
 

 
 
 
 
Summary:  The number of US workers who are 

working partially or fully from home has increased 

in the last few years and the COVID-19 pandemic 

has accelerated this trend.  Although recent 

spikes in COVID-19 have delayed office 

onboarding, workers have started to return to 

their offices.  At the same time, many companies 

are reducing space and reviewing future space 

needs.  The remote office trend seems more 

permanent now, but prior attempts at remote 

office work policies have often had poor results.  

With effective vaccines soon to be available, 

today’s work from home trend is not a good long 

term plan for most companies and employees. 
 

 
 

Our Story:  TriGate quickly went to a remote office 

set-up in March 2020 and found that we had all 

the tools for a successful remote experience 

including a video conference system that allowed 

more flexibility than Zoom® and a full Microsoft® 

suite including Microsoft® Teams.  We worked 

remotely through the summer, but decided to 

move our operations back into our main office in 

September 2020 consistent with changes in local 

regulations on office occupancy.  Our feeling at 

the time was that people were working hard, but 

we were missing teamwork, a certain esprit de 

corps and more opportunities for ad-hoc 

interaction.   Given the many unknowns at the 

time, to some it seemed too soon to reopen.  It 

actually took a few weeks to execute, since many 

employees had become very comfortable at 

home, but people adjusted pretty quickly.  We 

were also very clear that if anyone had a pre-

existing condition, extenuating circumstances or 

felt uncomfortable returning to the office, we 

intended to work with them to develop an 

appropriate work plan.  Our business has done 

well over the past three months and most people 

are happy to be back in the office collaborating 

with their teams.  The flow of information has 

improved and speed at which we can underwrite 

transactions and solve problems has increased. It 

helped that the coronavirus appeared to be 

ebbing at the time of re-entry, but we also have 

developed and adhered to protocols for hand 

washing, mask wearing, temperature taking, 

quarantining and disclosure if an employee had 

been exposed to someone with the virus.  Indeed, 

a couple of individual employees have 

quarantined during this period, but to date we 

have escaped any office related virus 

transmission.  During this time lower office usage 

rates in our building helped keep elevator banks 

less crowded and exposure limited.  This may not 

be the case in more dense downtown areas, 

although our offices are located in the 1.5 million 

square foot Comerica Tower building in downtown 

Dallas!  Going forward, with recent increases in 

virus levels, we have begun a weekly testing 

regime in order to keep the office open and 

likewise have encouraged interim work from 

home policies in order to adhere to local 

regulations regarding the number of allowed 

employees in the office. 
 

Origins of Telecommuting:  IBM initiated the first 

formal telecommuting program in 1979 and by 

2009 the company stated that “40 percent of 

IBM’s 386,000 employees in 173 countries had 
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no office at all”.  During this time IBM shed more 

than 58 million square feet of space.  Over time 

telecommuting has become an accepted practice.  

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 14% 

of employees were working remotely prior to 

COVID-19 and since then various researchers 

have estimated that close to 50% of workers are 

now working from home either part-time or full-

time.   
 

Are remote office trends permanent?:  The 

prevailing thought now is that the current remote 

office trends will fundamentally change the office 

landscape for most workers.  In fact, the question 

of whether companies will require employees to 

come back to the office has been widely debated 

over the last decade.  There are lots of examples 

and studies on the subject, all of which will help 

companies formulate policies going forward.  Our 

conclusion is that notwithstanding recent trends, 

most of the anecdotal evidence and research 

affirms the importance of locating employees 

together.  As a result, once vaccines are widely 

distributed to the public, we think the majority of 

companies will or should eventually head back to 

the office. 

