Winning the War for Talent,
Not the Battle for Attendance

Why Return-to-Office Mandates Undermine Your
Competitive Advantage and What to Do Instead
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Leaders Are Focused on the Visible .
Challenges of Hybrid Work /" RealEstate

The post-pandemic workplace presents genuine
concerns. Executives see empty offices, question

productivity, and worry about mentorship for - —— e
junior talent. These are the immediate, visible \x
issues driving the push for a return to the office. \ - Productivity
\ Concerns
y, N Preserving
0 1 O 8 “Culture”
0 ) /0 S
of knowledge workers are required in offices A Mentorship
are now in some form of full-time, yet mandate Visibility

hybrid arrangement. pressure is growing.
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The Path to Mandates is Paved with
Understandable, Yet Flawed, Assumptions

The decision to implement a mandate isn't arbitrary. It's often a response to specific internal
and external pressures. Leaders default to what they know: presence-based oversight.

1. Sunk Costs & Peer Pressure

Significant real estate commitments and the influence
of competitor policies create immense pressure to “get
back to normal."

2. Managerial Skill Gaps

Many managers lack the training to lead distributed
teams effectively, making presence a convenient (but
inaccurate) proxy for performance.

3. Generational Assumptions

Senior leaders often project their own career experiences, J
assuming co-location is the only path for development,
without analyzing current data.
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Mandates Create
Hidden Costs That
Dwarf the Visible
Problems They
Aim to Solve

While leaders focus on the tip of the
iceberg, the true danger lies beneath the
surface. Mandate-driven approaches
trigger a cascade of negative
consequences that erode

organizational capability and long-term
competitiveness. These costs are less
visible but far more damaging.

Adverse Selection:
High-Performer
Attrition

Psychological
Contract Violations

Erosion of Trust
& Engagement

Burden on
Caregivers

Weakened
Employer Brand

Disproportionate
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Mandates Trigger “Adverse Selection,” Driving Your
Best Talent to Competitors

High Performers Average/Lower Performers

Exit to Flexible
Competitors

Retained Retained

When a mandate is announced, not all employees have the same choice. High performers with specialized skills and
strong networks face lower switching costs and more outside options. The result is a selection mechanism that
disproportionately retains less mobile workers while losing the very talent you can least afford to lose.

“Organizations may win short-term compliance battles while losing
longer-term wars for talent, innovation, and market position.”
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Reversing Flexibility Violates the Psychological Contract,
Eroding Trust and Commitment

During the pandemic, organizations praised remote productivity and often promised continued flexibility. Mandate
reversals are perceived as a breach of that implicit agreement, triggering feelings of betrayal and mistrust.

Key Impacts of a Broken Contract

Reduced Organizational Commitment: Employees feel less loyalty
to the company.

Lower Discretionary Effort: The motivation to go ‘above and
beyond’ diminishes.

Increased Turnover Intentions: Even those who comply start
looking for other opportunities.

Key Insight

The damage isn't the policy itself, but the signal of mistrust it sends.
Mandates frame the employment relationship as transactional,
activating resistance and undermining intrinsic motivation.
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Blanket Mandates Create a Disproportionate Burden
on Caregivers and Underrepresented Groups

A one-size-fits-all policy does not have a one-size-fits-all impact. Research shows that mandates
disproportionately affect specific employee populations, creating significant equity and inclusion risks.
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Gender & Caregiving Geographic &

Women, particularly mothers, Socioeconomic Inequity

place a higher value on Mandates penalize

flexibility due to persistent employees with longer

societal differences in commutes or those who

caregiving responsibilities. relocated to more affordable

Mandates can accelerate areas with the organization's

female attrition. blessing during the
pandemic.

Health & Wellbeing

For employees with chronic
health conditions, disabilities,
or neurodivergence, remote
work is an essential
accommodation, not just a
preference.
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The Future of Work is Not a Policy Problem:;
It's a Leadership Capability Challenge

The most successful organizations are not debating attendance policies.
They are building the capabilities to lead and perform in a new era. The
choice is between enforcing compliance and enabling performance.

