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Working from home allowed
more employees to be themselves.
What will happen when they
go back to the office?

By Laura Entis and Meghan Walsh

= or much of his career, Sean Page says he

has been forced to edit facets of his

. identity, beginning when he tamped
down elements of his Blackness and queerness

so he could find his first job after graduating
from Cornell University. It continued even

when he later moved into man- too conspicuous. Would he be met
agement, as a human resources with hostility? Passed over for pro-
director. Being his full selfin a motions? Making these calculations
professional setting felt too risky, was “draining emotional work,”
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the 28-year-old says, affecting
everything from how he talked and
walked to how he avoided other
“out” employees in the hallways.
But when Page joined the website
design company Webflow in 2019
as a lead recruiting coordinator and
began working remotely, something
happened: he slowly began dropping
his defenses. Whereas stepping
into the office prompted a physical
repurposing, working from home in
a space where he felt comfortable



emboldened him. “I remember
thinking, ‘T am not going to sugar-
coat this in my own home,” he says.
Most professional settings, with
their shiny floors, neutral color pal-
ettes, and mirrored glass windows,
contain an inherent tension: people
present “work-friendly” versions of
themselves while, to varying degrees,
modifying facets of their personali-
ties, whether that’s something as
integral as racial, gender, or sexual
identity or simply their style or
temperament. That delineation col-
lapsed, though, when the pandemic
moved all of life into the home, and
meetings began taking place against
the same backdrop as family dinners

and virtual happy hours with friends.

Then something unexpected hap-
pened: workers began to be more
themselves more of the time.

Who gets to be themselves at
work—and who doesn’t—has become
a hot topic. And as companies call
employees back to the office and
prioritize diversity initiatives, it’s
an urgent one. Many firms are
focusing—and spending millions—
on ensuring physical safety. There is
also an imperative to create psycho-
logically safe spaces where workers
don’t feel pressure to suppress parts
of themselves—to do the corporate
code-switch. The pandemic has
brought executive leaders to yet
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THE PROBLEM

Homogeneous corporate
cultures stifle individual
expression—and productivity.

WHY IT MATTERS

A diverse workforce is
meaningless if people feel
pressure to conform to a
default “professional” standard.

THE SOLUTION

Unify workers with a
collective purpose, but

give them the autonomy to
pursue it on their own terms.

another crossroads: Do firms return
to the usual environment, which
tends toward homogeneity, or strike
out on a path that will require a
reconceptualization of what it means
to be professional? “For anyone
who felt silenced, oppressed, invis-
ible, the loss of the office has been
an unshackling,” says Gianpiero
Petriglieri, an organizational-
behavior professor at the interna-
tional business school INSEAD.

he idea that environ-

ment influences behavior

isn’t new. What’s less
understood is that the impact of
a setting varies greatly depending
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on individual context and his-
tory. One person’s experience will
be wildly different from the next
person’s. Modern-day corpo-

rate culture, though, is largely
monotone, a standard reflected
in everything from dress codes

Will the

Real

Please

to interior design to work hours.
The overall effect, experts say, can
be a place that, even if it’s never
explicitly stated, demands unifor-
mity, creating for many employees
a culture that is uninspiring at
best and unwelcoming at worst.

Stand Up?

When Martin Luther King Jr. sat down
to write his speeches, he wore black-
rimmed spectacles—not because he
couldn’t see well but because the
accessory helped the 20-something
tap into the distinguished voice that
rallied a country. Similarly, every
Sunday, Tiger Woods suits up in red, a
color that activates one of the greatest
competitive spirits of all time. “The
moment you start seeing yourself

in a different way, it unlocks your
capability,” says Todd Herman, author
of The Alter Ego Effect: The Power of

Secret Identities to Transform Your Life.

He has some tips for using alter egos
to overcome limitations and doubt:

>>>

“We underestimate the effect that
space has on self,” says Petriglieri.
But environment doesn’t just
steer what we do, it also influences

how well we execute. Consider
that pro sports teams consistently
play better at home—even, as the

What is the environ-
ment, circumstance, or
interaction you want to
show up differently for?
Work, home, sport?

That can be a white lab
coat, glasses, uniform,
or piece of jewelry with
special significance.
This is what you’ll use to
activate the alter ego.

These are the high-stakes
situations when you want
to transform from the
limited to the unlimited
version of yourself.

Give them a name, history,
mission—and most impor-
tantly, superpowers.

Identity is malleable; try on
new conceptions and don’t
be afraid of reinvention.




pandemic showed, when there aren’t
thousands of hollering fans in the
stands. Researchers are just begin-
ning to dial in to why that is, but
they think it has to do in part with
being surrounded by stimuli both
that are familiar and, importantly,
that we personally identify with.
Being yourself at work is easier
when identity and professionalism
aren’t at odds, says Alina Polonskaia,
global leader of diversity, equity,
and inclusion solutions at Korn
Ferry. The further a person strays
from the “reference persona”—be
it a deviation in gender, skin color,
ethnicity, age, sexuality, or personal-
ity type—the harder they have to

