
WHEN 
RETURN-TO-OFFICE 
MANDATES ARE ABOUT 
MORE THAN WORK
Why do some leaders st rongly resist  
remot e work while ot hers embrace it ? 
New research suggest s t he answer may 
have less t o do wit h product ivit y, 
collaborat ion, or cult ure t han wit h how 
leaders experience power, inf luence, and 
st at us in t he workplace.
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Summary
As organizat ions cont inue t o debat e t he fut ure of remot e and hybrid work, leaders 
oft en f rame ret urn- t o- of f ice decisions in t erms of product ivit y, collaborat ion, 
innovat ion, or cult ure. New research suggest s t here may be anot her fact or at  play: 
t he personal mot ivat ions of leaders t hemselves.

Examining Fort une 500 CEOs and hundreds of organizat ional leaders, researchers 
found t hat  leaders higher in narcissism were more l ikely t o resist  remot e work 
because it  t hreat ened t heir sense of power and st at us. The f indings challenge t he 
assumpt ion t hat  opposit ion t o remot e work is always driven by organizat ional 
concerns and invit e leaders t o examine how personal mot ivat ions may shape 
workplace decisions.

The Leadership Challenge
Few leadership issues have generat ed as much debat e in recent  years as where 
work should happen. Some organizat ions have embraced f lexible and hybrid work 
arrangement s as a permanent  feat ure of modern work. Ot hers have pushed 
employees back int o t he of f ice, arguing t hat  face- t o- face int eract ion is essent ial 
for product ivit y, collaborat ion, innovat ion, and organizat ional cult ure.

These debat es are oft en f ramed as quest ions about  organizat ional ef fect iveness. 
Leaders weigh compet ing evidence, assess business needs, and det ermine what  
arrangement  wil l best  support  performance. Yet  t he st rong dif ferences in how 
leaders approach remot e work raise an import ant  quest ion: if organizat ions face 
similar challenges and have access t o similar t echnologies, why do some leaders 
st rongly support  remot e work while ot hers act ively resist  it ?

The answer may have less t o do wit h t he work it self and more t o do wit h how 
leadership is experienced.

Most  explanat ions for resist ance t o remot e work focus on pract ical barriers. Early 
research emphasized concerns about  t echnology, communicat ion challenges, 
employee monit oring, or a lack of experience managing dist ribut ed t eams. As 
organizat ions gained experience wit h virt ual work, however, many of t hose barriers 
became less signif icant .

The researchers, Marissa Solomon Shandell, Court ney Ell iott , and Adam Grant , 
explored a dif ferent  possibil it y. Rat her t han focusing on organizat ional const raint s, 

Gett ing to the Source of the Problem



New Findings wit h Implicat ions 
for Leadership
Across t hree st udies involving Fort une 500 CEOs and hundreds of organizat ional 
leaders, t he researchers found consist ent  evidence t hat  leaders higher in 
narcissism were more resist ant  t o remot e work.

The reason was not  simply t hat  t hese leaders believed remot e work harmed 
performance. Inst ead, resist ance was l inked t o t wo underlying mot ivat ions: t he 
desire for power and t he desire for st at us.

Power ref lect s a leader's abil it y t o inf luence, direct , and cont rol ot hers. In a 
t radit ional of f ice environment , leaders can rely on physical presence, spont aneous 
int eract ions, direct  observat ion, and immediat e access t o employees. Remot e work 
changes t hat  dynamic. Employees have great er aut onomy, communicat ion 
becomes more asynchronous, and leaders have fewer opport unit ies t o monit or 
act ivit y or exert  inf luence t hrough informal int eract ions.

St at us ref lect s a leader's desire for admirat ion, recognit ion, and social st anding. 
In- person environment s provide count less signals t hat  reinforce st at us? f rom 
of f ice space and meet ing dynamics t o visible deference f rom ot hers. Remot e work 
can f latt en many of t hose dist inct ions. Everyone appears in t he same- sized video 
window. Opport unit ies for spont aneous recognit ion become less f requent . Signals 
of appreciat ion and inf luence become more ambiguous.

The researchers found t hat  t hese t hreat s t o power and st at us help explain why 
some leaders oppose remot e work even when organizat ional out comes do not  
clearly just ify doing so.

Perhaps most  not ably, t he f indings suggest  t hat  resist ance t o remot e work may 
somet imes st em f rom what  leaders lose rat her t han what  organizat ions lose.

t hey examined whet her leader personalit y might  inf luence att it udes t oward remot e 
work.

Specif ically, t hey invest igat ed narcissism? a personalit y t rait  charact erized by a 
height ened desire for admirat ion, inf luence, and recognit ion. While narcissism 
exist s on a spect rum and can somet imes cont ribut e t o conf idence and boldness, 
leaders higher in narcissism are oft en part icularly mot ivat ed t o maint ain aut horit y, 
visibil it y, and social st anding.

The researchers proposed t hat  remot e work may be t hreat ening t o t hese leaders 
because it  l im it s opport unit ies t o exercise cont rol, command att ent ion, and 
receive af f irmat ion f rom ot hers.
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What  This Means for Leaders
For leaders, t he f indings of fer an opport unit y for ref lect ion.

Leadership decisions are rarely driven by organizat ional considerat ions alone. Every 
leader brings personal preferences, experiences, assumpt ions, and mot ivat ions t o 
t he choices t hey make. The challenge is recognizing when t hose fact ors may be 
inf luencing decisions in ways t hat  are dif f icult  t o see.

When evaluat ing workplace policies, leaders should consider whet her t heir 
concerns are t ruly root ed in organizat ional needs or whet her t hey may also ref lect  
personal preferences for visibil it y, inf luence, or cont rol. Quest ions about  
collaborat ion, cult ure, and performance remain import ant . But  leaders should be 
careful not  t o assume t hat  discomfort  w it h remot e work aut omat ically signals a 
business problem.

The st udy also highlight s an import ant  leadership capabil it y: t he abil it y t o separat e 
personal needs f rom organizat ional needs. Ef fect ive leaders recognize t hat  
aut horit y does not  depend on physical proximit y and t hat  inf luence can be 
exercised in many forms. Rat her t han relying on visibil it y or direct  oversight , t hey 
focus on creat ing clarit y, t rust , account abil it y, and connect ion across dif ferent  
work arrangement s.

More broadly, t he f indings remind us t hat  leadership challenges oft en involve 
managing ourselves as much as managing ot hers.

A Quest ion Wort h Asking
As organizat ions cont inue t o navigat e decisions about  remot e, hybrid, and in- person 
work, t he most  import ant  quest ion may not  be where employees work. It  may be 
why leaders prefer one arrangement  over anot her.

The st rongest  leaders are wil l ing t o examine t heir own assumpt ions, mot ivat ions, 
and preferences alongside t he evidence. By doing so, t hey creat e space for more 
t hought ful decisions? ones grounded not  only in what  feels famil iar or comfort able, 
but  in what  best  serves employees, t eams, and organizat ional performance.

The fut ure of work wil l cont inue t o evolve. Leaders who approach t hat  fut ure wit h 
humil it y, self- awareness, and curiosit y w il l be bett er posit ioned t o build workplaces 
t hat  are bot h ef fect ive and adapt ive.
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