
Rethinking The Reflective Office 

Shaping more human-centric spaces that mirror employee  
needs and organizational demands



‘The Reflective Office’  
will be a vital resource

Introduction: Shaping spaces that sustain growth

The new normal is here. Get used to it. That’s the message The Economist delivered global 
business leaders in December 2021. The predictable unpredictability that the pandemic 
entailed at the start of the decade is here to stay. And for all the disruption and anxiety that 
prevails, the uncertainty has also brought undeniable work life benefits and empowered 
employees like never before. Or has it? 

Research reveals a real power struggle emerging between employers and employees.

While it would appear most organizations are planning to embrace some form of hybrid 
working policy (the 3-2 or 2-3 in-office/remote split), the longer term aim for the majority of 
leaders is to return to an average daily attendance rate more akin with pre-pandemic levels 
(circa. 80% occupancy). 

With 69%  of employees already considering leaving their current employer for fear the flexibility 
they’ve come to enjoy is increasingly under threat, will those at the helm of organizations 
change tactics to retain talent and foster the culture, they claim, relies on enforcing a more 
wholesale return to the office?
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“Progressive leaders are 
using the pandemic as a 
powerful tool in their quest 
for modernization and 
competitiveness. The game 
has changed and employees 
are in the driving seat.”
Andrew Mawston, Founder of Advanced Workplace 
Institute, ‘The New Deal - The Post Covid-19 
Contract between Employees and Employers’

1WKspace workplace trends, US survey data, September 2021

In ‘Rethinking The Reflective Office’ 
we identify what matters most 
to employers and employees as 
restrictions ease and expectations 
alter. Considering the commercial 
design interventions that could help 
hone human-centric spaces that 
nurture people while supporting high 
levels of business performance. In the 
most sustainable way possible.



-

The ‘Rethinking Workplace’ Series 

This report delves into Tarkett’s own CoreNet commissioned 
research, complementary studies and third-party insights to set 
out why the carefully configured, reflective office will be such a 
vital resource in our post-pandemic recovery - for everyone that 
sells, orchestrates or uses square footage for ‘workplace’.
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Rethinking the 
Inclusive Office 
- designing for 
diversity  
(November, 2020)

Rethinking the 
Sustainable Office 
- embracing the 
circular economy 
(October, 2020)

Rethinking the 
Dynamic Office - 
catering for flex  
and fluidity  
(January, 2021)
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Additional insights: Calling on the wider ‘workplace’ ecosystem 

In tandem, collaborator WKspace carried out the next wave of its own research, which the change management 
and employee engagement strategists have been rolling out since May 2020. This work comprises:

• 876,470 responses to-date
• Representing 314 cities/ states around the world
• Working with 168 of its client companies

The data reported on is from the 20,000 U.S. respondents captured in September 2021.

Who and what we asked:

On behalf of Tarkett, CoreNet polled CRE companies for the  
fourth time since the start of the pandemic on:
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Functions
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What are the most pressing issues facing businesses as they plan the return to the office 
and how can they use workplace design to elevate the status of the workplace?
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What we discovered

The ‘new normal’ could eventually evolve into the same old

All strands of the research support that the safety issues which kept people away from the office for so long 
have now largely been displaced. Only 19% of the CoreNet CRE community thinks that C-19 transmission 
concerns are the main reason for any further delays in a return to the workplace. And the majority of employers 
envisage shortly introducing pre-pandemic norms.

Putting a spotlight on what unites and divides those making the decisions and the wider workforce, 
the report aims to support longer term planning. Helping the most progressive corporations see space 
differently - investing in their people and the environments that are truly reflective of end-user needs and 
an endemic state of mind. 

Indeed, there is an interesting dichotomy developing 
between employees and employers and the key drivers 
bringing people back to the physical enterprise. 



People are more self-aware, politically concerned and socially conscious. 

The reflective office must address these top three key concerns:

1. The ‘no more’ flexibility fear factor

Employees are scared of losing the flex they’ve come to enjoy. But 
the reluctance to give up the obvious home office perks and endure a 
busy commute is less about lifestyle and more about losing control. 

For a moment in time the power balance between leaders and their 
departments became more evenly weighted. A return to the rat race 
means relinquishing that equilibrium and potentially taking several 
strides back on some of today’s most sensitive HR issues.

2. All together now

Employers and employees have differing ideas about how to bring 
people back together most effectively. There is a strong consensus, 
however, that  workplaces need to be designed with collaboration and 
connectedness in mind. 

