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Many companies were already
having difficulty luring employees
back to the office. Rising gas prices
won't help.

Another hurdle for selling the
return to office? Soaring gas
prices.
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The growing number of employers
that are calling workers back to the
office — often on a hybrid basis —
have another obstacle to contend
with: rising gas prices.

The national average for gas prices
was $4.32 per gallon on Monday,
which is $1.47 higher than a year ago.

As we've previously noted,
commuting is an aspect of returning
to the office that employers often
overlook.

For many workers, traveling to the office could mean giving up two
or more hours a day that had been recaptured during the
pandemic. Some employees were using that time for personal
endeavors. Others were using it to work more. Either way, much of
that time will be lost during the return.
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But rising gas prices are also drawing more attention to the hard
cost of the return — with some taking note that requiring a
commute will be akin to a de facto pay cut for workers who have
grown accustomed to saving that money since the start of Covid-
19.

Will that cost be enough to convince an employee to look
elsewhere at a time when open jobs are plentiful and companies
are upping offers to lure talent? That's yet another risk employers
will need to consider when setting their return-to-office strategies.

Andrew Challenger, senior vice president for global outplacement
and executive coaching firm Challenger Gray & Christmas Inc., said
companies are fortunate to have the infrastructure in place to allow
remote work, given the run-up in gas prices that stem in part from
Russia's invasion of Ukraine.

Given the hiring landscape, Challenger said it might not be a bad
idea for companies to pump the brakes on the return while gas
prices are at record highs.

“Workers are going to other companies for a variety of reasons, but
wages and flexibility are consistent factors. With commuting costs
high and requirements to work in-person, companies may see
more of their talent leave and have a more difficult time recruiting,”
Challenger said.

He said rising inflation — not just for fuel but for other goods — is
putting a strain on many workers that companies would be wise to
address. As we've noted, some employers are even doling out
multiple raises per year.

"Inflation is stretching paychecks thinner," he said. "Those who
negotiated or received bumps in wages may feel they are taking
two steps forward and one step back. If employers can offer
benefits that offset these costs, it will go a long way toward
retaining their talent."

Flexibility has emerged as one of the key benefits as employers
seek to differentiate themselves in the battle for talent.

A February survey by Challenger Gray & Christmas found 63% of
respondents cited a desire for flexibility as the reason for their
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resignation, further illustrating the stakes for employers with how
they approach the return.

Additionally, the company's surveys have noted a sharp uptick in
the share of respondents who resigned due to perceived low
wages, despite a record-number of businesses planning to raise
salaries.

That suggests heightened sensitivity to employees' financial
pictures. Challenger said companies would be wise to take that
into account when assessing if mandating a commute is worth the
risk in this environment.

Experts have told The Playbook the best practices include
transparency and community about return-to-work plans —
including accepting and ideally incorporating feedback from
employees. They also need to be consistent to avoid potential legal
pitfalls.

While it's tempting to lure workers back with rewards or perks, Jay
Zweig, an attorney at Ballard Spahr LLP, said companies need to lay
out an authentic case for the "why" of the return.

"Being able to articulate the 'why' is very important," he said,
noting it needs to be something more authentic and meaningful
than offering breakfast or perks to lure workers back. "A bagel
doesn't want to make me ride the train for two hours."
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Editor-in-Chief, The Playbook
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