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INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 has changed the way we work, but which changes will stay 
once the pandemic has subsided? How should employers be planning 
their workplaces and employee engagement programs amid the 
uncertainty of the pandemic? Drawing on recent research focused on 
workplace trends driven or accelerated by the pandemic, we’ve begun to 
develop a picture of the emerging future of work – in the months ahead 
and beyond.

Remote working is skyrocketing. The pandemic has dramatically 
accelerated a long-running trend. Even hesitant employers have gotten 
“unstuck” and support flexible arrangements.

Even as restrictions lift, employers shouldn’t assume a return to pre-COVID 
routines. The return to the office may happen slowly, or not at all. 
Employees’ inclination to return – their pace, and the expectations they 
have of the workplace – will be shaped by values.

Employee wellbeing is even more critical now. Employers must be attentive 
to the impact of COVID-19 on their teams’ wellbeing and mental health. 
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A DRAMATIC INCREASE IN REMOTE WORKING

One of the most notable impacts of the COVID-19 crisis on the Canadian 
workforce is the rapid rise of remote working arrangements. 

The share of Canadians working remotely rose from 9% in the beginning 
of March to 31% towards the later part of March, when lockdowns and 
serious distancing measures began. By the end of April, 60% of 
Canadians were working remotely.

This sudden shift represents an enormous professional and lifestyle 
change for millions of people. Employers need to be thinking actively 
about the wide-ranging impact of this change across many dimensions, 
including employee engagement, productivity, well-being and work-life 
balance.  
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WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT REMOTE WORKERS

Not all organizations and businesses are in a position to have their 
teams work remotely. But among those that can empower team 
members to work off-site, some have embraced that possibility while 
others have hesitated. Similarly, some employees love the flexibility of 
remote working options while others prefer going the office on a 
regular schedule. 

The Environics Research Social Values measurement system 
illuminates the deeply held beliefs and mental postures that set the 
context for individual choices. Canadians’ assessments of the benefits 
and costs of remote working are informed by their values, including 
how they relate to change, complexity and flexibility. 

Using the decades of values tracking in our social values database, 
we’ve identified the values that set remote workers and other key 
employee groups apart. In the following section, we highlight the 
Social Values that have tended to be strongly held among remote 
workers in Canada – before COVID-19 forced many more Canadians to 
join the work-from-home ranks.  
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REMOTE WORKERS IN FOCUS 

• Remote workers in Canada are relatively young and highly 
adaptable.

• They embrace new challenges. COVID-19 has not diminished their 
sense of optimism, or their sense that they can exercise control over 
their own future. 

• They are open to the new and different. They embrace diversity and 
opportunities to learn from those different from themselves. They 
also seek out opportunities to be involved in their communities.

• Financially secure and motivated by status, they seek originality and 
invest in the things they love. 
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FINANCIAL SECURITY

A feeling of security and optimism 
about one’s financial future. A 
sense of being personally 
responsible for and in control of 
one’s financial situation..

Social Values 
of Remote Workers

PERSONAL 
CONTROL

Striving to organize and control 
the direction of one’s future, even 
when it feels that there are forces 
beyond one’s immediate control.
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PERSONAL
OPTIMISM

Generalized optimism about 
one’s future personal outcomes.

ADAPTIVE 
NAVIGATION

Having the flexibility to adapt to 
unforeseen events that interfere 
with the realization of one’s goals. 
Being flexible in defining one’s 
expectations and ways of meeting 
one’s objectives
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Working remotely is 

the new normal

FLEXIBLE WORK: TEMPORARY NECESSITY OR 
PERMANENT SOLUTION?

While the current shift to remote working models in Canada is evident, 
whether that change will prove durable is less clear. 

Some Canadians welcome the new arrangements their employers have 
adopted under pressure from COVID-19. In their eyes, this new routine 
proves flexibility can work – and they hope their employers will continue 
to support this option. Others see current practice as a necessary but 
temporary change to their work arrangements and look forward to 
getting back to the office. 

When we asked Canadian remote workers to predict the future, they 
were nearly evenly split:  49% said working remotely would become their 
new normal, 51% believed it to be a temporary change.

The share of the Canadian workforce that will operate remotely in two or 
five years remains to be seen. But for those anticipating a return to the 
office, what do they expect to experience? 

SURVEY FIELDED APRIL 28TH TO 30TH 2020

What does the future hold for 
remote working arrangements?

Q: Thinking about the behaviours below, which do you predict 
will become your new normal and which are only temporary? 
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COVID-19 MEASURES ARE “TEMPORARY.” WHAT DOES 
THAT MEAN?

