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We are in a period of societal shift.  
Whereas March 2020 was characterized by an 
abrupt thrust out of the hustle and into our homes, 
now, two years later, we have entered a state of 
newly tempered “normal.” At the time of this 
initial report’s writing, airline bookings are up 
more than 6% compared to 2019 levels1, restaurant 
reservations are up more than 46% compared to 
2019.2, and 50% of workplaces have either returned 
or plan to return to the office in some capacity this 
year3. Society is moving from virtual everything 
to in-person experiences and hybrid workplaces. 
We have figuratively re-discovered life beyond the 
mask, and consequently are once again evolving 
how we connect.

The HOW Institute for Society has been studying 
the state of human connection at work since early 
2020. Our first report released in March 2021 
revealed that connections at work have indeed 
been strained with the physical separation: young 
people and women in particular have struggled 
during this time. However, alongside the fissures 
we also uncovered a diamond: positive human 
connections actually increased for individuals 
who work for managers displaying the qualities of 
moral leadership.

For our second annual study, we sought to more 
deeply understand the current evolution of 
connections at work by comparing states from 
March 2020 to today. To do so, we surveyed a cross 
section of over 1,000 individuals across the United 
States who represent the portion of American 
workers who have been able to do their work 
remotely. Our research builds on our first set of 
findings and reveals new themes. First, while not 
everyone feels more connected today compared 
to two years ago, moral leaders continue to 
disproportionately cultivate the cultures that 
encourage meaningful human connection. And 
despite the current fears of The Great Resignation, 
our data indicates this is less of a “freedom from” 
problem, and more of a “freedom to” opportunity 
— employees want the freedom to be authentic, 
freedom to get their work done as they wish, 
and freedom to work for organizations that have 
impact and align with their values. Importantly, 
our data shows that over the past two years 
individuals have genuinely taken the time to 
pause and reflect on how they have changed. 
Because of this pause, there is a dominating spirit 
of optimism that they, their organizations, and 
society overall will be better off as a result of the 
lessons learned these past two years. 

At The HOW Institute we are deeply encouraged by 
the findings highlighted here in this report of initial 
findings. We believe that through an intentional 
focus on the practices of moral leadership —in 
particular, cultivation of the Pause to predicate 
progress — the transformation from an entirely 
virtual work world into a hybrid one can not only 
move us forward, but also closer together.

Above all, moral leadership is 
about how leaders touch hearts, 
not just minds. Only moral 
authority can build trust, inspire 
others, create meaning, and help 
people imagine a different and 
better future—enable them to 
contribute their fullest talent, 
realize their deepest humanity, 
and do the next right things.”

Dov Seidman
Founder & Executive Chairman
The HOW Institute for Society

“



Initial Findings Moral Leaders Foster Cultures of 
Meaningful Connection

In our last study on the state of human 
connection, we found that employees experienced 
significantly more feelings of connection when 
they work for moral leaders. In fact, 61% of 
employees who rated their managers highly on 
moral leadership felt a greater connection to 
their organizations4. Through their practices, 
moral leaders were able to convert the challenges 
of the virtual workplace into more meaningful 
connection.
 
This year, we examined the cultures of connection 
within organizations. Culture matters as it 
represents the sum of behaviors; it describes not 
only the dynamic of a single manager or team, 
but the collective environment. In our analysis 
we see that moral leaders cultivate the cultures 
for connection. When moral leadership was 
demonstrated at scale and respondents agreed 
or strongly agreed that their organization had 
a culture of empathy, 82% believed that their 

connection to their organization helped them 
become the best versions of themselves. This 
compares to only 38% of those who did not agree.
Furthermore, the organizational decision-making 
process reveals whether there is a culture of moral 
leadership. When respondents agreed or strongly 
agreed that their organization made tough 
decisions during the pandemic in a principled 
manner, 76% said their connection to their 
organization helped them to become the best 
versions of themselves. This compared to only 
40% of those whose organization does not.
 
