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of information overload and misinformation.
The Review itself was conceived as a piece  

of codified knowledge transfer – we have always 
shared the information gathered from our data 
and we always will. As Leesman has grown, 
so has the reach of the Review, and after eight 
years and 25 issues it’s time for us to evolve – not 
only our look but our content, too. We are going 
to be looking more to industries outside of 
real estate to see what we can learn from them. 

We’ve brought in a new Editor, Hannah Finch, 
who has written about a variety of sectors  
for both Monocle Magazine and Raconteur, 
and recently was the managing editor of  
The Stoddart Review. 

Our aim is that the Review will continue  
to spark ideas about what is possible within  
the workplace, provide valuable insights  
and inspire our readers to think differently.  
We hope you enjoy it.

trail from hospital rooms, to cockpits, to the 
front lines of war to find out where it’s being 
handled effectively and where its mishandling  
is causing the loss of money and even of lives. 

We see where it has the power to bring  
about meaningful organisational change,  
as detailed in Dr. Peggie Rothe’s piece about  
the importance of rest in the workplace.  
And in our lead interview, with Major General 
Tom Copinger-Symes, we look at the risk  

BEYOND THE 
INFORMATION AGE 
It’s the most valuable commodity there is and it’s 
multiplying at a staggering rate. But information 
in and of itself holds no power, it’s how it’s 
communicated that gives it meaning. In this 
edition of the Review we follow the information 

“For 10 years or more we’ve recognised  
that ‘data is the new oil’.  But we have also 
come to realise that raw data, like crude oil, 
is worthless until you refine and process it.  
It is what you do with the data that delivers 
the value.”
Major General Tom Copinger-Symes, page 4



In organisational theory, knowledge 
transfer is the practical problem of 
transferring knowledge from one part of  
the organisation to another. Like knowledge 
management, knowledge transfer seeks 
to organise, create, capture or distribute 
knowledge and ensure its availability for 
collaborating colleagues and future users. 

Just 43% of employees globally acknowledge 
that ‘learning from others’ is an important 
work activity*1. Tim Minshall, Head of the 
Institute for Manufacturing at the University  
of Cambridge, describes Knowledge Transfer 
as a “contact sport; it works best when people 
meet to exchange ideas – it’s all about the 
transfer of tangible and intellectual property, 
expertise, learning and skills”. 

Research has identified two kinds of 
knowledge transfer mechanisms: personalised 
and codified. Personalisation refers to the 
one-to-one transfer of knowledge between two 
entities in person. Codification refers to the 
act of converting knowledge into knowledge 
artefacts such as documents, images, manuals 
and videos that are consumed by the knowledge 
recipients, often remotely and subsequently, 
but on an ‘as needs’ basis.

Personalised knowledge transfer results in 
better immediate assimilation of knowledge by 
the recipient when information is tacit or when 
information content in a knowledge object is 
complex or high. In comparison, codification 
is driven by the need to transfer knowledge to 
a large number of people and results in wider 
knowledge dissemination and better re-use.

In our knowledge economy, 
failures in knowledge transfer 
systems can have significant 
commercial impact

In both of these cases, the methods and 
systems used to transfer knowledge will 
determine whether the transfer is successful 
or not. In our knowledge economy*2, failures 
in knowledge transfer systems can have 
significant commercial impact. But it is 
perhaps in the public sector where the mistakes 
are more noticeable and can have potentially 
life-threatening consequences. Consider the 
various communication breakdowns in the 
scenario below:

– Late-afternoon, 11th March 2018.  
A 76-year-old male (Patient A), suffering 
severe abdominal pain, asks his neighbour, 
a retired nurse, for help. She calls emergency 
services who dispatch an ambulance crew. 
Paramedics assess that the male needs urgent 
emergency hospital care and transport 
him to the nearest hospital. A unique 
reference number created by the ambulance 
service is attached to the digitally recorded 
patient notes and paramedic’s in-transit 
observations (obs).

