
Best Practices for 
Returning to the Office
How businesses and employees can 

prepare for returning to the office.



Public Opinion: Why we should reopen now.
Why some of the public wants to reopen sooner rather than later.

As the world slowly begins to reopen after 

a tumultuous start to 2020, many wonder 

if it’s safe enough to reopen. However, the 

public is also concerned about lost economic 

opportunity, perhaps even more than 

potential health risks.

So let’s start with public opinion and see why 

some prefer to reopen now and get back 

to work, and others prefer to continue the 

lockdown until it’s safe.

Towards the beginning of the outbreak in 

the US, the primary goal was to “flatten the 
curve” to ensure that hospitals wouldn’t be 

overwhelmed all at once. Initial projections 

from the CDC in early April predicted over 

300,000 COVID-19 total deaths by May. 

However, more recent projections are under 

150,000 total deaths through June 2020. As 

time went on and more data was available, 

the projections became more reflective of 
reality. 

Countries such as Sweden did not institute 

a strict lockdown, instead counting on the 

potential natural development of antibodies 

in their populace. Recent data suggests that 

this approach has not worked as intended, 

with Sweden facing higher mortality rates 

when compared to their Scandinavian 

neighbors.

Some members of the public feel that the 

dangers of COVID-19 were overstated and 

believe that long-term social and economic 

dangers of a prolonged shutdown may have 

far more dire effects. People are concerned 
that they cannot pay rent, afford food, or 
provide an adequate learning environment 

for their children. For many, a global 

pandemic is a nebulous threat, whereas day-

to-day concerns are felt immediately in the 

household.

Companies of all sizes have seen a dramatic 

loss of business, causing massive waves of 

job losses. Many business leaders expect 

substantial revenue losses and are making 

decisions accordingly. With some businesses 

willingly closing offices, and others being 
forced to by Government action, some 

members of the public are concerned 

that jobs may be lost permanently. Many 

question whether the Government can 

provide an economic safety net paid for by 

taxes on an already strained economy.

Some believe businesses have had time 

to prepare and take the adequate steps 

to reopen safely, causing members of the 

public to insist that we reopen to bring life 

back to the economy.

The public is hotly debating whether to 

reopen, and this division can be seen across 

politics, news, and social media. Research 

has shown that this division is actively being 

targeted for disinformation campaigns by 

bad actors. Leading to the debate being 

muddied and highly politically charged.
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Nearly 50% of “Open America” 
tweets are from bots.

85%

20.5M

70%

Of CFOs expect some decrease in 

revenue and/or profits this year as a 
result of COVID-19.

Jobs were lost in April 2020, with the 

unemployment rate reaching 14.7%.

Source: PwC Research

Source: Carnegie Mellon University

Source: PwC Research

Source: PwC Research

Of CFOs feel very confident 
they can provide a safe working 

environment for employees.

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/covid-data/forecasting-us-previous.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/covid-data/forecasting-us-previous.html
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/crisis-solutions/covid-19/global-cfo-pulse.html
https://www.cs.cmu.edu/news/nearly-half-twitter-accounts-discussing-%E2%80%98reopening-america%E2%80%99-may-be-bots
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/crisis-solutions/covid-19/global-cfo-pulse.html
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/crisis-solutions/covid-19/global-cfo-pulse.html
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Public Opinion: Why we shouldn’t reopen yet.
Why some of the public believes we should remain in lockdown.

Those in favor of the lockdown 

acknowledge that initial mortality 

predictions were overstated, but also 

believe that the lockdown played a major 

part in keeping people safe. By “flattening 
the curve,” potentially hundreds of 

thousands of vulnerable people were kept 

safe, and hospitals could handle active 

cases without being overloaded.

A large contingent of the public fears a 

potential secondary wave of COVID-19 

and sees further lockdown as the only real 

preventative solution. Sweden’s antibody 

approach not coming to fruition and the 

lack of a quickly available vaccine make 

many concerned a second wave could be 

far more harmful. With the lockdown going 

on for months contributing to a growing 

restlessness, members of the public 

fear that reopening will lead to a general 

carelessness and an incorrect belief that 

the worst has already passed. 

As summer and the subsequent hot 

weather approaches, many are concerned 

that people will hesitate to wear masks, 

remain socially distanced, and stay home. 

