
rooms, team meetings and water-cooler
moments. Our survey revealed that 52%
of CMOs believe the most critical role for
technology in re-opening and beyond is
“cross-team collaboration.”
As companies bring more employees back
into the office or roll out a hybrid workplace
model, other technology tools are emerging
to enable a safer work environment and
better collaboration. This includes selfservice workplace experience apps that
allow team members to reserve desk space
and meeting rooms to conduct business,

and virtual reality tools. In fact, 62% of
our survey respondents indicate they are
increasing investment in technology and
tools for team collaboration and team
alignment post-pandemic.
Donohoe extols the value of the digital
whiteboard. “We use a virtual white board
tool called MURAL, and it has been fantastic
for us,” she explains. “I will never go back
to sticky notes on the wall. It’s all there
virtually. You can move them around, and
everybody can work on it at the same time.
It's been a game changer for us in terms of
collaboration.”
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NEXT STEPS
Charting a Course for Reopening and Beyond
A clearer picture of the future workplace is
beginning to emerge as companies return
employees to the office post-pandemic.
What it looks like is highly dependent on
a company’s industry, type of work, size,
location, and countless other variables. For
many, it is a work in progress. One that will
be tested and re-evaluated over time.

Establish and maintain a decision team.
Developing a plan that addresses both
business and employee needs begins with
a dedicated decision-making team. Bring
in members from key areas of expertise,
including HR, IT, internal communications,
and health and safety advisors. If you have
a team already in place, continue meeting
regularly to develop and assess protocols
and programs for the following essential
steps on this return-to-work journey:
Keep the line of
communication open.
It’s better to err on the side of overcommunication in times of uncertainty and
transition. Publicize safe workplace policies.
Communicate the guiding principles of your
return-to-work model established by the
decision team. Provide regular updates as
plans and policies shift. Set expectations
about accountability, productivity and
collaboration. As a leader, flatten the twoway communication channel as much as
possible. Elevate your accessibility, virtually
and in-person.

Monitor employee engagement
and satisfaction.
Regardless of the post-pandemic model
you choose, the pros and cons will be
reflected in employee engagement. Take
pulse surveys to gauge how the postpandemic work culture is impacting
employee’ productivity and satisfaction.
Are they still experiencing virtual workplace
burnout? Is work-life balance a persisting
issue? What health and safety concerns
linger? Has your chosen model created
unintended consequences, good or bad?
Keep corporate culture alive with new ideas,
long-standing traditions, and employee
input.
Rebuild your retention and
recruitment plan.
The pandemic proved a virtual workplace
model is not only feasible, it’s desirable.
The workforce now has the upper hand.
Your best employee might be enticed by a
company that offers the flexibility to work
how and where they desire. Likewise, with a
virtual or hybrid model in place, it’s possible
to bring on top talent not previously
accessible to you. Take an inventory of your
strengths and weaknesses as an employer,
identify any proximity bias for employee
advancements, revisit your compensation
packages, and adjust to suit what the
market dictates.
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Fine-tune your
technology stack.
What virtual workplace tools adopted
during the pandemic are still effective
with on-site teams? With hybrid teams?
Is your technology integrated to optimize
productivity and a frictionless workflow?
Explore untapped tools that can enhance
your chosen workplace model. Prioritize
investment in technology solutions for both
on-site and virtual workspaces.

Reassess your model.
Being nimble is the name of the game
moving forward. The model you implement
today might not be effective in six months,
or a year. Call on your decision team to
reassess what is working and what isn’t in
each area of these areas.
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The CMO Club is a community for heads
of marketing to come together, share
ideas, be inspired, and solve their toughest
challenges in an exclusive, candid, and trusted
environment. Tailored exclusively for top
marketing executives, the club prides itself
on being the most innovative and engaged
community of senior marketing leaders in
the world. Membership is 650+ CMOs strong
and growing, representing both B2B and B2C
brands, with Chapters in over 30 cities across
the globe. Fueled by dynamic peer-to-peer
problem-solving, inspirational and educational
events, and insights into the latest marketing
trends and cutting-edge innovation, the CMO
Club is the place to be for the world’s top
marketing executives. For more details, please
visit www.thecmoclub.com.
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