CoreNet respondents see the future office as most resembling social 
clubhouses. Observing that organizations are not necessarily seeking 
to rationalize their square footage - as first thought - but do intend on 
using the space differently. Embracing activity-based working, hot 
desking and more public-private amenities to facilitate and inspire 
those all-important planned and unplanned ‘in-person’ interactions 
that make ‘in-office’ working worth the commute and ongoing real 
estate investment.

3. Building back, better 

Wellbeing must come first. CRE professionals believe this has to 
be businesses’ biggest focus. Providing people with a carefully 
considered setting is important yet often overlooked in supporting 
optimum mental, physical and emotional health. 

There is a greater appreciation of material selection with a 50/50 split 
on whether there should be an emphasis on healthy or sustainable 
attributes. Suggesting that the symbiotic relationship between 
people and planet is at long last being recognized and a more holistic 
approach to specification not only means less embodied carbon but 
promotes wellbeing in its totality. 
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The ‘no more’ flexibility  
fear factor 
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Corporate real estate professionals surmise that businesses’ biggest hurdle in 2022 is 
bringing employees back to the office without feeling resentful or enforced. 

64% of CoreNet respondents believed the widespread reticence surrounding more formalized 
on-site working stems from the ‘no more’ flexibility fear factor. People are loathed to give 
up their say on where, when and how they work. Yet the majority of employers are failing to 
engage with their workforce on any level:

CoreNet | Tarkett

• Not one single participant observed highly positive sentiment surrounding a proposed 
return to the office 

• 25% say nothing will fundamentally change beyond reconfigured layouts

WKspace 

• 83% of people feel differently about where and how they work
• 69% would walk if they were denied the opportunity to work the way they want
• 63% of employers haven’t consulted their workforce on proposed working patterns  

Top-down management styles that deprive people the opportunity to have at least some say 
or influence moving forwards will ultimately lose the talent war. For, although superficially it 
seems people are holding out for flex on their terms, really it’s about being listened to.

Only 7% of employees want to return to the office full-time, while a third of senior executives 
would like their subordinates to return five days per week. What’s more, 35% of employers 
do not trust how their people spend their time when working from home.

CHALLENGE 1

53%
To attend  

meetings in  
person

66%
To work  

collaboratively
with colleagues

56%
To socialize  
with others

28%
To improve  

my wellbeing

34%
Clients will  
expect me  
to return

45%
For a change  

of scenery  
& routine

Employees’ reasons to return to the office,  
WKspace September 2021
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All flex and no 
structure is untenable 
Aligning on a flex-first approach

What is the optimum occupancy rate? WKspace set 
out to establish an ideal framework for both parties.

Employees would prefer to be required on-site just 
under a third of the time (31%); whereas employers 
would like to see staff in the workplace two thirds of 
their contracted hours - increasing to circa. 80% in 
the long run. Essentially returning to pre-pandemic 
in-office occupancy rates. Broadly speaking, the ideal 
scenario satisfying employees’ perceived needs and 
organizational demands is spending, on average,  
40-60% on-site. 

CoreNet’s survey population reinforced this as the 
most likely scenario saying end-user organizations will 
respond by reducing square footage and subsidizing 
home-office set-ups (36%). A fifth (20%) see highly 
amenitized campus style environments as offering the 
biggest draw to those dividing their professional time 
between their home address and place of work.

Making remote work 

It’s also important to remember the continuing 
hybrid working model incurs wider implications 
than bricks and mortar. Catering as far as possible 
for individual preferences while striving for 
inclusivity is a juxtaposition in itself. 

When one person’s flex is another’s restraint and 
with multi-site considerations often in the mix, 
togetherness could just be what drives us even 
further apart - without careful management. 
Especially if organizations are only affording ‘work 
from home status’ to a perceived elite few.

For employers and employees to 
align on future flex there needs to be 
a clear idea of the evolving role of the 
workplace and the part everybody 
plays in building a culture that isn’t 
just confined to HQ. 

 “When there’s uncertainty, people 
tend to stay put, so there are pent-up 
resignations that didn’t happen over 
the past year… The numbers are 
multiplied, by the many pandemic-
related epiphanies - about family 
time, remote work, commuting, 
passion projects, life and death, and 
what it all means - that can make 
people turn their back on the 9-to-5 
office grind.”

Anthony Klotz, Associate Professor of 
Management, Texas A&M University



All together now 

“Offices allow people to access 
tangible resources in a specialized 
work area. Culture is built around 
engagement, inclusion and trust 
and the highest performing, 
cohesive teams work best face-
to-face. The future office has to 
incorporate flexible work policies 
and spaces.”