The allure of summer parties, barbeques, 

and weddings all under a shining sun 

present opportunities for COVID-19 

to continue to spread. According to 

multinational market research firm Ipsos, 

43% of survey respondents have no plans 

for summer activities, compared to the 

36% that do have summer plans.

Another major concern revolves around 

the reopening of schools and other 

educational institutions. According to an 

EdWeek.org survey, 65% of educators 

say schools should stay shut to slow the 

spread of coronavirus. If schools do not 

reopen, then many parents will not be 

able to return to the office in order to 
take care of their children. If businesses 

reopen while schools stay closed, many 

parents may find themselves in difficult 
situations having to balance childcare 

and their professional life. After months 

of a stressful lockdown, some members 

of the public believe forcing parents 

into this halfway transition would be too 

challenging and simply not worth the risk.

Whether or not the public overwhelmingly 

favors staying in lockdown to reopening 

immediately, it seems that Government 

policy is slowly loosening for better 

or worse. There are steps that both 

individuals and organizations can take to 

mitigate risks, which we will highlight in 

this eBook.

86%

66%

48%

Of Americans say they are very 

or somewhat concerned with the 

pandemic.

Of people say their greater concern is 

that restrictions will be lifted too quickly.

Source: Pew Research

Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA 

Nationscape Project via USA Today.

Source: Qualtrics.

Of employees believe things will never 

return to normal after COVID-19

https://www.ipsos.com/en/summer-2020-shadow-covid-19
https://www.ipsos.com/en/summer-2020-shadow-covid-19
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/06/03/most-educators-want-schools-to-stay-closed.html
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/06/03/most-educators-want-schools-to-stay-closed.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/05/07/americans-remain-concerned-that-states-will-lift-restrictions-too-quickly-but-partisan-differences-widen/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/06/13/americans-still-worried-coronavirus-states-reopen-cases-rise/5345103002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/06/13/americans-still-worried-coronavirus-states-reopen-cases-rise/5345103002/
https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/covid-19-back-to-work/


For many, the first months of 2020 became 
a real-world experiment on the efficacy of 
remote work. Millions of workers transitioned 

to working from home and are now questioning 

why they should return to the office and face 
additional potential health risks. For others, it 

has been a major detriment. Some employees 

need separation between their home life 

and their work life, and thus the office space 
becomes critical to their productivity.

Parents, and those who work with them, have 
likely become accustomed to the sound of 

noisy children in the background of conference 

calls.  While many are sympathetic and do not 

mind, these interruptions add to the inability 

to separate work life and home life. In addition, 

many workers simply do not have the space 

at home to accommodate a permanent home 

office.

Despite available remote collaboration tools, 

some have yet to uncover a solution that is 

equally as effective as in-person collaborative 
meetings. In addition, the social aspect of 

work plays a key role in progressing ideas 

and brainstorming. Side-conversations are 

difficult to manage on virtual calls, and the 

“one-person-at-a-time” courtesy may stifle 
meaningful discussion. 

For workers concerned about returning to 

the office, it is up to business leadership to 
be proactive and take steps to ensure health 

risks are minimized on premises. According to 

PwC Research, 83% of CFOs plan to implement 

workplace safety measures and requirements. 

Whether that means mask requirements, social 

distancing, or other solutions, it is critical to 

share these plans with employees and ensure 

everyone feels comfortable about returning to 

the office.

Ultimately, businesses will need to:

• Engage with their employees and address 

concerns

• Consider local Government and Healthcare 

guidance

• Establish a solution that is best for their 

employees.

If offices are to indeed be reopened, it should 
be done in a manner which helps employees 

feel safe without inducing unproductive anxiety 

among the workforce.

Employees want to be effective. For some that means Work From Home, for others it means the Office.
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Addressing employee concerns is critical.

New Workplace Safety Policies. Percentages of people who want to see the following before they return to the workplace.

