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INTRODUCTION 

I was recently discussing the concept of unwritten rules of business  
with one of my personal superheroes, the self-described ‘resilience ninja,’  
Jaz Ampaw-Farr. She’s an international keynote speaker, author, catalyst  
for change, and CEO of her own company, Human First Ltd. She’s also  
given an impassioned TEDx Talk that I highly recommend to everyone. 

Superheroes all need a superpower and for Jaz it’s enabling individuals  
and teams to upgrade limiting narratives so they can transform their  
work, life, and community. 

Jaz and I, along with a team of smart, energized participants, explored  
the unwritten rules of the pandemic-era. Rather than leave them  
“unwritten,” we’ve put together this handbook so they can be  
explored, shared, and acknowledged. I hope you find as much value 
here as we did.

	 	 	 	 	 Michelle	Boockoff-Bajdek
     Chief Marketing Officer, Skillsoft

Michelle BB

3

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q3xoZXSW5yc
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UNWRITTEN RULES FROM  
ORDINARY TO EXTRAORDINARY  
 

To understand what unwritten rules are, we need to look first at what they aren’t. 
They aren’t found in an employee handbook. They aren’t addressed in an interview 
or onboarding. HR won’t explain them. In fact, they might deny their existence  
completely.

But, don’t let that fool you. 

Unwritten rules are the unspoken office procedures. They’re something you pick  
up on. They’re the vibe around the office. The subtle corporate nuances that tell  
you this is how things are done around here. 

Unwritten rules can be found in two flavors: ordinary and extraordinary. There  
are common, easily understood, ordinary unwritten rules, such as you don’t  
steal from the supply closet or you don’t heat up fish in the microwave. 

And then there are the extrordinary unwritten rules. They’re part of, often  
central to, company culture and affect everything from how you dress to how  
well you work with your peers to job satisfaction to performance reviews.  
Your willingness to embrace unwritten rules can have a big impact and can  
mean the difference between advancing in your career or staying stuck  
where you are.



 

COMMON UNWRITTEN RULES 
FOUND IN OFFICES   
 

There are common unwritten rules that employees come across in their  
day-to-day work life. While these might not be spelled out to the workforce —  
in fact, many leaders would never admit the unwritten rules exist, much less  
that they’ve helped shape them — they are very much a part of the corporate  
culture experience.

Some of the more common ones might be:

• The expectation to come in early or stay late. Or — ugh — both.

• “Open door policies,” that don’t really exist.

• Unofficial dress codes.

• Willingness to take business risks.

• Norms for socializing at work or after.

• Personal time off protocols (availability, amount, frequency).

• Internal communications (email, phone, office drop by).

• How involved (or not involved) a manager really wants to be.

• Leaving personal information about kids, spouses, or other family  
 members out of office conversations.

5



 

THE DOWNSIDE OF UNWRITTEN RULES   
 

While these unwritten rules can lead to increased productivity and profits, as well as eliminating any 
questions about office etiquette, they can — and often do — have a negative impact on employees. 

Unwritten rules can create mistrust among employees. They can create a hierarchal environment 
that doesn’t encourage collaboration. They can also make an employee feel devalued, uninspired, and 
burned out. 

All these situations can lead to turnover.

Think about the employee who has unlimited paid time off. Sounds great. But in a culture where the 
unwritten rule is that you really shouldn’t take too much time off, or you need to be checking email  
and be available for phone calls during your ‘vacation’ days, are you really taking time off? Are the 
unwritten rules of responding to emails at all hours compromising work/life balance? Is the person 
that’s coming in early or working late actually doing more work in those hours or are they merely  
putting in the time?

Most people when advised in a job interview about unwritten rules that negatively affect work-life  
balance would turn the job down. Yet, they accept working late, coming in early, or working  
weekends in their day-to-day work because that’s the way it’s done. This devaluation of personal  
time builds up and leads to marginalization and a belief that the employer just doesn’t care. Then,  
the resulting lack of commitment leads employers to feel that employees don’t care about their work. 

