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Why mincsets matter

for new ways of worKing

The Scientific View

Flexibility is often touted as one of the top perks that employees will want in the future
of work. But does the opportunity to work remotely foster employee productivity and
well-being? Recent research from the University of Zurich sheds a new light on this
question. We find that the mindsets that employees hold about new ways of working —
whether they view remote work as a skill that anyone can learn and develop, or rather
view it as something that people are simply good at or not — relates to the emotions
employees experience during remote work and how productive they feel. Remote work
will not inevitably lead to improved well-being and productivity, but rather can depend
on the beliefs employees hold about it. To work toward a brighter future of remote
work, organizations and their leaders should consider how mindsets play a role in

shaping employee experiences.

As COVID-19 regulations shift and companies across the
globe debate whether and how to return to the office,
flexibility is on everyone’s minds. For example, a World
Economic Forum survey of 12,500 workers from 29
countries across the globe showed that two-thirds want
to work flexibly when the COVID-19 pandemic is over,
and that almost a third would quit their job if they were
required to go back into the office full time.!

But is remote work part of the future of work? Recent
examples cast some doubt on whether organizations

will increasingly adopt remote work in the wake of the
pandemic. Leaders across organizations differ starkly in
their approach. Many see remote work as an opportunity
to improve productivity, endorsing the idea that greater
flexibility permits employees to work in the ways that

are most productive for them personally. For example,
Twitter CEO Parag Agrawal recently affirmed the position
of the previous CEO Jack Dorsey that their employees
can choose to work remotely forever if they want, saying:
“As we open back up, our approach remains the same.
Wherever you feel most productive and creative is where
you will work and that includes working from home full-
time forever. Office every day? That works too. Some days
in office, some days from home? Of course.”?

Board
Leadership

News

Edition 02/2022




“Remote work will not
Inevitablyleadto
improved well-being
and productivity”

However, other leaders are more skeptical. For instance,
SpaceX and Tesla CEO Elon Musk recently made
headlines when emails were leaked in which he stated
that employees will be required to spend a minimum

of 40 hours a week in the office — and that those who
are unwilling to do so should leave. Musk stressed the
importance of being visible for encouraging others to
do their best at work, writing: “That is why | spent so
much time in the factory — so that those on the line could
see me working alongside them. If | had not done that,
SpaceX would long ago have gone bankrupt.”3

Conversations such as these reveal the very different
beliefs that corporate leaders have around whether
remote work is a boon or a bane. The question of whether
remote work helps or hinders productivity has long been
of interest to researchers as well, and findings have been
mixed. Some studies indicate that the ability to work
whenever and wherever enhances employees’ productivity
and performance*® while others find that it sometimes
leads to struggles with procrastination and can even
undermine productivity.5’

Our new research from the University of Zurich's Center
for Leadership in the Future of Work, which was recently
published in the journal Human-Computer Interaction

in a special issue on the future of remote work, adds a
new understanding to this puzzle.® We find that the level
of productivity employees experienced in home office
depended on the extent to which they held more of a
fixed mindset about remote work — seeing it as something
that people are either suited for or not and which can't

be changed — or more of a growth mindset about remote
work — seeing it as a skill anyone can learn and improve
upon. Specifically, we found that people who held a more
fixed mindset about remote work experienced more

negative emotions like frustration, anxiety, and irritation in
home office, which then related to feeling less productive
the following week. This shows that whether remote work
brings greater well-being and productivity depends on

the fundamental beliefs people have about this new way
of working.