 

Reasons to Bring Office Workers Back: 
 

Collaboration:  In 2013, Marissa Mayer famously 

called all Yahoo workers back to the office and 

banned telecommuting.  Her rational was that 

“she felt like people who were supposed to come 

into the office were often abusing the right to 

work from home, using excuses like bad traffic, 

bad weather, or ‘waiting for the cable guy.’”  In 

2017, Bank of America and Aetna also called 

employees back to work to reduce or eliminate 

telecommuting.  IBM, the original remote working 

pioneer, likewise reversed its telecommuting 

policy earlier this year to mandate that thousands 

of marketing team members would have to work 

out of one of six physical locations in the U.S.  The 

biggest reason for these moves was that the 

companies were finding that innovation was 

struggling versus their competition and they 

wanted to reunite their people.  Studies have 

shown that productivity for many types of office 

workers is significantly reduced by distance 

because it lowers the speed that a group takes to 

solve problems.  The thinking is that email, 

telephone, videoconference technology, Slack® 

and other communication methods do lower the 

distance between workers, but predominantly for 

those that are already in regular communication.  

If this is not the case, communications are still 

very slow and productivity suffers.  

 

Worker Health:  Working from home entails some 

degree of isolation.  People working from home 

often see only a few people a day.  While this 

might provide some immediate relief for some 

people because they can isolate from supervisors 

or annoying office mates, in the long run humans 

crave interaction and long term levels of 

happiness often correlate with the number of 

human interactions you have over time.  In short, 

being alone is not that healthy.  People who work 

from home often feel like their schedules do 

improve and they may feel like they have better 

work/life balance, but it does not translate into 

either work satisfaction or stress relief, the latter 

which is another physical downside of 

telecommuting.  Additionally, integration of new 

employees and career advancement suffer greatly 

given the inability to connect with other 

employees in person. 

 

Company Valuation:  There is a correlation 

between company value and the density of its 

location. William Whyte, the author of City: 

Rediscovering the Center completed a famous 

study of Fortune 500 companies that left New 
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York City for the suburbs in the 1950s and 1960s 

that showed virtually all large corporate 

relocations involve a move to a suburban location 

all had dismal stock performance compared to 

companies that stayed in Manhattan.  Cities, and 

by extension offices, provide a place for people 

and ideas to mix and the result is innovation, 

greater profits and ultimately increased company 

value.  

 

Reasons for Remote Working Policies: 
 

Enhanced productivity in some groups:  Remote 

office policies do have their place in business 

today.  Numerous studies have been completed 

that indicate call center workers or workers with 

more repetitive tasks tend to do better while 

working remotely.  Employees making sales calls 

or handling customer complaints benefit.  Data 

suggests they have better personal productivity 

when allowed to do the work where they want to 

work. One study done with call center workers at 

Citrip, a Chinese travel website, split its 

employees into two groups, with half volunteering 

to work at home for nine months and half working 

in the office.  The results were that the at home 

workers were happier and less likely to quit at the 

end.  Remote workers also completed 13.5% 

more calls than the staff in the office.  One third 

of this productivity increase was determined to be 

from the fact that most workers’ homes are 

quieter and allowed for uninterrupted thinking.  

The other two thirds of the productivity increase 

came from working more hours – e.g. less 

commuting and fewer sick days.   

Worker types which are more favorable:  While 

most people benefit from working in an office with 

other people where they can collaborate, learn 

and interact, working from home can be beneficial 

for certain types of people.  New parents, people 

with disabilities and those with established social 

lives – older workers and married or partnered 

workers tend to do better in remote working 

environments.   Younger workers do not benefit 

as much.  Interestingly, millennials often favor 

flexibility in work schedule and location over 

higher salary, but accepting a tethered occupation 

may make them happier in the long run! 

 

Impact on Office Investments: 
 

What do remote office trends mean for office 

building on-boarding and valuation?: Office 

investments that are conservatively capitalized 

will weather a decrease in occupancy and benefit 

over time from moves back to the office, which 

could take time given downsizing trends in the 

market. Office on-boarding will vary across 

markets with denser city locations taking longer 

than suburban locations. It is possible that the 

significant reduction of space per employee, 

which has marched downward for many years, 

may reverse as more emphasis is placed on 

employee safety and the quality of office settings. 

This could increase office demand in the long run.  

Dense cities and commuting to an office are not 

“going away”.  History has proven that companies 

are more successful and most employees are 

more productive in office settings.  Over the next 

few years, TriGate expects that there will be 

significant acquisition and recapitalization 

opportunities from motivated sellers and owners 

in the office market as the sector reprices.  
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