work to integrate those personal
and professional identities. And
in fact, it isn’t really a matter of
integration at all—it’s assimila-
tion. “The pressure to conform to
normative standards is harmful
to everyone,” says Dr. Dulcinea
Pitagora, a New York-based psycho-
therapist. “It leaves anyone trying
to attain them feeling less than.”
When it comes to designing
corporate spaces and culture,
companies have largely focused on
optimizing for innovation, col-
laboration, and productivity—not
inclusion or comfort. Prepandemic,
employees for the most part were
expected to shape themselves to
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the corporate mold. Introverts
were forced to work in open floor
plans. The alt folks had to wear long
sleeves during summer to cover
their tattoos. Black women straight-
ened their naturally curly hair, and
Muslim men cropped their beards.
Queer workers hid their sexuality.
The overnight switch to work-
ing from home, though, has
prompted some to look more
closely at how the office influences

self-expression—and the impact that
feeling safe to be one’s full self has
on innovation, collaboration, and
productivity. Research has shown
that when people feel comfortable
to be authentic and believe that
their uniqueness is valued, they are

more loyal, seeing the organization’s
interests as their own. “When our
brains don’t have to waste energy
on whether or not we feel safe or
accepted, all of that brain space

and energy can be used for more
productive pursuits,” says Pitagora.

“To what extent does a space
that I occupy accurately
communicate the person
I am and also reinforce

the person I am?”




“I remember
thinking,

‘I am not
going to
sugarcoat
this in my
own
home.”

n etriglieri was an odd,
scrawny kid from Sicily,
raised in a working-class
family, who went on to earn a
doctorate in psychiatry and lecture
at Harvard. He considers himself
a product of the education system,
and spent his entire life either
wanting to be a teacher or culti-
vating his skills as one. “When I
go into a classroom, I experience
myself,” he says. “People don’t miss
the office. What they miss is the
space that allows them to express,
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discover, and develop themselves.”
This all has to do with the idea
that people are intrinsically driven

to excel when three psychological
needs are met: autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness. Benjamin
Meagher, an environmental, social,
and personality psychologist, says
it’s a matter of “To what extent does
a space that I occupy accurately com-
municate the person I am and also
reinforce the person I am?” Employ-
ees clearly have a lot more autonomy
in their homes. They can organize
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and decorate how they want,
reinforcing their own competence
and connections. Indeed, studies
have shown that people have better
results negotiating from their own
office than the office of a competitor.
On the surface, it might seem that
physical environments are simply
the settings where individuals act
out their lives. The office is where
we get work done; the pub is where
we catch up with friends. But what
if the setting and the individual are
inseparable, with each informing

the other at all times? “It is through
an awareness of the environment’s
possibilities that we are actually able
to survive within them,” says Mea-
gher. Now, how we orient ourselves
is once again changing rapidly, as
one firm after another calls people
back into the office. Experts say
that as this occurs, leaders will
discover just how much virtual set-
tings were doing the heavy work of
inclusion—and, for some, survival.

he stakes to get this right

are high: In April, the pro-

ductivity software developer
Basecamp announced a ban on
workplace “societal and political dis-
cussions,” concluding that they were
a “major distraction.” In response, a
third of the staff resigned. (Base-
camp didn’t respond to interview
requests.) “Some employees are
relieved, others are infuriated, and
that pretty well describes much
of the public debate around this
too,” Basecamp’s cofounder David
Heinemeier Hansson wrote in a
blog post afterward. The crypto
start-up Coinbase enacted a
similar ban last year and lost about
5 percent of its staff in response.

But this is a societal and cor-

porate discussion that has been
going on for centuries. Uniformity
and professional norms work to
reduce dissent and disagreement,
which can become disruptions that
lead to conflict, mixed messaging,
and overall destabilization within
an organization. Many heads of
companies would argue that by
striving for regularity, they are
creating a space that’s less polar-
izing. They claim to be apolitical.
And in some instances, uniformity
does have, well, a unifying—and
democratizing—effect. But to Page,
the expectation that employees can
check societal and political discus-
sions at the door is indicative of a
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broader trend of leaders who exist in
avacuum. “My identity is political
as a Black queer male in the US. ...
You can’t separate the two,” he says.
To be sure, organizational
identity is still essential: we’re built
to crave a sense of cohesion. “If you
don’t have that at work, it’s very dis-
satisfying,” says Dominic Packer, a
psychology professor at Lehigh Uni-
versity. The key is to articulate com-
pany values and establish a clearly
defined collective purpose, then give
employees the freedom to pursue a
variety of strategies to help achieve
it. Experts advise that firms work
to build a culture without imposing
strict protocols around how employ-
ees should look, act, or sound.
Emphasizing results over estab-
lished professional norms allows for
greater freedom and self-expression.
“Trying to understand people’s
problems or lack of flourishing
independent of the environment
they’re in isn’t possible,” Meagher
says. “A behavior is the result of the
larger ecosystem.” Ask a biologist:
you can’t understand any organism
outside of the ecology it’s operat-
ing in. In the growing conversation
about employee wellness, experts
say an understanding of corporate
culture and inclusive design will be
essential. “Fundamentally, orga-
nizations make choices regarding
who they choose to design for and
who they choose to leave out,”
Korn Ferry’s Polonskaia says.
Today, part of Page’s job as a tal-
ent program specialist is ensuring
that conversations around identity,
cultural differences, and structural
inequities have room to take place.
Along with the transition to remote
work, Page also found that the
culture at his new employer was
more diverse and inclusive: his boss
was genuinely curious about his life
outside of work. “He wanted to get
to know me as a person,” he says. #