“Fixed” and “growth” mindsets. As we saw and maybe
also personally experienced as the pandemic unfolded,
some people adjusted to remote work better than others,
seeming to thrive while others struggled. News articles
that appeared on remote work during the pandemic often
raised the question of whether people might simply have
characteristics that make them better at remote work than
others. For instance, an article from the BBC posed the
question of why some people are better at working from
home than others, asking: “Does this productivity come
naturally, or can you learn it?"®

This public dialogue reminded us of psychological research
on fixed and growth mindsets.® This research suggests
that when considering a personal attribute, including
attributes like intelligence, shyness, and math ability,
people tend to endorse either a more fixed mindset about
this attribute — that is, they believe that this attribute is
stable and fixed and doesn't change — or people tend to
endorse a more growth mindset about this attribute — that
is, that this attribute can change and be developed over
time. These mindsets exist along a continuum, meaning
that people generally fall somewhere from holding a more
fixed mindset to a more growth mindset about a given
attribute.

Importantly, in most cases, both a fixed and a growth
mindset hold some truth to them. This seems to be the
reality in the case of remote work. For example, evidence
suggests that certain personality traits, such as higher
conscientiousness, help people to perform better during
remote work,"2but there are also many strategies that
people can use to get better at working remotely.”®* The
mindset that a person holds selectively orients this person
more toward one of these truths over the other, and thus
shape how this person interprets and reacts to the world
around them.™
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Further, research demonstrates that mindsets are
consequential. For instance, fixed mindsets lead people
to persist less when challenges are encountered,
because challenges are interpreted by this person as

a sign that this person is not just good at something,
while growth mindsets lead people to be willing to try out
new strategies and persist. People with a fixed mindset
also tend to react more defensively and to experience
negative emotions like shame when a setback happens
compared to people with growth mindsets, because

for individuals with a fixed mindset setbacks are linked
to something about who you are as a person, such as a
stable characteristic a person lacks.®

Thus, we wondered: Might people differ in the extent to
which they hold more fixed mindsets about remote work,
viewing it as something that people are either naturally
good at or not and which can't be changed — or more
growth mindsets about remote work, viewing it as a skill
that can be learned and developed? And if employees
differ in their mindsets about remote work, could that
relate to the extent to which they experience well-being
and productivity in home office?

Mindsets about remote work. In our research, we

expected that employees who hold a more fixed mindset

about remote work might struggle more when it comes
to adjusting to remote work. If a person believes that
they are simply not the kind of person who is good at

working remotely, when the inevitable challenges surface

during remote work — such as struggling to stay focused,
feeling distracted, and feeling isolated — this person
might be more likely to think “I'm just not good at this”
and become frustrated. Accordingly, people who hold

a more fixed mindset about remote work might feel
more negative emotion during home office than those
who hold a more growth mindset. Further, given a large
literature which links the emotions employees feel to
their productivity — more positive emotion increases
productivity, while more negative emotion undermines
productivity'® — we anticipated that employees who held
a more fixed mindset about remote work would feel
less productive when working in home office because of
the increased negative emotion and decreased positive
emotion they experience.

Fixed and Growth Mindsets

More fixed mindset

L
L

Remote work is something that people ar either
naturally good at or not and can’t be changed

* More negative emotion during home office
e ower productivity

More growth mindset

Remote work is a skill that people can learn and
improve on and can be changed

¢ | ess negative emotion during home office
e Higher productivity
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‘Mindsets about new

wa s 0' workin We found that holding a more fixed mindset about remote
v g work was associated with increased negative emotion

= m during remote work, like feeling upset, anxious, and guilty,
are assoclated WItn and decreased positive emotion during remote work,

like feeling excited, interested, and determined. Further,

how eo Ie ad-ust negative emotions were associated with employees’
productivity during remote work the following week — that

is, employees who had fixed mindsets felt more frustrated

"
to new Work moues and guilty one week, and this was associated with feeling

less productive the following week. Thus, mindsets about
remote work were associated with emotional adjustment
and productivity during remote work — suggesting that

when it comes to new ways of working, it's important to

We examined these questions in a longitudinal study of pay attention to people’s mindsets and how they affect
113 employees working remotely in Switzerland because people’s responses to changes in the nature and structure
of COVID-19 lockdown, when employees unexpectedly of work.