Some workers anticipate – and are open to – a faster return to offices. 
Others lean toward a more cautious timeline. When we asked remote 
workers when they plan on returning to the office, we found two distinct 
groups:

The Wait ‘N’ See’ers want to wait at least three months before evaluating 
a return to their usual work environments. 

The Will Do-ers plan to return to business as usual within three months. 

By looking more closely at each group’s values, we can begin to build 
our understanding of what motivates them toward this decision and 
understand how employers should best support these two groups. 
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How soon do you plan on 
returning to the office?
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22%

More than 3 
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and see

Q: Once the current restrictions are lifted, how 
soon do you expect you’ll do the following…
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SOCIAL VALUES PROFILE: WAIT N’ SEE’ERS

• Wait ‘N’ See’ers are in no rush to go back to the office. These 
Canadians are at ease with life’s complexities and adapt readily to 
new situations; they’ve embraced working remotely and can easily 
navigate the new normal. 

• Spontaneous, open to new experiences and interested in standing 
apart from the crowd, this group is at ease in their current situation –
and perhaps even have a sense of pride in pivoting to work 
effectively in their homes. These Canadians’ homes are likely well 
outfitted and thoughtfully customized; for them, ‘working from home’ 
can be more than a utilitarian necessity – it can be an interesting and 
pleasurable new phase. 

• Despite general ease with complexity and change, these Canadians 
do feel the stress of the pandemic, and likely find refuge in the 
simplicity and comfort of home. Employers should take that into 
account before sending them back to the office.  
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VOLUNTARY 
SIMPLICITY

Balancing quality vs. quantity in 
life. The desire to achieve a sense 
of quality of life combined with 
the willingness to scale back one’s 
material expectations or 
concentrate on those things that 
are truly important in life.

Social Values 
of Wait n’ See’ers

STATUS VIA HOME

Feeling a strong sense that one’s 
home represents an extension of 
one’s image. People strongest on 
this construct make great efforts 
to decorate and equip their 
homes in a manner that will 
impress others, and pay particular 
attention to the way they 
entertain in the home.

PURSUIT OF NOVELTY

Active desire to discover new 
“modern” products, services and 
experiences, and to integrate 
them into the routine of daily life. 
People who are strong on this 
construct want to experience 
something new everyday.

IMPORTANCE OF 
SPONTANEITY

Tendencies to enthusiastically 
embrace the unexpected and 
spontaneous events that 
temporarily interrupt daily 
routines
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SOCIAL VALUES PROFILE: WILL DO’ERS

• Will Do’ers are high-energy people with a proactive approach to life. 
Guided by emotions and sociability, they enjoy living intensely and 
gravitate towards interpersonal activities; this group is likely to be 
missing in-office social interactions. 

• Holding a more parochial mindset – favouring what’s familiar and close 
to home – Will Do’ers likely prefer a quicker return to their pre-COVID 
normal life and social rhythm. Being relatively status-oriented, they may 
also see this a chance to be recognized for their active contribution to 
the company’s recovery and growth – by getting ‘right back in there’.

• Going back to the office environment will not be a barrier as long as they 
feel it’s the right decision and the workplace has evolved to meet their 
expectations. In facilitating a return to offices with this group, employers 
should provide reassurance that the workplace has adapted and is 
open for business. Clear and distinct operating procedures and rules of 
engagement should be provided to all employees and outline how 
employees are expected to resume activities and interact with others
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PURSUIT OF INTENSITY

Desire to live intensely. Also, a 
tendency to be guided less by 
reason and ideology than by one’s 
own emotions, feelings and 
intuition. A need to constantly 
experience new sensations.

Social Values 
of Will Do’ers

PAROCHIALISM 

Feeling of connectedness one’s 
town, city, region or country. A 
disregard for what is happening in 
other countries, and a preference 
for seeing symbols of home, such 
as a McDonalds restaurant, when 
traveling abroad.

VITALITY

The sense that one has a great 
deal of energy and is in contact 
with this energy. Measures an 
energetic, lively approach to life, 
a feeling that one has more vigor 
and initiative than most other 
people.
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NEED FOR STATUS 
RECOGNITION

Desire to be held in esteem and 
respect by others, and to express 
one’s social standing or aspired 
status, through a display of fine 
manners, good taste, style or 
“chic”.
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TRANSITIONING TO THE NEW WORKPLACE

As restrictions ease, workplaces need to understand that the nature of 
work has fundamentally changed for many. 

When it comes to workspaces, employers will need to carefully think 
through which tasks, materials and functions are site-specific, which can 
be managed remotely, and how to allocate and design spaces 
accordingly. 