Dr. Mike O’Neill, Founder and CEO, 
HumanSpace Solutions 
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‘Workplace destination’ is the new buzz phrase 

This instantly brings to mind coffee shops, on-site 
gyms, wellness studios and contemplation rooms 
for those with corporate budgets but really it’s about 
giving people a reason to come into the office and to 
be a part of something. Big, small, single or multi-
site. Helping businesses to build connections is the 
reflective office’s role - regardless of where its real 
estate footprint spans. 

Tarkett’s research take-aways

CoreNet’s headline statistics evidence that spaces designed with interaction in-mind will 
have the greatest marketability and make the most difference to the triple bottom line:

• CRE companies recognize that creating a sense of community and connection is 
key for workplaces to remain relevant and utilized as a vital resource 

• 65% cite this as the single biggest issue facing end-user organizations 
• Over a quarter (26%) see it as a particular business concern when it comes to 

attracting new talent

Understanding people’s motivations (and reticence) in making the return must inform 
why and how offices should change to fulfil this warm and fuzzy idea of workplaces as 
‘happening’ social hubs.

“Designing for 
social connection 
should be a new 
standard in 
development.”
Claire Bailey, Director of 
Commercial Research, Savills

CHALLENGE 2



Looking through a different lens

While team members and their leaders may be at odds on certain aspects there is also a great deal of 
commonality on why aiming to be ‘all together now’ is so critical.

Healthier, happier, high performing teams  crave community 
and connection - to learn, to share, support and thrive together. 
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Leaders say, with continuing home working they worry about:

For the first time in September 2021 team members also  
started to flag similar issues. 

While opportunities to collaborate and socialize with colleagues 
have long been recognized as the prime reasons for coming back 
to an office environment, at this point in the pandemic WKspace 
reported a new set of findings coming to the fore:

50% of employees 
believe that remote 
working is having a 
detrimental impact 
on team learning

24% want to get 
back to being 

mentored  
more closely

26% acknowledge 
working alongside 

their colleagues will 
allow them to mentor 

others better

What we must be consignant 
of is that creating space for 
social interaction doesn’t 
mean it will happen. So how 
can reflective office design 
principles help end-user 
organizations re-engage 
employees and encourage 
them to optimize their time 
on-site in the most productive 
and fulfilling ways?

67%
Developing  
team skills

39%
Giving new  

starters the right  
experience

54%
Declining  

culture and  
morale

51%
Poor  

communication  
issues



Building back better
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Up to now, the report has explored what makes people feel psychologically safe 
and emotionally-motivated to move away from the default ‘work from home’ mode. 
Next, let’s consider how offices should take shape in order to be all the things 
workplace visionaries have set out. This is no mean feat considering the enormity 
of the bigger picture societal issues HOK’s Kay Sargeant addressed at The CoreNet 
Global Summit in Seattle.

With an emphasis on what offices need to deliver, over aesthetic detail, in her 
keynote speech the Director of Workplace for HOK set out the need for diverse work 
settings to deliver spaces that support:

Concentration Contemplation

Congregation Comune/Process

Creation

Convivial/Social

“There is a compelling 
human business case to 
be made for ensuring we 
approach the design of 
workplaces to help address 
mindfulness, health, safety, 
wellbeing and inclusivity.” 
Kay Sargeant, Senior Principal, Director 
of Workplace, HOK - speaking at The 
CoreNet Global Summit North America, 
November 2021

CHALLENGE 3



The practical implications of translating these conceptual ideals

To secure the office’s ‘social future’ workplaces may introduce digital-free zones for face-to-face 
interactions, movable - not fixed - furniture, standing height desks without central barriers to encourage 
unprompted collaboration, shared facilities (such as kitchens, bathrooms and bike storage), as well as 
other thoughtful touches that could be conducive conversation starters. 

While the CRE professionals that participated in the Tarkett CoreNet Global research recognize the 
importance of creating more flexible and collaborative spaces, almost half of them (47%) are concerned 
about the amount of disruption and investment required to reconfigure spaces with even these so-called 
smaller gestures in-mind.

Static workplaces that require hefty investments or major disruption  
to modify mean it’s hard to breathe new life into struggling buildings.

They maintain that office layouts are often ‘too locked-down to perform’, citing this as their most 
pressing concern when evaluating their portfolios as a whole. Followed by the lack of investment in 
prime, inner city locations and environmental, social and governance (ESG) factors.