– 18.00. Patient A arrives at the mid-sized 
regional teaching hospital Emergency 
Department (ED) where ambulance service 
paramedics orally de-brief ED doctors on 
their observations and assessments and the 
multi-page ambulance service notes are 
printed in the ED to be inserted into Patient 
A’s hospital file. Thereafter, obs are repeated 
and recorded on new paper charts within  
the physical patient file.

– c.18:00. Patient A is clerically ‘admitted’ 
to the hospital and a new unique reference 
number is created, printed on a bar-coded 
wristband attached to the patient and 
printed as a sheet of self-adhesive labels, 
one of which is adhered to the front of the 
physical patient file.

– c.18.00. Another patient arrives at the same 
ED, conveyed by the same ambulance service 
but with a different ambulance crew, and 
is then admitted in the same way. He is an 
elderly patient who has suffered a fall. He is 
suffering from Parkinson’s disease and has 
an ‘advanced directive’ or ‘living will’ that 
has been discussed with ambulance service 
paramedics in transit. This includes a ‘do  
not resuscitate order’. His ambulance service 
notes are saved and printed in the same way 
on the same printer. 

– 21:00. Patient A is prepared for emergency 
surgery on a suspected ruptured bowel.

Somewhere in the following minutes, between 
the two patients being admitted and Patient A 
being assessed for emergency surgery, Patient 
B’s ambulance service printed clinical obs and 
list of medications are somehow mixed up with 
those of Patient A and all pages except the cover 
page (which lists the patient’s demography) are 
incorrectly inserted in Patient A’s physical file. 
From this point onwards, the wrong patient 
details were present in Patient A’s file.

Later that night family members are 
allowed to see Patient A, who is conscious 
but heavily sedated. One of the supervising 
Anaesthetists mentions that he observed from 
the ambulance service notes that the Patient 
has an ‘advanced directive’ – including a ‘do not 
resuscitate’ order. The family member assures 
the Anaesthetist this is not something they 
were aware of, but the Anaesthetist confirms 
that since he has not seen a physical copy of 
the directive, or discussed it with the Patient 
to confirm, it was somewhat irrelevant. Since 
the patient is at no immediate risk, the family 
agrees to discuss it in the morning.

The next day, Patient A’s relatives are met 
by the Registrar responsible for the DoCC 
who informs them that whilst Patient A is 
‘doing well’, there had been a minor ‘oversight’ 
which she would like to explain. The relatives 
are shown into a consultation room where 
the Registrar explains that Patient A has 
regrettably been incorrectly administered 
Madopar, an anti-Parkinson’s medication. 
The relatives are told the error was realised 
when having been given the medication, DoCC 

PERSONALISED 
OR CODIFIED: 
PACKAGING 
KNOWLEDGE

Opinion  |  Tim Oldman
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nurses told him what it was for and the patient 
told them he didn’t suffer from Parkinson’s. 
The Registrar acknowledged that the patient’s 
clinical history did not tally with his notes and 
confirms that she believes that the patient notes 
used to prescribe medication were those of 
another patient – which explains why Patient A 
had an incorrect ‘do not resuscitate’ attached 
to him.

It is only then, after Patient A takes the 
drugs, that the nurse elects to re-examine 
Patient A’s file and it becomes apparent 
to her that the Ambulance Service notes 
that were used to formulate the patient’s 
drug chart were at odds with other aspects 
of the patient’s medical history. Senior 
clinicians were informed immediately and 
the ‘medication against consent’ incident is 
reported to senior staff and acknowledged as 
a ‘serious incident’. This triggers the creation 
of a Root Cause Analysis (RCA).

Some months later, the initial RCA is passed 
to the patient and relatives. It is really nothing 
more than a loosely accurate schedule of what 
happened when. It records the root cause in 
a single sentence as ‘Human error in that the 
(DoCC) Registrar failed to notice that the 
ambulance records from which he took the 
medication history were for Patient B. Patient 
A was unable to verify his medication history 
himself at that time (post-surgery).’

