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In 2019, Cohesion conducted its inaugural global 
survey to gauge the sentiments of employees 
who worked in office buildings. Participants 
responded to questions about the desire for 
technology in office buildings, the future of the 
office, and building app usage.  

In early 2020, Cohesion relaunched its survey but 
also added questions on pandemic employment 
status and remote employee likes and dislikes. The 
second of a two-part series, the survey was 
conducted again in the fall of 2020 with over 1,000 
employees who primarily worked in an office 
building prior to the pandemic. The aggregated 
data was then analyzed and compared to both 

the survey conducted in May 2020 as well as the 
2019 survey. 

This report contains key insights into what 
employees desire from their workplace now that 
many workers have been primarily working from 
home for at least nine months. It catalogues what 
has changed since May 2020 and what has stayed 
the same in employee outlooks, giving buildings a 
solid playbook on how to best prepare for the 
return of office employees.  

While the space is ever-evolving, one thing is clear - 
technology will be part of the office worker’s 
experience.  

About the Cohesion Voice of the Employee Survey, Part II
WHEN: October - November 2020
WHERE: Worldwide sample (N=1,062 employees who worked in an office building pre-pandemic)

Executive Summary
Although many office workers have adapted to 
a new work-from-home normal, an 
overwhelming majority of employees want to 
come back to the office. While they enjoy 
working from home for personal reasons, they 
also recognize that innovation and collaboration 
happen in-person.  

When employees do return to office buildings, 
they will have new priorities than what they 
viewed as most important prior to the pandemic. 
Now, employees are prioritizing health, wellness, 

and security far above physical amenities such as 
on-site gyms, restaurants, and bars.  

Technology is no longer a nice-to-have; it is now a 
must-have amenity. Office buildings can provide a 
safe work environment by becoming healthy 
buildings and a productive place by enabling a 
frictionless building experience. Ultimately, the future 
of work relies on technology, which allows buildings 
to adapt and be flexible for changing demands. The 
following pages dive deeper into these findings and 
what they mean for buildings. 



Key Findings

Although many employees are cautious about 
returning to the office, the majority want to return. 
Results show increases in the number of 
employees who said they would feel comfortable 
returning immediately (from 21% to 23%), in two to 
three months (from 13% to 15%), when the 
pandemic subsides (from 14% to 19%), or when the 

government says it’s safe (from 7% to 10%). At the 
same time, there were decreases in the number of 
employees who were interested in having a flexible 
work from home schedule (from 12% to 9%), who 
wished to work from home indefinitely (from 8% to 
7%), and who said that they were “in no rush” to 
return (from 11% to 7%). 

These results show that, after trying remote work this 
year, employees are very interested in returning to 
the office. Other studies have found similar results; a 
recent Gensler survey found that 81% of U.S. workers 
would ideally work in the office in some capacity, 
whether full-time or in a hybrid model.  

Employees not only want to return to the office, but 
68% of employees intend to go back to the office in 
some form in 2021. Now is the time for commercial 
real estate to prepare for the return of employees to 
the office by prioritizing what makes people feel 
safe and healthy to return.

Employees are interested in returning to the office.

Although most people want to return to the office, 
the primary reason that employees enjoy working 
remotely is to achieve a better work/life balance. 
The top two reasons that employees identified 
enjoying working from home were “more time 
with family” and “no commute.” At the same time, 
from a professional perspective, employees said 
that having “less collaboration,” “no change of 
scenery,” and work being “less personal” were the 
three most negative aspects of working remotely. 
Nearly a third of employees (29%) admit they are 
less productive working remotely.  

Employees’ desire to return to the office could be 
the result of various factors, but one explanation 
may be the lack of collaboration opportunities 
afforded by remote work.  

While some research, including a study from 
Microsoft, suggests that productivity has remained 
stable or even increased for many companies 
with employees working remotely, a lack of 

collaboration should give businesses pause, as it 
could lead to negative impacts down the road. Data 
from that same Microsoft study also suggest that 
innovation, a key ingredient for any business’s 
long-term health, is waning. Dr. Michael Parke of the 
Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, 
who supervised the study, said, “We know from a 
lot of research that innovation and creativity often 
happen through collaboration.” Without the ability 
to work in-person with colleagues, remote 
employees are missing out on opportunities to train, 
learn, innovate, and create. This link between 
collaboration and innovation indicates that 
businesses looking to develop new and creative 
ideas need to increase collaboration. 