64%

50%

61%

45%

57%

41%

38%

37%

19%

Want to wear a mask to the office

Want a no handshake or hugs policy at work

Want to make sure they can social distance at work

Want to limit the number of people allowed in a meeting

Want all employees to be required to wear masks

Want people not to enter the office if they have minorsymptoms

Want employees who travel to self-quarantine for 14 days

Want temperature checks done on everyone coming into office

Want non-employees banned from the building
Source: Qualtrics

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/pwc-covid-19-cfo-pulse-survey.html
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/pwc-covid-19-cfo-pulse-survey.html
https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/covid-19-back-to-work/


Seattle-area and Silicon Valley tech giants such as Apple, 

Facebook, Microsoft, and Twitter were relatively quick 

to make the shift to remote work and have since been 

studying their worker’s remote capabilities. These same 

companies have seemingly decided that they will leave 

the choice of returning to the office to their workers on an 
individual basis. 

This trend may continue to spread among businesses that 

have the technology and adequately-trained workforce 

to make such an arrangement successful, but other 

businesses may not have the flexibility to do so.

Some businesses and the job functions they employ 

simply cannot do their work remotely. Businesses in 

charge of managing or maintaining critical infrastructure, 

such as data center engineers, need physical access in 

order to do their jobs. Other industries, such as biotech, 

require their employees to meet a minimum of lab work 

hours to retain qualifications and industry certifications. 
Customer service roles such as retail and banking must 

also take extra precaution as they regularly interact with a 

rotation of customers face-to-face. 

Due to the contagious nature of COVID-19, the physical 

proximity of employees in the office is a major concern 
that needs to be addressed prior to reopening. From 

cubicles to hallways, the various spaces in the office 
should be examined to determine how to facilitate social 

distancing.

discontinue usage of coffeemakers, shared kitchen 
appliances, and utensils.

To facilitate cleanliness and the disinfecting of office 
spaces, business leaders should consult official CDC 
guidelines, of which links can be found on the next page.

Another area of consideration is adjusting an office 
building’s HVAC systems. Office managers should ensure 
HVAC systems are using filters with a MERV rating of 13, 
which corresponds with the filtration level of N-95 masks. 
Increasing the volume of outside air can also help through 

reducing recirculation of inside air. Another option is to 

increase minimum relative humidity, as some research 

indicates shorter airborne and surface survival time with 

higher humidity.

The American Society of Heating, Refrigeration and Air-

Conditioning Engineers (ASHRAE.org) have provided 

guidance to ensure building operations help limit 

exposure to COVID-19.

For hallways, establishing “one-way” movement directions 

can help limit exposure by people passing by each other. 

Furniture may need to be rearranged to be six feet apart. 

Spreading people out can help reduce circulation issues, 

and providing cleaning products, gloves, and masks can 

help employees protect their workspaces. Kitchen usage 

should be limited and eating food in groups should be 

discouraged. It may also be prudent to temporarily

The following areas should be modified to accommodate 
the six-foot distance guidelines:

• Hallways

• Elevators

• Stairwells

• Print and supply rooms
• Open-office spaces

• Meeting rooms

• Kitchen and amenity spaces

• Restrooms

• Entry and exit points

04

How businesses are preparing to reopen.
Some companies are adopting long-term remote work, and others are making physical changes to their offices

Guidance for Building Operations During the COVID-19 

Pandemic.

https://www.ashrae.org/file%20library/technical%20resources/ashrae%20journal/2020journaldocuments/72-74_ieq_schoen.pdf
https://www.ashrae.org/file%20library/technical%20resources/ashrae%20journal/2020journaldocuments/72-74_ieq_schoen.pdf


Local and State guidelines are critical resources to be aware 

of when reopening businesses. Complying with local laws is 

key, and local guidance should be followed. Law firm Husch 
Blackwell has created State-by-State Map for COVID-19 

Guidance, which is a convenient way to see multi-state 

guidance in one location.

Industry thought-leaders have created tools and guides to help 

businesses navigate reopening as well.

The CDC has prepared various resources to help businesses 

and other organizations prepare for reopening. These 

guidelines should be thoroughly read through, and business 

owners should follow guidance closely.

OSHA has also established guidelines and recommendations to 

follow for mandatory safety and health standards.

• Reopening Guidance for Cleaning and Disinfecting Public 
Spaces, Workplaces, Businesses, Schools, and Homes

• Prepare your Small Business and Employees for the Effects of 
COVID-19

• Workplace Decision Tool: Workplace considerations for 
reopening during the COVID-19 Pandemic.