In this instance, the personalised 
knowledge transfer to ED staff would not 
have mentioned Parkinson’s disease or an 
advanced directive. Yet ED staff using the 
codified knowledge failed to recognise the 
error. In the DoCC, the senior nurse used 
codified knowledge and did not stop when the 
personalised knowledge offered by the patient 
was in conflict. But what do you say when 
something goes wrong? Or, more importantly, 
what do you do when something goes wrong? 

Recent research lead by Jagdip Singh,  
Faculty Director of Business Analytics at Cape 
Western Reserve University in Cleveland, Ohio, 
USA has exposed that when mistakes are made, 
actions speak significantly louder than words.

The research shows just how much 
importance jilted customers placed on the 
willingness of frontline staff to act rather 
than simply seek to pacify. The hospital 
administration’s RCA seeks to pacify and  
not to act. It recommends that staff ‘Reiterate 
(to all anaesthetists and trainees in the 
anaesthetic department) the importance 
of checking the information on all patient 
documents before completing medical 
records and prescription charts’. 

For a RCA to be of any value, it must surely 
identify the root cause of a problem or defect 
and offer structural solutions to ensure that 
the error does not happen again. Does the root 
cause sit with the staff member who picked  
the printed pages from the printer? Or is it 
further up-stream? Why does pretty much 
every user of the UK health service have  
a unique National Health Service number,  

but ambulance services create a new incident 
number when they attend to patients, but 
then in the event they are taken for hospital 
treatment these electronically tagged notes 
are merely printed. And why does the hospital 
create a new unique admission number that 
sticks with the patient until discharged? 

The Journal of Patient Safety reports that, 
in the US, 400,000 people die every year by 
preventable medical error. More people die 
from mistakes made by doctors and hospitals 
than from traffic accidents. And yet a culture 
of fear and blame means that there are still no 
black boxes in emergency rooms. We can install 
sensors under desks to check if employees 
deserve a designated desk, but we can’t link 
patient records to a patient.

In Sir Robert Francis’s public inquiry into 
failings at the UK’s Mid-Staffordshire NHS 
Foundation Trust, he noticed that whenever 
a tragedy occurs the NHS produces excellent 
action plans. But they then fail to produce any 
action. It’s as if the production of the report 
is the final step in addressing the problem, 
instead of the first step in correcting it. The 
challenge for the healthcare industry is to 
make real changes that avoid, trap or mitigate 
against potential human error, leaving as  
little as possible up to chance or the frailties  
of human psychology.

People want to work in  
an environment where  
they are being set up for 
success, where they are 
given the tools they need  
to do their job well and they 
are within a system that is 
supporting them

The fact that no one was hurt in the mixing 
of two patient’s notes in this case study is 
fortunate. But the fact that the incident’s 
learning experience value is therefore 
downgraded is pitiful. The incident contains 
knowledge that must now be transferred. 
Action should be seen. It should not happen  
to another patient. 

Information as basic as who a patient 
is should not be left to a bleary-eyed night 
shift nurse who may or may not read the tag 
correctly, there should be a fail-safe system in 
place. People want to work in an environment 
where they are being set up for success, where 
they are given the tools they need to do their 
job well and they are within a system that is 
supporting them. For many NHS workers 
that’s not the case. It’s worth considering:  
is it the case in your organisation? 

*1 The Leesman Index. June 2018. n=401,362 employees’ 
 work activity analysis.

*2 The term was popularized by Peter Drucker as the title  
of Chapter 12 in his book The Age of Discontinuity (1969)



PULLING 
THE PLUG 
The NHS’s failed attempt to go digital
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Data has the potential to be the lifeblood  
of the UK’s National Health Service. “One  
of the most important resources held by the 
UK health system is the data generated by 
the 65 million people within it,” wrote John 
Bell, regius professor of medicine at Oxford 
University, in the Government’s Life Sciences 
Industrial Strategy. However, effectively 
collecting and securely distributing patient 
information remains one of the healthcare 
sector’s biggest challenges. 

The UK Government attempted to  
tackle the problem back in 2002 when  
it launched the National Programme for 
Information Technology (NPfIT) NHS Care 
Records Service – the biggest civilian IT 
scheme ever attempted. The vision of 
the programme was to link up the entire 
NHS for the digital age, allowing patient 
records to be available electronically to 
all clinicians, while appointments and 
admissions would be booked online  
and drugs prescribed electronically.
 