In previous workspace research we’ve conducted, we’ve found that most 
workplace tasks fall into one of three categories: Focused, Collaborative, 
or Social. Technology and virtual tools are enabling employees to 
accomplish a great deal, both separately and in teams. But the potential 
for Focused work varies depending on employees’ home situations, and 
true Collaborative and Social activities can arguably never be quite as 
satisfying online.  
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As workplaces begin to open up
again more fully, employers will 
need to recognize that not everyone 
will have the same capacity or 
desire to return. Some will be ready 
to jump back in, others will need 
more convincing, and some may 
choose permanent remote 
arrangements. Employers should 
aim to  accommodate diverse 
needs and concerns, while 
developing a safe and effective 
workplace and culture.

—Susan Seto, Vice President 
Market Strategy

“

”
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ENSURING A SMOOTH TRANSITION: TRUST AND 
WELLBEING 

While 56% of Canadians said they were comfortable returning to work 
when asked in April (28-30), only 25% have confidence that employers 
will take all necessary steps to protect employees. This lack of trust 
should give many employers pause when thinking about the best way to 
move ahead. 

COVID has had a deep impact on the wellbeing of Canadians; some of 
that impact is expected to carry forward after the economy reopening. 
And while wellbeing became a core element of employee engagement 
discussions well before the pandemic struck, the issue is even more 
critical now.

As employers seek to foster a healthy relationship between employees 
and their workplace during the transition to new work arrangements, 
we’ve identified three key issues for organizations to focus on…
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Offer stress management 
and support 

Understand individual 
situations

Develop thoughtful 
engagement approaches 

ICON CREDITS: NOUN PROJECT

Building trust 
during a transition

Three key areas employers 
should focus on to keep a 
healthy relationship between 
employees and their workplace 
as everyone transition to new 
arrangements:
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OFFER STRESS MANAGEMENT AND SUPPORT 

COVID-19 is creating a stressful environment – at work, at home, in 
communities, everywhere. In the face of the change and uncertainty 
associated with the pandemic, many are longing for a return to their 
previous routines and some sense of normalcy. 

Among Canadians, 93% are concerned about the pandemic, with two-
thirds saying they’re very/extremely concerned. Three-quarters feel it’s 
important to get back to a normal routine.

Even in the early days of the pandemic, more than a quarter (27%) of 
Canadians felt COVID has had a negative impact on their sense of 
wellbeing – a feeling that’s unlikely to have lessened over time.

Employers need to be more mindful than ever of the stress levels 
among their employees. This can be quite challenging with fewer in 
person interactions, but regular check-ins to gauge stress levels will 
need to be made a priority. 

COVID-19 | THE NEW FUTURE OF WORK

IMAGE CREDIT:  
GETTYIMAGES



18

UNDERSTAND INDIVIDUAL SITUATIONS 

The protocols associated with the pandemic have created a working 
situation that some are better able to adapt to and cope with than 
others. Ones’ adaptability during crisis varies and some are feeling a 
more pronounced negative impact of COVID on their wellbeing. This is 
influenced by the prevalence of Social Values such as Fatalism, 
Anomie, Time Stress/Escape, Parochialism, Duty and Active 
Government. 

As we focus on our own efforts to get through, it’s easy to lose sight of 
the fact that everyone has an individual lived experience, with different 
challenges and needs.  And employers can make it easier – or 
sometimes more difficult – to navigate these.

Employers should aim to support employee wellbeing across a wide 
range of needs and circumstances – bearing in mind that teams may 
include caregivers, parents with kids, or young team members living 
alone in small first apartments.
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DEVELOP THOUGHTFUL ENGAGEMENT APPROACHES 

While social distancing measures have been beneficial in managing 
the spread of the virus and have been less of a challenge for remote 
workers, they are widely believed to produce negative effects on 
mental and emotional wellbeing. Loneliness is further exacerbated 
when you’re cut off from not only your personal social networks, but 
your collegial contacts as well. 

Employers should ensure that employees feel supported and part of a 
team to ease the feeling of disconnection that remote work conditions 
can create. 
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A workplace can only be truly 
effective if it is tailored to the 
needs of a diverse workforce. 
Employees have different 
needs that should be taken 
into account when creating 
policies and wellness 
initiatives. 
—Michele Cunningham, Director, Strategic Insight
Market Strategy
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ABOUT OUR FUTURE OF WORK RESEARCH

Environics believes employees are people first and professionals second. 
Through Social Values research and analysis, we help organizations find 
alignment between staff values and organizational values, to better 
engage with employees and create a productive and positive work culture.

Our research can help you understand your employees and how to 
effectively communicate and engage with them. We can support your 
organization’s workplace culture and employee engagement initiatives by 
helping you:

• Build a values-based organizational culture and a brand that attracts 
talent

• Reconcile differences in staff values, motivations and needs to build 
alignment and create a cohesive culture 

• Craft an engagement strategy to meet evolving needs across the 
attraction, retention and development stages of the employee lifecycle
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