Perhaps not surprisingly then, more than half 
of respondents agree that compared to March 
2020 it is more important for them to work for a 
manager whom they respect. Moral leaders, and 
critically, moral leadership demonstrated at scale 
in organizations is paramount to how connected 
an individual feels and to their own development 
as humans.

Successfully foster a culture of empathy

Organizations with Cultures of Moral Leadership

Make tough decisions in a principled manner

Connections with colleagues help 
me to be the best version of myself

Connections with colleagues help 
me to be the best version of myself

82% 77%

83% 78%

82% 76%

46% 48%

42% 41%

38% 40%

Connections with managers help 
me to be the best version of myself

Connections with managers help 
me to be the best version of myself

Connection with my organization helps 
me to be the best version of myself

Agree or strongly agree Do not agree or strongly disagree

Connection with my organization helps 
me to be the best version of myself
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Moral leaders foster 
cultures of meaningful 
connection.

Meaningful human 
connections are 
closely correlated with 
increased productivity.

Trust is the foundation 
for human connection.

HOW we connect 
matters more than 
how much we connect.

The Great Resignation is 
not a “Freedom From” 
issue – it is a “Freedom 
To” opportunity.

Shared values in action 
inspire connection.

The Pause paves 
the way for a more 
positive tomorrow.
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LET  
PURPOSE  

LEAD

Leaders gain 
moral authority 

when they define 
a worthy, valuable, 
and noble purpose, 
one connected to 
human progress, 

and frame the path 
ahead as a journey.

INSPIRE  
AND ELEVATE 

OTHERS

Moral leaders create 
an atmosphere 
where people 

feel trusted, are 
passionate and loyal 
to the mission, and 
are willing to take 
the risks inherent 
in striving toward 

achievements  
of significance. 

BE ANIMATED 
BY VALUES AND 

VIRTUES

Moral leaders live 
their values and act 
on their principles, 

even when 
uncomfortable, 

difficult, or 
inconvenient. 
Their behavior 
is animated by 

virtuous qualities 
of character—for 

instance, patience, 
courage,  

and empathy.

BUILD  
MORAL  
MUSCLE

Being a moral leader 
requires constant 

wrestling with 
questions of right and 
wrong, fairness and 

justice. Moral leaders 
regularly  

ask themselves if 
what they are doing 
is compatible with 
their purpose. They 
build moral wisdom 

by inviting others 
to join in these 

discussions and by 
taking responsibility 

for their behavior.

MORAL LEADERSHIP PILLARS

The imperative of moral leadership is more evident than ever before.
What makes organizations really work is when formal leaders have moral authority too. While formal 
authority can be won, or bestowed, moral authority must be earned by who you are and how you lead.  
Above all, moral leadership is about how leaders touch hearts, not just minds. At The HOW Institute 
we believe that moral leadership is founded on four pillars, and that moral leaders foster meaningful 
connections through seven practices.

MORAL 
LEADERSHIP 
PRACTICES

START WITH A PAUSE 
When we hit the pause button 

on a machine, it stops. Yet when 
humans pause, we begin. Moral 
leaders reflect on the current 
situation, reconnect with their 
moral commitments, rethink 

current approaches, and reimagine 
what is possible.

SEE THE HUMANITY IN EVERYONE 
Moral leaders see other people not as 
means but ends in themselves. They 
build unique and deep relationships. 
They take the time to discover other 

people’s hopes and aspirations, 
struggles and dreams. And because 
they see humanity in others, they are 
more inclusive, and they listen and 

learn from those they lead.

FOSTER FREEDOM 
Moral leaders cultivate a 

culture of interdependence and 
responsibility, where people 

extend trust, are guided by shared 
values, and are supported in taking 

the informed risks necessary for 
achieving aspirations and scaling 

collective impact.

DEMONSTRATE HUMILITY 
Moral leaders are confident when 
confidence is warranted, but they 

also acknowledge the limits of their 
knowledge and make meaningful 
amends for their mistakes. They 

make themselves smaller than the 
moment, creating the space for 
others to join them and to rise to 

do big things—together.