needed adjust to working from home. In an initial survey,

we measured employees’ mindsets about remote work In sum, we find that mindsets about new ways of working
using questions based on previous research on mindsets.”  are associated with how people adjust to new work
Then over the course of the next three weeks, we asked modes. This suggests that to help employees adapt to
employees to report how often they felt a set of positive new ways of working, it is important to consider the

and negative emotions while they were working, as well mindsets they may hold and their effects. Critically, research
as how productive they felt. suggests that mindsets can be changed.’ Organizations
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might take steps to encourage more growth mindsets Conclusion. As technology and other forces change the

about remote work, such as offering employees tips for world of work, affording — and sometimes, as in the case
how to improve at remote work to communicate that it is of the pandemic, necessitating — new possibilities for

a skill that can be developed or asking employees to reflect where and when to work, organizations and the people in
on and share with others the strategies they've learned them will need to adapt. But whether people believe that
that have helped them to work better when working new ways of working are skills that can be learned — or
remotely. Leaders can also consider how mindsets about rather something that people are simply good at or not —
remote work may shape which employees are eager to may be key in shaping whether and how people embrace
work remotely and view it as a perk, versus those that these challenges. To ensure that remote work lives up
might in fact be averse to such opportunities. to the promise of greater well-being and productivity,

organizations and their leaders should consider how the
mindsets of employees play a role in remote work. And
as leaders consider what policies and practices should be
adopted regarding flexibility in the workplace, they might
consider their own mindsets about remote work and their
influence on decision-making.

Prof. Dr. Lauren Howe

Assistant Professor in Management with a focus on the future of work
Department of Business Administration

University of Zurich

Prof. Dr.Lauren Howe

Prof. Dr. Lauren Howe is Head of Research at the University of Zurich Center for Leadership in the Future of Work,

which is a go-to place for leaders looking to tackle the people challenges inherent in the future of work. We work in three
mutually reinforcing areas: Discover — Inspire — Shape. Together with our partners, we incubate the Global HR Valley®,
www.leadthefuture.org/hrvalley, an innovation ecosystem purposely built to develop the solutions needed for a
people-centric future of work.

Acknowledgment. This study was additionally supported by the Center for Human Capital Management at the
Zurich University of Applied Science and the company atwork.

Board

Leadershi

This article is part of KPMG's Board Leadership News. To receive this newsletter three times per year, please register here.

About the KPMG Board Leadership Center

The KPMG Board Leadership Center offers support and guidance to board members. We equip you with the tools and insights
you need to be highly effective in your role, enabling you to focus on the issues that really matter to you and your business.
In addition, we help you to connect with peers and exchange experiences.

Learn more at kpmg.ch/blc

The information contained herein is of a general nature and is not intended to address the circumstances of any particular individual or entity. Although we endeavor to provide accurate and timely information, there can be no
guarantee that such information is accurate as of the date it is received, or that it will continue to be accurate in the future. No one should act on such information without appropriate professional advice after a thorough
examination of the particular situation. The scope of any potential collaboration with audit clients is defined by regulatory requirements governing auditor independence. If you would like to know more about how KPMG AG
processes personal data, please read our Privacy Policy, which you can find on our homepage at www.kpmg.ch.

© 2022 KPMG AG, a Swiss corporation, is a subsidiary of KPMG Holding AG, which is a member firm of the KPMG global organization of independent member firms affiliated with KPMG International Limited, a private
English company limited by guarantee. All rights reserved.

News

Edition 02/2022


https://www.leadthefuture.org/
https://www.leadthefuture.org/discover
https://www.leadthefuture.org/inspire
https://www.leadthefuture.org/shape
https://www.leadthefuture.org/hr-valley
https://home.kpmg/ch/en/home/misc/privacy.html
https://home.kpmg/ch/en/home/services/newsletter-registration/board-leadership-news.html
https://home.kpmg/ch/en/home/services/board-leadership.html