The questions need to be asked. Are unwritten rules negatively impacting business? And how  
can we change this?
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VACATION VS. RECHARGE   
 

It may seem like semantics, but how you label “paid time off” (or PTO) 
makes a big difference. In many companies, “vacation” means you’re out 
of the office or away from your remote desk. But, too often these days, 
the vacation expectation is that you should be checking in or available as 
needed — and there’s often a loose interpretation of the meaning behind 
“as needed.” 

With 24-hour connectivity and the prevalence of distributed working,  
the concept of vacation time has become murky. For too many, downtime 
has become non-existent or limited at best. 

A simple modification in how we frame paid time off can make a big  
difference. A change in nomenclature from “vacation” to “recharge”  
creates a paradigm shift. Suddenly time off is viewed not as a luxury, but 
as a necessity to creativity and productivity. Much like when a phone or 
laptop loses power, a recharge is a period of complete downtime while we 
wait for new energy to revive the device. A recharge in the human element 
creates a new vitality in the employee and their work — and most  
importantly it becomes a new, respected, unwritten rule. 
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THE PANDEMIC REWROTE  
UNWRITTEN RULES   
 

Everything in the business world changed in 2020. And, unwritten rules were no different.

The old office norms were replaced with new home office norms that no one was quite sure about.  
Employees lived, ate, breathed, and slept in front of their screens. Work life collided with home life 
with little to no separation.  

2020 necessitated a whole new set of unwritten rules. Overnight. One day it was business as usual.  
The next, it was anything but. While unwritten rules typically evolve over time, the new rules  
emerged fast and furiously.

With so many homes turned into offices, employees felt the need to apologize for children, spouses, 
pets, a messy dining room, or even artwork on their wall. Everyone struggled while trying to appear  
as if they weren’t. No one wanted to seem too vulnerable even as the world was in a state of chaos.

Is there a new dress code? Do you put your camera on or off? What time does the workday start —  
or end? Does it ever end? Were employees really working or were they taking care of their kids? 

Water cooler socializing, lunches, and happy hours disappeared. And while some companies  
tried to manufacture this type of social interaction with virtual events, the fact was that social  
distancing created emotional distancing. Employees no longer connected with their employers  
in the same way. Many felt they had to work harder or longer to prove that they were actually productive. 
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GENDER BIAS IN A  
DISTRIBUTED WORKFORCE   
 

One thing that emerged during the pandemic was the difference between 
gender roles when it came to unwritten rules. 

Take for example when a child entered the room while an employee was 
on a Zoom call. Many employees felt that when a man’s child became part 
of the meeting, it was viewed as cute or endearing. Contrast that with 
women, who overwhelmingly felt the need to apologize for the disruption. 

All too often, the unwritten rule became that men were allowed to have 
lives and women had to apologize for aspects of their everyday world  
outside of the office norms.

The good news is that this is something we can change.

The next time you’re on a conference call with your distributed teammates, 
take time to notice whether every participant is being afforded the same 
amount of appreciation and respect — regardless of their gender and  
regardless of how they’re juggling their personal and professional lives.

We’re all in this together.
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NOW WHAT? WHAT HAPPENS  
TO THE OLD UNWRITTEN RULES?    
 

Across industries and around the globe, employees are seeking more and new  
kinds of value from their work. And employers are evolving to meet those new  
expectations. The traditional relationship is transforming, and there’s a new social  
compact between employer and employees. 

It centers around growth.

Growth has become a critical lever of the new employee value proposition.  
Employees crave personal growth and fulfillment. Employers crave business  
growth and performance.

It’s time to deliver with a new way of thinking. All parties need to be invited to  
the party. Voices need to be heard and valued.

And, that’s just as true for unwritten rules as it is for official policy.
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THE NEW WORKPLACE  
BY THE NUMBERS   
 

The old way of doing business has a new look and feel. According to  
research recently published by Gallup, prior to the pandemic:

• Only 8% of “remote-capable” workers (meaning their work can be  
 performed offsite) worked remotely.

• Only 32% worked a hybrid mix of remote and onsite.

• 60% of employees worked fully onsite.

Those numbers have changed and are continuing to change.  
It’s anticipated that going forward: 

• 24% will work remotely.

• 53% will be hybrid.