CRE professionals also flagged:

Lack of adaptability 
- static workplaces that 

require major investment/ 
disruption (47%)

Decreasing occupier density 
- organizations downsizing 
in pursuit of less expensive 
leases and a better quality 

employee experience (23%)

Sustainability 
 - meeting owner,  

occupier and investor  
expectations (19%)

This was echoed by the fact that, when asked about what would deliver improved marketability and 
the most longer term value, respondents prioritized features such as raised access flooring, modular 
construction and tenant improvements that make it efficient and cost effective to change key aspects 
of a building (40%). 
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Location, location, location 

Naturally, regardless of the shape of the future office, location remains key with the study also showing 
that having amenities within easy reach, access to outdoor space and well connected districts on the 
periphery of cities are all key.

Interestingly, only 5% see prime central real estate as the future - with a fifth favoring strategically located 
campus type environments and 19% predicting businesses will go down the ‘hub and spoke’ route - setting 
up smaller offices closer to where staff live. 15% say they anticipate be an upsurge in refurbishment 
projects as a more environmentally considerate and cost-effective way of securing prestige locations.
 

The big tech players are reinterpreting ‘The Reflective Office’ in differing ways

Championing city center renovation

Google has bought offices in London 
committing to transforming the space it’s rented 
at Renzo Piano’s Central St. Giles since 2012. 
The multi-million pound refurbishment will 
focus on creating spaces that support Google's 
vision of the future of work, with an emphasis on 
collaboration, flexibility and wellbeing. 

As reported by design authority, Dezeen, the 
renderings of the interiors by BDG Architects 
show spaces such as a "quiet zone" with nooks 
for individual-focused work and a wellness-
orientated overhead art installation that 
provides "a window to the passing clouds". The 
company’s goal is to reuse as many reclaimed 
materials as possible to reimagine its enviable 
‘new home’ in the UK capital.

Revitalizing campus work-life
 
Meanwhile, Microsoft’s new gold standard for 
campus design in Silicon Valley models a new 
kind of workplace in form, function, aesthetic and 
connection. The 650,000 square foot site has been 
devised to let in lots of natural light with courtyards 
and operable windows throughout. Featuring 
dining venues, a ‘living room’ central hub, alcoves, 
scrum rooms and even outdoor meeting facilities 
for in-person and virtual attendees the campus is 
intended to benefit not only Microsoft staff but the 
wider community. 

Aiming to be totally off-grid in the future, improving 
air quality and carbon reduction have been key 
drivers. The roof collects solar and water, provides 
shared communal gardens and harvests produce 
for on-site catering, while offering areas for people 
to escape to for some outdoors downtime.
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Marrying physical, emotional, mental and material health AND 
sustainability = wellbeing

What is clear to see from the brief case studies shared is that end-user organizations now  
appreciate that to be sustainable means putting wellbeing first.

Where previously a preoccupation with carbon footprint meant organizations downplayed the 
importance of health and wellbeing and the impact of people’s surroundings on their mental, physical 
and emotional self.

Now, there is a more holistic appreciation of what  
is good for people is good for the planet.  

Human sustainability, growth and development depends on us all taking better care of our world. The 
linkages between the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and human wellbeing demonstrate 
how interdependent these variables are on supporting quality of life. And the larger corporations are now 
responding, with many integrating ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance) goals and criteria into 
company reporting.

True enough these are huge societal issues and  no-one’s wellbeing is exclusively correlated with the 
workplace - but it’s in everyone’s interests for businesses to embrace sustainability in its broadest sense.

What once seemed so intangible is now almost  
inextricable from ‘workplace’ discussions.

Indeed, the CoreNet research population struggled to see what should take precedence if the choice 
is between protecting the environment or people. With an exact split (42% each) between materials 
claiming strong sustainability credentials and those certified as being healthier - because they are 
non-toxic and/or in some way enhance the indoor environment - people are torn. That’s because 
separating the two criteria is counterintuitive. 

By playing their bit in providing people with the right tools to thrive, 
while protecting the planetary concerns within their sphere of control, 
companies can confidently deliver on wellbeing. 
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As CRE professionals and end-users prepare for a post-pandemic workplace it is evident 
that to stay competitive - both as employers and space providers - the role of the office 
needs to be redefined.

Organizations and employees have shown remarkable resilience and adaptability from the 
outset, but they now need to recognize and face up to the challenges ahead. 

The power in the workplace is shifting and with 
competition for top talent fierce, employees have more say 
in where and how they want to work than ever before. 

In spite of this, CoreNet reports that over a third of respondents observe many organizations 
not making any changes to their workplace beyond social distancing and other obligatory 
safety measures. This raises questions regarding how quickly offices will be able to react 
and remain relevant in this new era - providing human-centric [healthy, sustainable] office 
environments that meet evolving employee and employer needs. 

