Boots promises better office wifi and food as it calls workers back five days a week – but will it be enough?
Retail giant says it ‘really values the team spirit’ of being together in person
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Boots has confirmed it is asking its 3,900 head office workers across Nottingham, Weybridge and London to return to the office five days a week from September. 
Speaking to People Management, a Boots spokesperson said: “We are asking team members to make the office their usual place of work from 1 September.
“We really value the team spirit that comes with being together in person. There will of course still be times when working from home is necessary for either personal or business reasons.”


In a letter to employers, seen by the Guardian, Seb James, CEO of Boots, thanked staff for embracing its current three-day-a-week office policy, adding: “I think you will agree that the office is much more fun and inspiring when everyone is in. 
“There is no doubt in my mind that the informal conversations, brief catch-ups and ability to meet in groups in person have been far more effective – and better for the Boots culture than the enforced formality of remote meetings. I know that has been true for me.” 
But in a departure from similar back-to-office mandates announced by the likes of Nationwide, he said the company would be upgrading its office IT systems and wifi, as well as creating more quiet spaces and improved car parking facilities, plus looking at “how to make our food better”.
Gemma Bullivant, HR and coaching consultant, told People Management that, while she could understand the need for “some” in-person interactions, “if we have learned one thing from wider hybrid working, it is that there are activities that are better done away from office distractions and activities that are better done in person”.
Firms looking to bring people back to the office five days a week have to battle perceptions that “commuting is a huge waste of time and money” and a source of frustration for many workers. Consequently, organisations that offer limited flexibility are likely to see heightened salary expectations and exacerbate challenges to attract amid widespread talent shortages. 
But Bullivant welcomed Boots’s commitment to upgrading IT systems and office facilities, adding: “There needs to be a real wow factor for organisations in terms of the office environment to compensate for the reduced flexibility so many employees now want and expect. 
“And it will be interesting to see how they plan to support their ongoing EDI and gender pay gap initiatives, as reduced flexibility is known to disproportionately impact underrepresented groups.”
Juliett Bohanna, founder of One Xec, said the announcement was “a great example of bias in thinking”. 
James’s statement “speaks of a person who has a preference for extroversion”, describing workers who thrive in social interactions, including informal conversations and brief catch-ups, she said.
“What about everyone else? Has employee analysis been conducted? Not about things such as better food, car parking, etc but what types of environments allow certain types of people to flourish and be more productive?”
For “introverted” workers who prefer working from home, Bohanna added, “better parking and food will not offset the mental strain an office environment creates [and] those quiet areas will be jammed with people trying to escape to think and process.
“I’ve heard of people working in the toilet just to try to think something through because of the noise and chatter in the office.”   
Lisa Seagroatt, managing director of HR Fit for Purpose, told People Management “informal chats in the kitchen can be super productive” and “there’s a place for both face-to-face and remote communication when it comes to encouraging good teamwork and healthy workplace culture”.
However, she said: “Without the option of remote meetings, we would never have survived three lockdowns during Covid, so I wouldn’t write them off either just because our working lives now allow for people to return to the office.”
Firms should be mindful of different working dynamics and personalities and understand that, for some, “remote working is more productive as there is often anxiety around working with people who are not always the easiest to work with”.
Seagroatt added that employers must be aware of any legal complications when requiring workers to return to the office full time. 
Samantha Owen, senior employment solicitor at Harper James, said it was important that communication surrounding a return to the office was “clear, well reasoned and consistent and that employees are fully consulted on any changes”. 
“If there are high levels of reluctance to come back to the office among your staff, you may need to consider further incentives or compromises to working patterns and locations,” she said.
“In addition, where staff members have protected characteristics, there is a risk of discrimination if matters aren't handled sensitively. Each employee's personal circumstances should be taken into account.”