$12.7bn 
The scheme was originally costed up to  
be around £5bn, but by 2011 that price  
tag had more than doubled to £12.7bn  
and was dubbed ‘the world’s biggest IT 
disaster’ by Edward Leigh, chairman of  
the Public Accounts Committee who 
reviewed the project. 

So where did it go wrong? While there was a 
clear vision and huge political commitment, 
the implementation was flawed from  
the beginning. 

The initial strategy was that national 
standards for NHS IT would be laid down 
but that local NHS trusts would be left  
free to commission their own suppliers  
and choose their own software. However, 
the programme became a centralised  
one managed by the agency, Connecting 
For Health (CFH). CFH was responsible  
for estimating and procurement,  
selecting contractors such as Accenture 
and CSC, with little apparent oversight 
from the Government. 

Enormous, £1bn contracts were signed 
before talking to clinicians and finding out 
what they actually wanted. Hospital trust 
executives felt that such a centralised project 
was at odds with the federal structure of  
the NHS in England, where trusts are used 
to making decisions for themselves. 

After nearly a decade of pumping money 
into the project with very little yield, 
the NPfIT was officially dismantled in 
2011. As a result, many hospitals still 
lack a comprehensive electronic patient 
record system. In The blunders of our 
governments, a survey of government 
disasters including numerous IT projects, 
authors Anthony King and Ivor Crewe 
describe NPfIT as ‘the veritable RMS  
Titanic of IT disasters . . . doomed from  
the beginning’.



Interview  |  Major General Tom Copinger-Symes CBE – 
General Officer Commanding Force Troops Command
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This is also a contest. We are all aware of 
the recent examples of nations engaging in 
information warfare to deceive, misdirect 
and propagandise. There’s little doubt that 
social media bots and fake news outlets  
could be just as effective at undermining  
a government as the best-trained and 
equipped troops. 

For 10 years or more we’ve recognised  
that ‘data is the new oil’. But we have also 
come to realise that raw data, like crude oil,  
is worthless until you refine and process it.  
It is what you do with the data that delivers 
the value. At one level this comes down to 
‘bytes’ – a measurement of data production, 
and ‘flops’ – a measurement of processing 
power. Unless your processing power exceeds 
your productive power, you drown in the  
raw data.

“We know diverse teams 
lead to better decision-
making so there is an active 
strategy to compete for a 
broader range of talent.” 

The Information Age presages a new 
type of warfare. Modern militaries not only 
need to train battle-ready soldiers but also 
to recruit and develop IT (and PR) experts 
who can turn the unprecedented range of 
information to our competitive advantage. 
We are entering a new era where the military 
needs to build ever more diverse teams, 
incorporating different mind sets and 
skill sets, with artists alongside scientists, 
particularly in the information space. This 
also means we are no longer putting everyone 
in a uniform. It is part of a strategy called 
a ‘whole force approach’, blending Regular 
(full-time) soldiers, Reservists (part-time), 
civil servants and industry partners. We 
know diverse teams lead to better decision-
making so there is an active strategy to 
compete for a broader range of talent.

Battles are fought through ‘the fog of war’. 
The phrase is attributed to Prussian military 
theorist Carl von Clausewitz in the 1830s 
but remains applicable today. It captures 
the complex uncertainties facing military 
commanders as they engage with the enemy 
whilst coping with the environmental 
challenges of terrain, weather and darkness. 
The Duke of Wellington referred to the 
essential challenge of military command  
as ‘seeing the other side of the hill.’  
Business leaders face similar problems.

The primary task for nations and their 
militaries has always been to see through the 
fog that obscures clear sight of their strategic 
objectives. Historically, one relied on the 
sights, the sounds, the smells and even the 
taste in your mouth - the raw ‘feel’ of a battle. 
Commanders lacked data – they were limited 
to the abilities of the human eyeball, then 
telescopes, binoculars, aerial reconnaissance 
and radars. And as they were fighting to get 
more information they were also fighting to 
stay alive, in close proximity to the enemy. 
Leaders’ senses were bombarded with inputs 
that prevented them from focusing on the 
key information they needed. This sensory 
overload made decision-making very difficult.