Additionally, many workers are suffering from a 
new phenomenon called Zoom fatigue. According 
to Dr. Jena Lee, an Assistant Professor at the David 
Geffen School of Medicine and the Director of 
Pediatric Consult-Liaison Service and Pediatric 
Emergency Psychiatry at UCLA Mattel Children’s 

Innovation doesn’t happen on Zoom.
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Hospital, in a recent article from Psychiatric Times, 
“Zoom fatigue describes the tiredness, worry or 
burnout associated with overusing virtual 
platforms of communication. Like other 
experiences associated with the coronavirus 
pandemic, Zoom fatigue is widely prevalent, 
intense, and completely new.”  

For many businesses, innovation isn’t happening 
over Zoom. Office employees who are working 

from home are suffering from the toll of Zoom 
fatigue while missing out on collaboration 
opportunities such as traditional whiteboarding 
sessions or in-person conversations that happen 
when coworkers are working side-by-side in an 
office. This gives buildings an opportunity to 
provide the collaborative and innovative 
environment that employees are lacking in the 
work-from-home setting. 

What’s your company’s policy for 2021 on 
returning to the office?

Full time in office
Hybrid of in-office 
and at home
Working from home
I don’t know

38%

15%

1%

16%

Other
30%

https://www.gensler.com/research-insight/gensler-research-institute/us-workplace-survey-2020-summer-fall
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/11/pandemic-productivity-innovation-remote-working/
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regarding other building inhabitants’ exposure to, 
symptoms of, or diagnosis of COVID-19; building 
occupancy information; air quality information; and 
cleaning schedule information. 

Having this information helps employees feel 
comfort when it’s safe to return to work. At the same 
time, providing information produces benefits for 
buildings including tenant retention; according to 
the recent BOMA International COVID-19 
Commercial Real Estate Impact Study, "consistent 
communication throughout the pandemic is cited as 
a contributing factor to strong landlord approval and 
increased loyalty."  

Hospital, in a recent article from Psychiatric 
Times, “Zoom fatigue describes the tiredness, 
worry or burnout associated with overusing 
virtual platforms of communication. Like other 
experiences associated with the coronavirus 
pandemic, Zoom fatigue is widely prevalent, 
intense, and completely new.”  

For many businesses, innovation isn’t happening 
over Zoom. Office employees who are working 

Employees require information.
Many of employees’ wants and needs relate to 
communication. In a time where circumstances 
are changing rapidly on a micro and macro level, 
employees desire transparency and promptness 
from their office buildings.  

Early in the pandemic, 83% of employees wanted 
to know at least some information about the 
health of people in their office building (May 
2020). That number has increased by 11% over the 
course of the pandemic to 92% of people who 
want this same level of transparency. 

Some of the primary types of communications 
that employees are looking for: health updates

It’s no surprise that employees have identified new 
priorities as a result of the pandemic. In 2019, 
employees identified the most important 
improvement that an office building could make is 
“more physical amenity options such as on-site 
gym, restaurants, and bars.” In 2020, priorities have 
shifted; employees now rank building cleanliness 
and air quality, building safety and security, and 
communication and information as the three most 
important things to them as a person who works 
in an office building. 

Two major areas of concern for employees were 
indoor air quality (IAQ) and cleanliness. These 
two areas were important to employees in our 
previous survey; however, as the pandemic has 
continued, people’s focus on them has only 
intensified. 85% of employees said they would like 
to know the air quality in the building they work 

Health, wellness, and safety are top priorities.
in, compared to 77% previously. The majority of 
employees (85%) also say that they will think about 
the health of others and air quality in their office 
building after the pandemic ends, meaning that 
buildings should not see this focus on air quality as 
a fleeting trend. To prepare for this, buildings need 
to begin monitoring IAQ and sharing that 
information with employees. We also expect to see 
a big focus on restrooms as it pertains to 
cleanliness, air quality, and occupancy. The industry 
is already exploring single restrooms, capacity 
limiting on restroom usage, and usage-based 
cleanings, amongst other trends.  