UPHOLD ETHICAL STANDARDS 
Moral leaders celebrate and model 
the highest standards of integrity 

and ethical behavior, especially when 
it is difficult or unpopular. Ethical 

standards and the situations that test 
them are not constraints but rather 

opportunities to reveal to others and 
ourselves what we most value.

SEEK THE TRUTH 
Doing what is right requires a sincere, 
rigorous, and concerted effort to find 

the truth in every situation. When moral 
leaders have the curiosity and patience 

to wrestle with nuance and consider 
multiple perspectives, they forge trust 
and demonstrate commitment to the 

values they espouse.

ACT WITH COURAGE 
Moral leaders do not sacrifice 
their principles for short-term 
gain. They take on the risk of 

stating the truth and standing 
up for what they think is right, 
for they know that the risk of 

indifference is the greatest of all.
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61%

Connecting is not just a nice thing to do. Connecting 
is the most important thing we do. When we truly 
connect, we can create. When we create, we can 
discover new value — a value beyond what is 
produced by spreadsheets alone.”

Christie Sclater
Fellow, The HOW Institute for Society

“

Meaningful Human Connections Are Closely 
Correlated With Increased Productivity

At the onset of the pandemic, executives vocally worried that remote work would lead to decreased 
output. Two years of experimenting with virtual workplaces has demonstrated the contrary. Since March 
2020, 41% of respondents have increased their average number of hours worked, while only 18% have 
decreased their hours. Over half believe that their level of productivity has gone up. This is in large part 
attributed to greater flexibility to coordinate across personal and professional lives.

But the reasons behind this productivity gain go beyond flexibility. Our research shows that the 
productivity spike is even stronger for those who have deepened their connections. Among those 
who say that since March 2020 they have developed or deepened relationships that make starting their 
workday something they look forward to, 64% report an increase in their productivity. This compares to a 
36% productivity increase for those who say that they have not developed or deepened such relationships. 

Further, people with deepened connections are producing work they’re proud of. Among those who say 
that since March 2020 they have developed or deepened relationships that help them to produce work 
that they’re proud of, 61% report an increase in their productivity. Only 33% report an increase in their 
productivity if they have not deepened these relationships. 

Report an increase in 
productivity if they 
have also developed or 
deepened relationships 
that make starting their 
workday something 
they look forward to

Report an increase in 
productivity if they 
have also developed or 
deepened relationships 
that help them to 
produce work they’re 
proud of

64%

My hours 
worked

My 
productivity

41% 52%

Increased Decreased Same

18% 16%

41% 32%

Since March 2020
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Since March 2020

Individuals 
trust 

colleagues

31%

11%

58%

More Less Same

Colleagues 
trust me

36%

9%

55%

Trust Is the Foundation for Human Connection

Our research has shown an increase in trust 
over the past two years. We see this first in the 
results of individuals self-reporting how they 
have extended trust to others and how they 
believe they are trusted. In fact, nearly a third of 
people state an increase in trust during the past 
two years.

At The HOW Institute we aim to understand the 
practices that indicate something to be true. 
So, more importantly than the stated gain in 
trust, we see positive growth in empowerment 
behaviors, which indicate the extent to which 
trust is a lived practice. 37% say they have felt 
less micromanaged, and over 80% say that they 
have had more freedom since March 2020 to 
get their work done in the conditions that make 

them most productive. Notably, of those who 
report having this autonomy, 56% report an 
increase in their productivity since March 2020, 
compared to only 33% of those who do not 
enjoy such freedom.

Meaningful human connections are 
fundamentally about trust. Without trust we 
cannot be united in purpose and progress as 
a society. With trust we have cultures that are 
primed for connection and as a result,  
outsized impact. 

20

0

40

60

Since March 
2020, I have felt 
micromanaged:

More

26%

37% 37%

Less Same

Agree that since 
March 2020 they have 
more freedom to get 

their work done in 
the conditions that 
make them most 

productive

83%

Trust is the basis for all human relationships 
and where we derive our greatest strength and 
power. It is single-handedly the most powerful 
source of positive energy and, once in place, 
unlocks freedom and peace to explore.” 

