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We all know that being productive isn’t just about how many hours 
you spend working. The debate about working from home or the 
office still isn’t settled when it comes to which is more productive.

The reality is that we think about being productive not so much in 
terms of actual output, but how we feel about that output. Haven’t 
you ever had a really busy day, ended up totally wiped—but also 
with a frustrated feeling that you didn’t get much done?

Productivity is a complex interplay of psychological, environmental, 
and organizational factors that influence how well and efficiently 
you perform. Understanding these elements can affect how you 
approach your work, consider your environment, and balance your 
own emotional response.

	▪ Being productive isn’t all about discipline. Your environment, 
company culture, and stress impact your output.

	▪ There are ways to create a productive mindset, as well as 
recognize outside influences.

	▪ Stress doesn’t only impact productivity; it can also make a 
productive day feel less fulfilling.

Key Points

A lot of factors impact  
being—and feeling—productive. 
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Surroundings Matter: How 
Your Environment Affects 
Productivity
Whether you’re in a quiet cubicle, a bustling café, or your home 
office, where you work plays a crucial role in your ability to focus 
and work efficiently.

This isn’t as simple as working remotely or on-site. That matters, 
and there are lots of conversations about the tradeoffs of each. 
However, there are some key environmental factors that influence 
productivity and make a difference.

1. Noisy or not?

Some people like a thriving space because they stay charged and 
motivated. Some people like more ambient noise just to drown 
out nearby chatter or other distractions. Recognizing when you’re 
fighting to focus because everyone is talking, or how a certain 
playlist gets you into a state of flow, can improve your productivity.
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2. Clear workspace, clear mind.
Your workspace, whether at home or in the office, serves as both 
your physical and mental space. A cluttered environment can 
make you feel slightly chaotic.

For those who have attention challenges, too many things literally 
can be sensory overload. For others, it simply can create a sense of 
overwhelm: If all the reports you have to do this month are stacked 
up in front of you, you can easily feel no progress at all. Even “tidy” 
desks with too much on them can make you feel like you’re just 
nibbling away at tasks and not accomplishing much.

3. Create a commute.
If you are going into the office, use that travel time to mentally 
begin to shift into a productive mindset. The advantage of an on-
site job is that you naturally benefit from clear boundaries between 
work and home. You likely even dress a little differently—another 
signal to your brain that it’s time to focus.

But working from home doesn’t mean you can’t create a system to 
signal to your brain that the workday has begun. For one, having a 
dedicated, organized workspace, where you can mentally “switch 
into work mode,” enhances focus and productivity. Starting at the 
same time—and ending at the same time—also helps establish 
psychological boundaries. You can even have your “work” coffee 
cup, your work clothes, small things that say to your brain: This is 
my office, now show up.
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What Your Employer  
Thinks About Productivity 
Matters, Too
It’s not just the physical environment that affects productivity—
your company’s culture and the way it values productivity also 
play a significant role. Is your company one that values flexibility, 
allowing you to manage your time and space as needed? Or is there 
an emphasis on checking in frequently and adhering to specific 
schedules?

High levels of autonomy are often linked to higher productivity 
because they allow employees to work when and where they feel 
most effective. However, if you’re fighting workplace norms, your 
productivity may not feel productive. Some companies operate 
with strict check-ins or key performance metrics.

If your company has implemented tools to track productivity 
through project management software (as discussed in my article 
“Does Your Job Know When You Haven’t Typed?”), it can impact 
how you view productivity. And even more subtle “face time in the 
office” norms can influence how you think others perceive your 
productivity. You may find yourself working more or harder (or 
both) simply to feel your meeting productivity expectations.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-psychology-work/202208/does-your-job-know-when-you-havent-typed


“... [productivity is] about 
understanding how your 

physical environment, social 
surroundings, organizational 

culture, and personal well-
being contribute to how 

effectively you work.”
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The Personal Pressure  
of Productivity
Studies consistently show that stress can significantly hamper 
your productivity, affecting your cognitive functions, creativity, 
and overall efficiency. When stress levels rise, especially over 
prolonged periods, it can result in burnout, where productivity 
declines not just from the amount of work, but from the mental 
and emotional exhaustion of overexertion. Recognizing the signs 
of stress, and taking proactive steps to manage it, is crucial to 
maintaining healthy productivity levels.

And recognize that even if stress isn’t impacting actual 
productivity, it may make you feel less efficient. If you’re tired, 
distracted, or dealing with other issues, you may feel unfocused. 
This can make you exhausted mentally while also frustrated  
that you didn’t “get more done.”

Productivity is Complicated—
and Highly Personal
We have all learned in recent years that productivity certainly isn’t 
as simple as switching from home office or coworking space to an 
employer workplace. It’s about understanding how your physical 
environment, social surroundings, organizational culture, and 
personal well-being contribute to how effectively you work.

By recognizing the factors that affect your productivity—from 
natural light to personal stressors—you can craft a work routine 
that optimizes your ability to perform at your best.

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7889069/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7889069/
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