The most important amenities in a building for 
people are related to natural environments. 
Employees ranked open air spaces and natural 
lighting as the top two building amenities. Onsite 
fitness center has dropped to the least important 
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amenity in an office building. This is largely due to 
the at-home fitness and workout branded digital 
efforts. While we don’t believe gyms are an 
amenity of the past, we do know that the scrutiny 
on distancing, ahead-of-time reservations, 
occupancy, and cleanliness will rise.  

The desire to know cleaning schedules also rose, 
going from 82% to 86%. To give tenants peace of 
mind that it is safe to return, buildings need to 
communicate to employees when and how often 
their spaces are being cleaned. 

https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/psychological-exploration-zoom-fatigue
https://www.boma.org/covidimpact?_zs=aEFiA1&_zl=oXa46
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efforts. While we don’t believe gyms are an 
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mind that it is safe to return, buildings need to 
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People want to be safe in the spaces they inhabit, 
whether it be at work, home, or in public — and 
with the pandemic, the definition of building safety 
has expanded significantly to include a spectrum 
of well-being elements. While in the past the focus 
for buildings has been more on being safe from 
the perspective of physical security and natural 
hazards, there is a growing movement that 
emphasizes looking at safety more holistically, 
folding it in with health and wellness — this has 
given rise to the concept of the “healthy building,” 
especially for office buildings.  

A healthy building is marked by attention to the 
physical health, psychological well-being, and 
social well-being of occupants. Government 
organizations, research institutions, built 
environment professionals, and building 
accreditation organizations such as LEED, WELL 
Building Institute, and Fitwell have outlined areas 
that buildings must focus on in order to be 
considered healthy. 

Employees increasingly expect buildings to attend 
to these areas. One element of this is providing 
security- and health-related information and 
updates to employees. Employees desire to know 
the potential COVID risks in their buildings, along 
with more traditional building security updates. 

72% of employees would like to know the number 
of people who have been in their office building 
who are at home with COVID-like symptoms, an 89% 
increase from May.  

Other desired elements pertain more to creating a 
healthy building culture. 46% of employees said that 
they would like for health and cleanliness training 
programs to be implemented in their buildings in 
order to feel comfortable returning to the building; 
33% of employees signaled that such programs 
would have to be implemented before they would 
feel comfortable returning. 

Other desired actions require participation from 
employees of the building. Roughly 45% of survey 

Buildings must become healthy buildings, especially office.
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Yes
No
I don’t know
Other

Would you like to know the air quality inside 
the building that you’re working in?

Would you like to have access to information 
on how recently/frequently areas in your office 

building are cleaned?

Yes
No
I don’t know
Other85%

9%

.2%6%

86%

10%

.5%4%

respondents signaled that mask-wearing 
requirements are something they would like to 
have continue; 38% said that such requirements 
must continue. Although wearing masks, and 
wearing them properly, may be the 
responsibility of individuals, buildings can help 
ensure that this desired outcome is achieved by 
promoting a healthy building culture. Even if 

buildings are unable to or unwilling to enforce 
mask use and other similar measures, 
communicating their understanding of how much 
masks matter to people, encouraging people to 
wear them, and ensuring that their staff model 
proper mask use can help employees feel that 
their needs are being heard. 

If the information was available, would you like 
to know the number of people who have been 

in your office building who are at home with 
COVID-like symptoms?

Yes
Maybe
No
I don’t know72%

12%

.4%3%

13%

Other

https://sftool.gov/learn/about/576/buildings-health
https://www.archdaily.com/897147/harvard-researchers-detail-the-9-factors-that-make-a-healthy-building
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programs to be implemented in their buildings in 
order to feel comfortable returning to the building; 
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would have to be implemented before they would 
feel comfortable returning. 
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respondents signaled that mask-wearing 
requirements are something they would like to 
have continue; 38% said that such requirements 
must continue. Although wearing masks, and 
wearing them properly, may be the 
responsibility of individuals, buildings can help 
ensure that this desired outcome is achieved by 
promoting a healthy building culture. Even if 

buildings are unable to or unwilling to enforce 
mask use and other similar measures, 
communicating their understanding of how much 
masks matter to people, encouraging people to 
wear them, and ensuring that their staff model 
proper mask use can help employees feel that 
their needs are being heard. 

Technology is no longer just a nice-to-have 
amenity for office buildings — it’s a must-have 
amenity. Survey results show that employees are 
comfortable with and want to use technology to 
streamline daily activities.  