Angela Ahrendts
Board Member, The HOW Institute for Society 

“
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Individuals Managers

HOW We Connect Matters More Than How Much 
We Connect

More than frequency alone, it is authenticity that enables relationships to deepen. Authenticity goes 
hand in hand with vulnerability. When we allow others to see our authentic selves, we make ourselves 
vulnerable. When we share details about ourselves we extend our humanity.  And when our colleagues 
share details about their own lives we see the humanity in others. Authenticity reminds us that we are all 
human and allows us to grow closer.  

This period of working remotely, has forced a closer level of intimacy as Zoom screens have revealed our 
homes, our families, our lives. It is hard not to be authentic - and vulnerable - when someone has a window 
into an individual’s world. And instead of being a distraction to work, this greater authenticity has made it 
possible for us to see the humanity in each other and, in turn, to bring us closer together.

Our research, in fact, found that 61% of respondents voiced that they have become more comfortable 
with sharing details about their non-work life that may affect their work. And 79% of those individuals 
believe that doing so has helped them get their work done more effectively. Managers are also sharing 
more with their teams. Over half of respondents voiced that since March 2020 their manager is more open 
to sharing details about their non-work life that may affect their work. A full 75% agree that knowing 
details about their manager’s non-work life helps them to get their work done more effectively.

These findings are significant and represent a key area for us to continue to watch. While the 
circumstances of the past two years have enabled greater levels of vulnerability, we’re interested in how 
this can continue as people shift back towards “normal” and more in-office interactions. Once again, this 
underscores why moral leaders who, regardless of the circumstances naturally lead with authenticity, are 
so important to building cultures for connection.

Voiced that they 
have become more 
comfortable with 

sharing details 
about their non-

work life that may 
affect their work

Agree that sharing 
details about their 
non-work life has 
helped them get 
their work done 
more effectively

Voiced their 
manager is more 
open to sharing 

details about 
non-work life 

that may affect 
their work

Agree that knowing 
details about their 

manager’s non-work 
life helps them get 

their work done 
more effectively

61% 75% 59%

Since March 2020

75%
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Since March 2020, my manager understands...

My personal 
goals

My 
professional 

goals

41% 40%

13% 12%

46% 48%

Better Worse Same
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The Great Resignation Is Not a “Freedom From” 
Issue — It Is a “Freedom To” Opportunity

At the time of this initial report’s writing, The 
Great Resignation and its related tentacles 
are dominating the business buzz. Yet, our 
research reveals that perhaps this movement is 
misunderstood. Instead of the majority of workers 
fleeing their jobs for higher paying, remote roles, 
our data shows that the majority of respondents 
plan to be at their organization in one year.  
What this says to us is that the drivers of The 
Great Resignation are less “Freedom From” and 
more “Freedom To.” Workers are not running 
away from jobs and offices, but they are vocally 
rejecting the traditional carrot-stick methods of 
managing. Employees are racing towards roles 
where they are able to use their creativity, share 
their ideas, connect around shared values, and 
be inspired.

Our data demonstrates this clearly. Working for 
an organization that values connection increases 
the likelihood that a person intends to remain at 
their company.  Specifically, of the respondents 
who either agree or strongly agree that their 
organization values human connection, an 

overwhelming 86% of those respondents report 
that they intend to stay at their organization for at 
least the next year.

Related to this idea, we know many organizations 
are currently evolving their workplace guidelines 
and policies. We’re encouraged by the fact that 
over two thirds of respondents voiced that the 
policies their organization are enacting will 
help them achieve their professional goals. 
Similarly, two thirds agree that the policies will 
help them achieve their personal goals. However, 
we see a disconnect in how individuals voice how 
well their manager understands their personal 
and professional goals. As classic management 
literature preaches, individuals don’t leave 
companies they leave managers. There is an 
opportunity in the coming months to ensure that 
managers are developing close understandings 
of their employees’ aspirations. If this doesn’t 
happen all the best organizational policies in the 
world won’t prevent an employee from eventually 
growing disenchanted, disconnected, and 
ultimately finding a new home for their talents.