• Guidance on Preparing Workplaces for COVID-19

• SmithGroup: Holistic Approach for Returning to the Office.

• BackToWorkToolkit.com

• PWC: Returning to the workplace after COVID-19: What

boards should be thinking about.

• PWC: Reboot: Returning to the workplace.

• US Chamber of Commerce: Reopening Business Guidance.

The CDC, local Governments, and industry experts have resources to help businesses prepare.

Employees and businesses are looking for guidance.

74%

63%

76%

Of employees want their work facility to 

be thoroughly and regularly cleaned.

Of employees want assurance from 

the CDC to feel comfortable to return 

to the workplace

Of employers will change workplace safety 

measures and requirements (e.g. wearing 
masks, offering testing).
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Source: Qualtrics

Source: Qualtrics

Source: Qualtrics

https://www.huschblackwell.com/state-by-state-covid-19-guidance#linktojump2
https://www.huschblackwell.com/state-by-state-covid-19-guidance#linktojump2
https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3990.pdf
https://www.smithgroup.com/sites/default/files/2020-05/SmithGroup_Holistic%20Approach%20for%20Returning%20to%20the%20Office%2005072020_0.pdf
https://www.backtoworktoolkit.com/
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/governance-insights-center/library/covid-19-returning-workplace-boards.html
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/governance-insights-center/library/covid-19-returning-workplace-boards.html
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/assets/pwc-covid-19-reboot-return-to-work.pdf
https://www.uschamber.com/reopening-business
https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/covid-19-back-to-work/
https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/covid-19-back-to-work/
https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/covid-19-back-to-work/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/reopen-guidance.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/guidance-small-business.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/organizations/businesses-employers.html


During Microsoft’s FY20 Third Quarter Earnings Conference Call, 

CEO Satya Nadella said, “we have seen two years’ worth of digital 
transformation in two months.”  The COVID-19 pandemic has 

seemingly ushered in a near-permanent change to IT and what 

solutions are needed. Businesses without virtual collaboration 

tools, an in-motion cloud strategy, or functional document storage 

solutions, were forced into quickly adopting new technologies.

With the return of workers to the physical office, will these rapidly-
adopted technologies be here to stay, and what established IT 

processes must be altered to accommodate?

Given the uncertain nature of this pandemic and its long-term 

impacts, it seems prudent for IT to treat the early half of 2020 as 

the new technology ‘normal’. IT teams that can support remote 

workers can also easily support in-office workers as well. However, 
long-term plans should be established to replace hardware 

devices, harden home networks, and provide adequate training. 

In general, supporting a remote work force will also enable IT to 

remain flexible as the world continues to adjust and reopen.

According to Deloitte, IT services will see continued demand for 

cloud infrastructure services and potential increased spending 

on specialty software. Increased demand for communication 

equipment and telecom services is also likely for organizations 

that want to continue to encourage remote work. IT has always 

been critical to business success, but IT departments will 

seemingly play a bigger role in deploying, maintaining, and 

managing the critical infrastructure needed to enable remote 

work.

Businesses and their IT departments will likely need to carefully 

examine and determine which critical functions need to remain 

onsite, which can stay remote, and how to prepare for both types 

of scenarios and the employees who fill them. 

The IT team will also need to work closely with other departments 

to meet other needs, for example HR and their onboarding 

process. Establishing an HR pipeline for hiring, training, and the 

distribution of HR resources is critical, and IT will likely need to 

take a flexible approach to accommodate the variety of employees 
and the choices they make regarding returning to the office or 
working remotely.

Whether local broad infrastructure 

is good enough to sustain working 

from home during the crisis

Whether we have financial 
reserves to last until the 

situation is clear

Whether we have the management 

structure in place to manage 

decentralized teams

Whether we can 

source the necessary 

equipment

Whether we have the support 

resources in place to manage the 

welness of our teams

Whether our IT infrasture 

will cope with extra working 

from home

How COVID-19 has impacted IT Teams

COVID-19 kickstarted a wave of digital transformation. Will that continue as businesses reopen?

