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Return-to-Office
Backlash:
The Hidden Cost of
Bringing Everyone Back
Why strict RTO mandates are driving out top performers, widening gender gaps, and

costing more than the office space they protect.
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The Office Isn't the Problem. The Mandate Is.
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Post-pandemic, companies rushed to bring workers back. The logic seemed sound: strengthen
culture, improve collaboration, fill expensive office space. But the data that has accumulated
since 2023 tells a different story — one that many executives didn't anticipate.

Strict return-to-office mandates are not a neutral policy decision. They carry measurable costs:
higher turnover, longer time-to-hire, reduced candidate pools, and a disproportionate impact
on women, parents, and senior employees. And critically — the people most likely to leave are
the ones companies can least afford to lose.

The question has shifted. It is no longer 'how many days per week should employees be in?' It is
'what specific value does the office create — and for whom?' This report examines what the
research shows, and what it means for HR and payroll leaders designing workforce policy in
2026.

“ RTO mandates aren't just unpopular — they're actively driving top talent away.

Ding et al., Baylor University / University of Pittsburgh, 2024 — analyzing 3M+ LinkedIn profiles
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FINDING 1

FINDING 1

Top Performers Leave First
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Not all employees react equally to RTO mandates. The strongest pushback comes from those
with the most options: high performers, senior specialists, technology roles, women, parents, and
employees with long commutes. For companies, this creates an invisible selection effect — the
people most likely to stay are those with fewer alternatives.

A landmark study by Ding et al. (Baylor University / University of Pittsburgh, 2024) analyzed more
than 3 million LinkedIn profiles across 54 S&P 500 companies in tech and finance. It found that
employee turnover jumped 14% after RTO enforcement — and the exits were concentrated
among senior employees, high performers, and women. The University of Pittsburgh analysis of
S&P 500 companies found a 14% increase in attrition following strict mandates.

Companies with
flexible work 6.2%

Companies with
hybrid RTO 9.8%

Companies with
strict 5-day RTO 14.3%
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Annual Turnover Rate by Office Policy Type (Illustrative, based on ZipRecruiter / Baylor data)

Companies with strict RTO policies were twice as likely to report increased turnover compared to
organizations supporting flexible work (ZipRecruiter, 2024). The financial impact compounds
quickly: replacing an employee typically costs 50–200% of their annual salary — meaning
turnover of senior talent is far more expensive than the office space saved.

KEY FINDING: The metric to watch isn't 'who complied?' — it's 'who left?'

Nominal headcount can stay flat while institutional knowledge and performance capacity erode.
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Hybrid Works. The Data Is In.
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The core argument for forcing everyone back is that remote work hurts productivity. The most
rigorous test of this claim — a randomized controlled trial published in Nature (Bloom, Han &
Liang, 2024, Stanford University) — found the opposite.

Across 1,612 university-educated employees at Trip.com, hybrid work (3 days in office, 2 days
remote) had zero measurable impact on productivity, performance reviews, or promotion rates
— compared to a full 5-day in-office group. But it did reduce resignations by 33%. Trip.com
estimated the retention savings in the millions of dollars.
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6-Month Hybrid Trial at Trip.com — Attrition vs. Productivity vs. Manager Predictions

Notably, managers at the start of the trial predicted hybrid work would hurt productivity by 2.6%.
By the trial's end, having seen the data, they revised their view — believing hybrid could actually
improve productivity by 1%. The evidence shifted their intuition. The lesson for leadership:
flexibility is not a concession. It is a retention instrument with a measurable return on investment.

KEY FINDING: Hybrid is not a trade-off — it's a win-win-win on productivity, performance and retention.

Stanford / Nature, 2024. The biggest RCT on hybrid work conducted to date.
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RTO Hits Women and Parents Harder

Page 4

datassist.com

One of the least visible consequences of RTO mandates is their unequal impact across
employee groups. Women, parents, and caregivers bear a disproportionate burden when office
attendance becomes mandatory — because caregiving and domestic responsibilities remain
unevenly distributed.