20

0

40

60

80
75%

16%

9%

Do you plan to be at your organization in one year?

Of respondents who report 
their organization values human 
connection intend to stay at their 

organization for at least the next year

86%
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Leaders have to get ‘Freedom From’ and ‘Freedom To’ 
right. ‘Freedom From’ is created through empowerment, 
by removing external controls. But the freedom that we 
really cherish is not ‘Freedom From’ it’s ‘Freedom To’ – 
to be yourself, innovate, speak your mind, ask a tough 
question in a meeting without fear of being punished. 
Moral leaders are obsessed with creating ‘Freedom To.’” 

Dov Seidman
Founder & Executive Chairman

            The HOW Institute for Society

“

Yes No Unsure



Shared Values in Action Inspire Connection

Compared to March 2020, over half of respondents believe it is now more important for them to work 
for an organization that is aligned with their personal mission. Our simple interpretation of this finding 
— when people come face to face with the limits of their humanity, it becomes all the more important 
to seek out shared values, common purpose, and to walk together in our journeys of significance.

Working within an organization that values human connection makes it more likely that an individual 
feels this alignment. Of the respondents who either agree or strongly agree that their company values 
human connection, 84% also report that they believe their organization has a positive impact on the 
world. Furthermore, of those that work in cultures that value connection, 84% of respondents agree that 
they are proud to work for their company.

There are two layers of implications embedded within these findings: The first is that individuals must 
take the time to understand their own goals and mission. And the second is that organizations must 
also do the same. Without clarity of purpose, there cannot be shared values. And without shared values 
there cannot be meaningful connection. Alignment in values and mission inspire connection.

Reflecting on the period since March 2020
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Believe I will 
be better off 

in the long run 
because of the 
lessons I have 

learned

82%

78%

72%

Believe my 
organization will 

be better off in the 
long run because 
of the lessons it 

has learned

Believe society will 
be better off in the 
long run because 
of the lessons that 
have been learned

The Pause Paves the Way for a More 
Positive Tomorrow

We are not the same people we were when we 
first fled our routines in March 2020. Moreover, our 
organizations are not the same as they were when 
our offices first emptied. To know this is one thing, 
but to deeply Pause and reflect on it is another. 
Pausing creates the space to reconnect to core 
values, understand how to make better choices, 
and reimagine the future. 

Our data shows that while nearly three quarters of 
employees have taken time to reflect on how they 
have changed since March 2020, slightly more than 
half of managers have expressed genuine interest 
in understanding how a person has changed. This 
practice of Pausing is both a regular and a critical 
practice of moral leaders. At The HOW Institute, 
we believe this is the single greatest opportunity 
for organizations at this moment of shift: to more 

deeply cultivate the Pause as a way of living and 
working, and to embed a shared sense of reflecting 
and learning within organizations.

Out of the Pause, we see the path toward a 
better future. According to our research, 82% of 
respondents believe they will be better off due to 
the lessons that they have learned in the pandemic. 
78% see this same long-term positive growth in 
their organizations. And 72% see this for society. 
This optimism is not only encouraging, but it is 
telling. Through it all, the human desire to turn 
straw into gold is resilient. When we have taken 
the time to truly reflect on challenges and turn 
them into lessons it is our natural state to believe 
in the beauty of tomorrow.

54%

74%
Have taken the 
time to reflect 
on how they 
have changed 
as a person 

Say their 
manager has 
expressed 
genuine interest 
in understanding 
how they have 
changed as a 
person

Since March 2020

Since March 2020, how 
important is it to work for an 
organization that is aligned 
to my personal mission?