The Policy Enforcement The Capability Building Approach
Approach (The Past) Approach (The Future)

e Top-Down Mandates o Te FIeX|b|I|ty

e Management by Presence o Management by Jutcome

e Mistrust & Control 0 & utonom:

e One-Size-Fits-All Policy e Role-Basec leferentlatlon

e Fights for Compliance e Win: .the War for Talen
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Shift Focus from Measuring Presence to Measuring
What Matters: Outcomes

Successful flexible work requires moving from assessing visibility to assessing results. This involves
implementing structured processes for defining success, establishing measurable milestones, and
providing continuous feedback.

Effective Mechanisms
e Objective Key Results (OKRs) to align the entire organization.

» Agile sprint-based models for regular progress reviews.

/| ¢ Dashboards with leading (activity) and lagging (outcome) indicators.

Action: After shifting to a remote-first model, Allstate transformed its performance
management to focus on measurable outputs, not office visibility.
Allstate

Result: Maintained productivity while achieving higher employee satisfaction and lower
real estate costs.
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Build Commitment Through Transparency and
Participation in Policy Design
Much of the backlash against mandates stems from how they are communicated. Top-

down pronouncements that ignore employee input are destined to fail. Participation
Increases both the quality of the policy and the commitment to its success.

Effective Approaches

e Solicit input before policies are finalized through surveys and listening sessions.
e Run pilot programs with volunteer teams to gather data.

e Share the 'why’ with transparent data about the challenges you're solving.

Mini Case Study

Action: Formed employee working groups to identify role-specific collaboration needs,
/‘7 enabling teams to determine their own in-office cadence.
CapitalOne

Result: Generated significantly less resistance than peer institutions while still achieving
leadership's collaboration goals.
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Invest in the Tools and Skills That Make Distributed
Collaboration Seamless

Expecting hybrid work to succeed without investing in the right infrastructure creates a self-fulfilling
prophecy of failure. Strategic investment in technology and skills makes location less relevant.

Critical Investments
Inter Medium

Technology: Asynchronous platforms (Slack, Teams), digital whiteboards, and high-quality video
conferencing for all.

Skills: Training on inclusive facilitation for hybrid meetings, effective documentation practices, and
asynchronous communication.

Mini Case Study

Action: Invested heavily in a ‘Team Anywhere’ model, providing home office stipends and extensive
A ATLASSIAN  training on distributed work practices.

Result: Retained talent that competitors lost to mandates while maintaining high innovation velocity.
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Reimagine the Office as a "Collaboration Hub,”

Not a Daily Requirement

Forcing employees to commute just to sit on video calls in a cubicle destroys morale. The
modern office must earn the commute by providing an environment purpose-built for the
collaborative activities that truly benefit from co-presence.

Key Redesign Strategies

» Reduce individual workstations and expand team-based collaboration zones.
Create bookable project rooms equipped for intensive sprints.
' Design “equal access” meeting rooms where remote participants are first-class citizens.

Mini Case Study

Action: Converted traditional office floors into collaboration-focused environments
with more team project areas and innovation labs.

Result: Office time is now used for higher-quality collaboration, even with lower

overall attendance.
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The Ultimate Competitive Advantage:
Unlocking the Global Talent Pool

Strict RTO mandates are a self-imposed constraint on your most critical resource: talent. By requiring

daily commutes to a physical office, you are competing for a limited local talent pool. Building distributed
capability allows you to hire the best person for the job, regardless of their location.

The Strategic Choice
Option A Option B
Compete for the limited, expensive talent within Access the best-fit talent from anywhere in the world, often
commuting distance of your offices. In talent-rich regions you couldn't otherwise reach.
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Inspiration: Companies like GitLab and Zapier have built entirely distributed workforces, hiring based on capability, not geography,

giving them access to talent their competitors can only dream of.
& NotebookLM



Build Capability, Not Compliance:
The Foundation of Long-Term Resilience

The future of work is not about returning to pre-pandemic norms. It is about building more
resilient, trusting, and high-performing organizations. The choice is not between the office
and home; it is between policy enforcement that erodes talent and capability building that
creates a durable competitive advantage. By measuring what matters, investing in your

leaders, and trusting your people, you can navigate the challenges of modern work and
attract the talent that will define your future.
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