Conclusion: Defining the future 
office and delivering on it 
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The  reflective office - one that smartly mirrors commuters, colleagues, leaders and wider 
stakeholder motivations - will be a vital resource in making a solid economic and sensitive 
emotional recovery. Bringing people together again, building team culture and ensuring everyone is 
pulling in the same direction. 

Now the onus is on end-users and the CRE community as a whole to create workplaces that 
deliver true destinations; becoming places that employees are prepared to travel to and do so 
with purpose. Coming to a place of stability, consistency and welcome camaraderie amid all the 
continuing uncertainty.

Planning for the predictable unpredictable undoubtedly requires smarter strategies but based on 
everything the research has uncovered, the most progressive organizations will succeed by simply 
being human. Listening, learning and adapting. Right now that may mean re-evaluating real estate 
portfolios from a competitive standpoint. Is it the right site? Right location? Does it showcase the 
best of us? Is it sustainable?
 

But longer term those that tune-in and take this stance will 
see more clearly the opportunities and seize them. For the 
future office is now - this is the new normal.
 
No beginning, no end. Always reflecting.
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This report is part of Tarkett’s ongoing research program and builds on the  
following research and reports including third party studies: 

The wave of research that Tarkett and CoreNet Global previously conducted: 

• Rethinking The Sustainable Workplace  
Exploring how Circular Economy is shaping corporate real estate strategies 

• Rethinking The Inclusive Workplace 
Exploring the extent to which diversity and inclusion is impacting commercial design 
 

• Rethinking The Dynamic Workplace  
Evidencing the need for organizations to embrace more flex and fluidity on the office floor

The findings in this document also builds on Tarkett and The Great Indoors’ ongoing global 
research program involving 17,100 office employees to-date. This vast body of work is 
published on thegreat-indoors.com.

Additionally, third party research has been referenced throughout the guide: 

• WKspace global surveys with 876,470 total responses 314 cities/states around the world  
2020-2021. Results in this report are based upon responses 14th September 2021 

• WeWork Ipsos Mori research of 4,000 office workers in the USA, the UK,  
France and Germany in 2018 

• Harvard TH Chan School of Public Health, SHINE research 2020 

• Bloomberg Business Week, 10th May 2021 by Anthony Klotz, associate professor  
of management, Texas A&M University 

• Advance Workplace Institute ‘The New Deal - the post-Covid-19 contract  
between employees and employers’ report, April 2021 

• Steelcase WorkSpace Futures global research, Fall 2021
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Report resources

https://www.thegreatindoors.eu/media/1489/tarkett-circular-report-oct-2020final.pdf
https://www.thegreatindoors.eu/media/1501/tarkett-diversity-report-oct-2020-2.pdf
https://www.thegreatindoors.eu/research/rethinking-the-dynamic-workplace/
http://www.thegreat-indoors.com


Tarkett, The Great Indoors & Rethinking Workplace global study

The Great Indoors is a digital platform where we bring together industry research, thought leader 
contributions and focus group insights that explore what makes ‘The Great Indoors’, great. 

We made it our mission a decade ago to understand how we can help create ‘The Great Indoors’. 
With a focus on health and wellbeing, we set about designing flooring systems that counteract 
some of the challenges of being inside for such a large part of our lives. We recognize that since 
we started this journey, things have inevitably moved on. That today health and wellbeing in a 
wider ‘future of work’ context is as much about the emotional as it is the physical environment. 

We spend 90% of our time indoors, but how we spend that time is changing. As part of our ongoing 
project, we are exploring the impact of this on the A&D community. 

Through our ongoing research initiatives, we aim to provide a better understanding of how 
changing behavioral trends might impact on commercial office design. How the lines between 
the personal and the professional, work and life, have long been blurring. We wanted to uncover 
how this trend is impacting on the design and specification of office environments, with the aim of 
facilitating wider discussion that gets to the heart of how we - designers, specifiers, suppliers - can 
all play a part in making ‘The Great Indoors’ indeed great and geared up for a new way of working. 

To date, Tarkett has gathered data from more than 17,100 office workers worldwide and hosted 
focus groups, seminars and webinars with architects and designers to discuss its findings, all with 
the aim of stimulating innovation and collaboration on best practice workplace design. Discover 
more about the Rethinking Workplace initiative at 
Thegreat-indoors.com.

This report was commissioned by Tarkett North America in collaboration 
with CoreNet Global to advance the practice of corporate real estate. The 
‘Rethinking the Reflective Workplace’ initiative is being run alongside a wider 
workplace research program being undertaken by: 
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