The majority of respondents (89%) said decisively 
that they would use an app if their building offered 

one, affirming the same answer from May (77%). The 
three top things that employees said they would use 
a building smartphone app for include 
communication of emergency notifications, 
communication of building cleanliness and air 
quality, and information about the building, 
demonstrating how technology could facilitate the 
kinds of communication and information distribution 
that employees desire most. 

Employees are also interested in touchless 
capabilities (35%) that would allow them to enter 
the building, call elevators, and operate bathroom 
amenities without having physical contact with 
surfaces. The implementation of such technology 
not only reduces the risk of the spread of germs, but 
enhances the tenant experience, allowing them to 
be more productive when they’re working in the 
building. The potential to provide a frictionless 
experience that enables productivity, thus increasing 
business value, could be a deciding factor for 
employees considering whether to return to the 
office in the near future. 

Technology is the linchpin of safe and efficient office building 
operations.
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If your building offered a smartphone app, 
would you use it?

Yes
No89%

11%

Conclusion: The future of work relies on technology.
Throughout the pandemic, a phrase that has been 
used in popular culture to describe our current 
existence is “the new normal.” Some elements of 
“the new normal” are specific to certain groups 
(e.g. working from home) and some are broader 
(e.g. mask-wearing and social distancing), but the 
one thing that has united practically everyone is 
technology. Home internet connections, virtual 
fitness, Zoom calls, and food delivery apps have 

become key resources for many. Technology is our 
partner to make us safer and more efficient. 

What this survey demonstrates is an appetite for 
and comfort with technology among employees. 
After months of relying on technology for most 
business and social activity, employees returning to 
the office will expect that their buildings adapt, just 
as they have, to the new normal. That means 

implementing the necessary technology and data 
to provide employees a frictionless return to the 
office, which will allow them to be more 
productive and innovative.  

Buildings are in a unique position to prepare for the 
future of work. Technology enables buildings to 
pivot based on ever-changing workforce needs. It 

gives buildings the ability to implement smart 
controls, communicate with its tenants, and give 
visibility to wellness measures. Management can see 
how people use space and use that information to 
make that space more usable and profitable. 
Building technology will not only be viewed as an 
amenity, but intelligent building technology will set a 
new bar for the hospitality and services of a building.  



Cohesion’s IoT-enabled platform integrates building systems, 
streamlines operations, and connects tenants and operators to 
deliver actionable insights. Cohesion allows for real estate 
operators to make their properties “smart” to enhance the tenant 
experience, while also creating cost efficiencies. Founded in 
August 2018 and headquartered in Chicago, Cohesion is a 
spin-off venture of ESD, a leading Chicago-based global 
engineering design firm at the forefront of next generation 
building design. For more information, visit CohesionIB.com and 
follow @CohesionIB.

About Cohesion
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they would feel comfortable returning to work in 
their office building, what is most important to them 
when returning to an office building work 
environment, and other questions related to working 
in an office building. 1,062 people responded to the 
survey; of those respondents, 1,052 work in office 
buildings. The participants are representative across 
ages, industries, and employee roles, with 97.83% of 
participants representing the United States.

Throughout the pandemic, a phrase that has been 
used in popular culture to describe our current 
existence is “the new normal.” Some elements of 
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as they have, to the new normal. That means 
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visibility to wellness measures. Management can see 
how people use space and use that information to 
make that space more usable and profitable. 
Building technology will not only be viewed as an 
amenity, but intelligent building technology will set a 
new bar for the hospitality and services of a building.  

implementing the necessary technology and data 
to provide employees a frictionless return to the 
office, which will allow them to be more 
productive and innovative.  

Buildings are in a unique position to prepare for the 
future of work. Technology enables buildings to 
pivot based on ever-changing workforce needs. It 

Methodology
The purpose of this study was to gauge what 
matters most to employees as they return or 
consider returning to their office buildings amidst 
the evolving circumstances around the COVID-19 
pandemic. This report presents the results of a 
survey Cohesion conducted in October and 
November 2020. The survey asked employees 
about their employment status, what they liked 
and disliked about working remotely, how soon 

Learn More
For additional information and insights, please 
contact marketing@cohesionib.com

mailto:marketing@cohesionib.com
https://www.cohesionib.com/
https://twitter.com/cohesionIB