• Just 23% will be onsite.
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DO I NEED A MAP —  
OR A COMPASS — 
ON THE PATH TO SUCCESS? 
 

There’s no denying it. The unwritten rules have changed. And there’s 
probably no going back to business as usual. 

Organizations have experienced a cultural, economic, and structural 
earthquake. The maps that we were accustomed to are no longer working 
because the familiar landmarks no longer exist. 

In fact, they’ve been reduced to rubble. 

To ensure successful navigation, we need to rely on our moral, 
intellectual, and practical compass to point us in the right direction. 
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THE HUMAN REVOLUTION:  
REWRITING THE RULES  
STARTS NOW   
 

We need to move forward in a new way where there is a deeper connection  
between employer and employee. We’ve seen business go through the industrial  
revolution, followed by a technical revolution and, more recently, a digital  
revolution. 

We’re now front and center to a human revolution where employees are  
demanding that employers recognize their value, and respect their values.

The old unwritten rules won’t work — if they ever did. Employees are now asking:

• How will this new world look for me? 

• What was forgotten in the old rules that must now be a part of the new  
 business culture?

• What needs to change so I feel fulfilled?

Employers need to realize that the workday might not necessarily be one-size- 
fits-all. They need to acknowledge that individual employees might require  
different things. Outdated notions of performance need to be reexamined. 
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Sixty-eight percent of HR leaders who responded to a recent study feel they have  
less visibility into employee work patterns. And despite mounting evidence that 
shows there is little to no correlation between performance and where work gets 
done, employers are troubled by this. While we have to accept that work and  
workplace are no longer one in the same, we also have to acknowledge that onsite 
workers don’t necessarily equate to higher performance

Processes for how work moves through the pipeline might have a different look.  
Equity and inclusion must be a priority. And new technology needs to be  
incorporated to connect and engage hybrid workforces.

Employees need to feel valued. This means complete equality — whether they’re  
in the office or online. Leaders need to get rid of controlled judgement and  
build on relationships and trust of employees. Employees need to feel that they  
can ‘do life’ to even out the work/life balance.

The workplace might look different, but relationships and personal growth  
still need to be cultivated, maintained, and allowed to thrive. When you allow  
that you are future proofing your workforce. 

The new unwritten rules have yet to be written, but they should all start with  
connection.



 

THE NEW UNWRITTEN RULES   
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RULE 1: RULE 2: RULE 4:RULE 3: RULE 5:
Anyone can  
participate with  
their camera off 
when they need  
to — no questions 
asked.

RULE 6:
When we’re “off,” 
we’re really OFF.  
Everyone deserves  
a chance to  
recharge.

RULE 7: RULE 9:RULE 8: RULE 10:

“No apologies”  
needed when it  
comes to kids, pets, 
roommates, or a  
messy house.

Everyone gets  
a chance to  
participate.  
Everyone has a  
voice. Every idea  
has value.

We respect each  
other’s time and 
busy schedules. 

We set  
expectations,  
come prepared,  
and agree to next 
steps whenever  
we meet.

We trust each  
other and give  
each other the  
benefit of the  
doubt.

We focus on how 
well we do our job, 
not where we do it.

When we need  
help, we ask. When 
we can help, we  
offer. We are in  
this together.

We are kind to  
each other. When  
all else fails,  
kindness matters.



ABOUT JAZ 
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JAZ AMPAW-FARR
HUMAN STRATEGIST, KEYNOTE SPEAKER, 
AND AUTHOR 

Jaz Ampaw-Farr is a motivational TEDx and keynote speaker, author, and CEO of her own 
company, Human First Ltd. Jaz’s determination drove her from appalling abuse, to running away 
from foster care, and life as a teen on the streets, to advising governments on education policy. 
and living as the resilience ninja she is today.



ABOUT SKILLSOFT
Skillsoft (NYSE: SKIL) is a global leader in corporate digital learning, focused on transforming today’s workforce for tomorrow’s  
economy. The company provides enterprise learning solutions designed to prepare organizations for the future of work, overcome  
critical skill gaps, drive demonstrable behavior change, and unlock the potential in their people. Skillsoft offers a comprehensive suite 
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