Research from Baylor University (Ding et al., 2024) found that female employees' post-RTO
turnover was nearly three times higher than male employees'. An Upwork survey found that 63%
of C-suite leaders acknowledged RTO had led to a disproportionate number of women quitting,
with more than half admitting to struggling to fill those vacant roles. Gartner identifies women,
high performers, and millennials as the three greatest flight risks when mandates are enforced.

63%
C-suite leaders who

acknowledge women left
disproportionately

3× higher than men
Women turnover increase

vs. men's increase
(post-RTO, Baylor)
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Gender Impact of RTO Mandates — Key Data Points (Upwork / Baylor / Gartner, 2024)

For HR leaders, this creates a compounding problem: the same mandate that drives women out
of individual contributor roles also weakens the female leadership pipeline. Baylor's study found
that mid- and senior-level managers showed greater attrition than junior staff — meaning the
talent lost is weighted toward experience and seniority. An equal-on-paper policy does not
produce an equal outcome.

KEY FINDING: Equal policy does not mean equal outcome.

Blanket RTO mandates can silently undo years of DEI progress without a single headline.



FINDING 4

FINDING 4

Mandates Don't Drive Attendance. Purpose Does.
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The gap between policy and reality is one of the most revealing data points in the RTO debate.
Required office time increased by 12% between 2024 and 2025 — yet actual office attendance
rose by only 1% to 3% over the same period (DeskFlex / CBRE, 2025). Employees are technically
complying with badge-in requirements in some cases while doing little meaningful in-person
collaboration.

Meanwhile, 55% of Fortune 100 companies now require five-day office attendance, up from just
5% in 2021 (JLL). Yet the enforcement reality is inconsistent: only 37% of companies actively
enforce attendance, up from 17% in 2024 (CBRE). This creates a trust paradox — employees
receive a mandate they don't see enforced, which erodes both respect for the policy and
confidence in leadership.
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Mandate vs. Reality: Required Office Time vs. Actual Attendance Increase (DeskFlex / CBRE, 2024–2025)

Research consistently shows that employees value the office for socialization, collaboration, and
mentorship — not for doing focus work they could do at home. When office days are designed
with purpose (team rituals, onboarding, strategy sessions), attendance rises organically. When
they are mandated without design, employees comply minimally and resentfully.

KEY FINDING: An office employees want to come to is more valuable than one they're required to.

Design the day before mandating the day. Presence follows purpose.



ASSESSMENT

OVERALL ASSESSMENT

The Office Still Has Value. The Mandate Often Doesn't.
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The evidence across four key dimensions — turnover, productivity, gender impact, and
attendance compliance — consistently points to the same conclusion: rigid, uniform RTO
mandates impose costs that outweigh the benefits they claim to deliver. The office is not the
problem. The blanket mandate is.

Turnover Cost

+13–14%
Strict RTO companies

lose top talent first

(ZipRecruiter / Baylor, 2024)

Hybrid Benefit

33% drop
In resignations with

2-day WFH hybrid

(Stanford / Nature, 2024)

Gender Impact
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Datassist Perspective: What This Means for HR & Payroll Leaders

Segment before you mandate. Different roles, seniority levels, and employee groups have
different needs and different exit risks. A one-size policy produces one-size damage.

Model the cost before the decision. Turnover of two senior employees can cost more than a year
of flexible work arrangements. Run the numbers before issuing the memo.

Design the office day, not just the mandate. Attendance rises when employees understand why
they're there. Collaboration, mentorship, and onboarding are the office's real competitive
advantages over the home desk.



Ten Questions Before Any RTO Decision

1. Which tasks genuinely benefit from in-person collaboration?

2. Which roles show no performance loss when remote?

3. What are the flexibility expectations of your critical talent?

4. How will this affect women, parents, and caregivers specifically?

5. Will this make hiring harder or more expensive?

6. Is your office space actually ready for full occupancy?

7. When employees come in, will they work together — or just commute?

8. How will you track who leaves, and why, after the mandate?

9. Will this build trust — or erode it?

10. Will you measure results and revise if needed?
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