COVID-19 challenges and concerns for enterprises and IT service providers worldwide due to COVID-19 in 2020
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Source: Statista

64%
53%

58%

46%
42%

25%

62%
38%

63%
46%

51%
35%

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/COVID-19/COVID-19-Impact-Technology-Sector.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1114876/covid-19-challenges-it-enterprise-service-provider/


With some employees working remotely and others returning to the office, it is critical for IT to remain flexible and prepared to deal with a variety of scenarios.  For example, employees who are 
returning to the Office will have access to physical hardware, so it may be an opportune time for device upgrades or similar hardware swapping. Here is some guidance and questions that IT teams 
should be asking for each key priority area:

Areas of focus and best practices for IT Teams supporting a mixed-use workforce.

IT Teams’ key priorities moving forward

• Do your employees have access 

to headsets, headphones, 

webcams, or any other devices 

they need for virtual meetings?

• Does your office have the 
appropriate call rooms to 

accommodate the increased 

number of virtual calls?

• Do your employees have 

remote work best practices 

that they are willing to share?

• Is there any physical 

documentation or training 

resources that can be 

delivered to employees who 

have returned to the Office? 
Coordinate with HR Teams to 

verify.

• Do your employees have the 

right networking hardware at 

home to facilitate a fast and 

secure connection?

• IT Teams should determine if 

fingerprint or dongles should 
be deployed to enhance identity 

and login security.

• How can you create a secure 

network at remote workers’ 

homes without invading their 

personal privacy?

• Have you implemented Multi-

Factor Authentication or other 

increased security measures on 

your cloud services?

• Do your employees have 

access to the latest devices? If 

certain employees are running 

older devices, it may be worth 

providing them with upgraded 

hardware to maximize 

productivity.

• What hardware can IT provide 

to ensure remote worker’s 

offices are properly equipped?

• Are your employees using 

services like Microsoft 

OneDrive, SharePoint, and 
Google Drive? IT Teams should 

confirm and set up services if 
not active when workers are in 

office.

• For bandwidth heavy files, does 
it make sense for IT to make 

backups while the employee is 

onsite?

Training & Resources Communication Networking and Security Hardware and Devices Data Access and Backup
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Despite future uncertainty, it is a safe bet that businesses should establish a centralized technology platform that enables both remote and office 
workers. When it comes to communication, document sharing, virtual calls, and organization, we’ve seen that platforms such as Microsoft 365 / 

Office 365 and Google G Suite can immensely help. Such systems are crucial to business success, and we are here to help ensure your business-
critical communications, data and documents are securely backed up and accessible. Learn more about Dropsuite and how to ensure your 

Microsoft 365 / Office 365 and Google G Suite Gmail data is backed up and secure.

The situation is evolving, and even the experts aren’t certain about reopening.

The Long Term Outlook
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Business owners and leaders are in a 

precarious situation, as they must balance 

between multiple priorities. For many, the 

decision to reopen or not will likely not be 

an easy one, and the adjustments they’ll 

need to make to business operations may be 

substantial.

The overwhelming sentiment is that leaders 

should remain flexible and willing to listen. 
As new guidance is released, and as people’s 

primary concerns adjust, business owners 

should be prepared to respond appropriately 

to ensure employees’ needs are met.

Business leaders should start planning 

for increased communication. Providing 
educational material, training, and resources 

can help establish trust and confidence. 
Training should be catered to specific job 
roles and their cadence of returning to the 

office. Executives should expect to reinforce 
corporate cultural policies, as well as highlight 

the importance of personal responsibility and 

how it relates to employee safety. Reopening 

plans should be communicated, and 

expectations should be set early so employees 

have the opportunity to provide feedback and 

agree on actions to be taken.

HR should also be leveraged to communicate 

any policy changes regarding paid sick leave, 

benefits, and overall work flexibility. Privacy 
considerations also need to be reinforced, and 

businesses should consult legal counsel early 

to determine if any critical regulations apply.

Executives should also work closely with 

IT Teams to ensure a secure technology 

infrastructure is established to ensure that 

whether employees are working remotely or 

back in the office, they have the tools they 
need, such as Microsoft 365 and Google G 

Suite, to remain productive. 

https://dropsuite.com/
https://dropsuite.com/products/office-365-backup/
https://dropsuite.com/products/email-backup/g-suite-gmail-backup/