52%

8%

40%

More 
important

Less 
important

No 
difference

20

0

40

60
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The last two years have undoubtedly been full of challenges, which have tested individuals, families, 
and organizations alike. This initial report has not detailed the depth of these difficulties nor has it 
tried to explain the important disparities across demographics. Instead, as our research revealed 
numerous encouraging findings, we have chosen 
to focus on positive growth during this time, the 
overarching truths about how we connect, and 
the invaluable impact of those connections on 
individuals, organizations, and society.

Even at work we cannot escape this simple 
truth: we are each other’s heartbeat. Every 
organization depends on a vital ecosystem of 
healthy human connections. These connections 
are fostered by moral leaders and result in 
greater productivity. They are vital.

Our greatest challenge for this next chapter 
is that we don’t close down our hearts as we 
transition from one state to the next. That as 
the bustle of daily rhythms return we don’t lose sight of the humanity we’ve extended, and that 
has also been shared with us. That we don’t see reflection as a discreet activity, but that instead we 
approach the Pause as a practice. Said another way, our greatest opportunity is that we prioritize 
fostering cultures where meaningful connections thrive, and therefore pursue moral leadership as 
the standard for being.

Dov Seidman’s lifelong study of moral philosophy 
and the law resulted in a powerful vision that in 
today’s connected and transparent world, people 
and organizations stand to gain by dedicating new 
thought and energy to HOW they do what they do. 

We know what effective leadership 
looks like. When faced with any 
crisis, with any kind of upheaval, we 
instinctively look to our leaders — to 
the people we respect and admire, 
who call on us to be and do better.”

Darren Walker
Board Member, The HOW Institute for Society

“

Closing Thoughts

About Our Founder

Notes on This Research Approach and 
Initial Report

In this study, we surveyed a cross section of 1,014 individuals across the United States who 
represent the estimated 40% of American workers who have been able to do their work remotely 
over the past two years5. Before March 2020, 72% worked fully in the office with 28% mostly in 
the office. Today 50% work fully remote and 50% are partially remote.

We recognize that in this initial report we have stayed away from sharing descriptive 
demographics. While this was a primary lens for our analysis in our first report, in this report 
we chose to focus more on themes across all respondents. Given the nuances of demographics 
and related focuses, we are in the process of conducting further research to more specifically 
understand patterns of connection as they pertain to gender, race, ethnicity, and age.

Lastly, the world is changing day by day. At the time of this report’s writing, Russia is engaging 
in war with Ukraine, inflation is rising, and China continues to be shutdown due to a COVID 
resurgence. We recognize that research like this captures a moment in time and that we cannot 
describe all states. Hence, in this initial report we have tried to highlight broad themes that we 
would expect to remain consistent. The HOW Institute for Society has been following these 
changes since the beginning of the pandemic, and intends to continue measuring the state of 
human connection in the workplace as changes occur in the future.

About Research at The HOW Institute for Society

At The HOW Institute for Society we believe in the importance of measuring matters of human 
significance. Our ultimate goal with our research is to enable organizations across industries to 
measure not only their financial impact, but also their human impact so that organizations value 
what matters most.

Each year we commit to further refining our instruments while also surfacing the insights we’ve 
collected. If you are interested in learning more about our research or collaborating on future 
work, please reach out to us at research@thehowinstitute.org.
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About The HOW Institute for Society

The HOW Institute for Society seeks to build and nurture a culture of moral leadership, principled 
decision-making and values-based behavior that enables individuals and institutions to meet the 
profound social, economic, and technological changes of the 21st Century to elevate humanity.

The world is being reshaped faster than we have yet been able to reshape our institutions, our 
leadership and ourselves. A future that includes dynamic capitalism, vibrant democracy, healthy 
communities and free societies depends on the rise of moral leadership and values-inspired behavior. 
 
The HOW Institute for Society is committed to building a world that is rooted in deep human values 
and noble ideals. The Institute is animated by an in-depth knowledge of moral philosophy, experience 
applying philosophical reasoning to modern problems and a belief in the urgent imperative of HOW. 
Today, HOW we do what we do matters more than ever and in ways it never has before.  
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