That is still the case on the front line. 
Elsewhere the world has moved on, and the 
means by which intelligence is produced has 
advanced. High command in war has shifted 
from the battlefield. Engagements now take 
place on a virtual plain of computers, as well 
as in physical battlespace, and algorithms 
and data analytics are as important as 
ballistics. Data poverty has been replaced 
by an embarrassment of riches. Now leaders 
are bombarded by excessive amounts of 
information that they struggle to ingest. 
Although remote from the field of battle,  
and insulated from the sights, smells and 
noises, sifting the signal from the noise can be 
just as perplexing as seeing through the fog.

Once the amount of intelligence gathered 
and produced bore a direct relationship to 
the number of people engaged in military 
intelligence. Today, new technologies 
have made accessible unfathomable 
volumes of data. At face value that’s hugely 
advantageous, but the ubiquity of those 
same technologies is also fast levelling the 
playing field, by giving our adversaries new 
and ever-more sophisticated capabilities. 
We have so much information we are at risk 
of decision paralysis. Sensory overload was 
the problem. It has now been surpassed by 
information overload. We risk drowning in 
data, asphyxiated by a lack of understanding.
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THE FOG  
OF WAR

The fog of war and the confusion of constant competition.  
Data is transforming warfare but what are the implications for 
commercial organisations now engaged in a war for talent? 
Major General Tom Copinger-Symes CBE – General Officer Commanding Force Troops Command

 “Unless your processing 
power equals your 
productive power, you end 
up drowned in your own 
data, asphyxiated by your 
lack of understanding”



The temptation, as with all competitions,  
is to copy them. But while they benefit from the 
agility that comes with a ‘flexible relationship’ 
with the truth, they also take advantage of the 
power of autocratic government and the wilful 
misuse of people’s personal data. My view is that 
we need to stay on the higher moral ground and 
we probably have to accept that we will often be 
second with the truth, when they are first with the 
lie. This doesn’t mean just sitting back and taking 
the blows; we have to be proactive about how  
we use data, and how we try to play catch up  
and overtake our competitors. Nevertheless,  
the UK military must strive to be transparent 
in all its decision-making. Plenty of parallels 
to our new-age digital military challenges can 
be found in the business world. Competition 
out there can doubtless feel pretty fierce, and 
sometimes I suspect it can feel like warfare.

But here sits the most pertinent lesson 
for commercial organisations engaged in 
the competition to attract and retain skilled 
talent. Military commanders have always 
sought to equip their troops with better 
technology than that available to their enemy. 
But that technological edge can no longer be 
guaranteed and increasingly it is the quality 
of our extraordinary soldiers that offers us 
the edge. The ability to integrate and employ 
technology is the critical factor. This remains 
a fundamentally human endeavour and its is 
the quality and motivation of our people that 
provide our winning advantage. 

The latest weapon in the arsenal

BIG DATA

It’s not just about the obvious markers of 
diversity - gender, ethnicity and orientation - 
but also much more broadly about freshness 
of thought and challenge. And in a digital 
age there is a particular value in our ‘digital 
natives’, who are younger and tend to sit 
towards the bottom of our organisation. 
I grew up thinking Generals had to know 
all the answers. Now I am one, I find to my 
surprise that I’m struggling to ask the right 
questions, let alone find the answers. Being 
comfortable with getting the answers from 
very junior members of the organisation is 
part of 21st Century leadership. Fortunately 
the Army is blessed by extraordinarily 
talented young men and women, who are up 
for the challenge. This country has the DNA 
to compete superbly in the digital age, though 
this will require a whole-of-government,  
and indeed a whole-of-country approach.

This information age brings new moral 
dimensions too. Mr Zuckerberg and Mr 
Cambridge Analytica are having to think 
quite carefully about ethics and trust. We 
face the same challenge, for we are operating 
in the same fast-moving and contested 
space, which includes not only other nation 
states but also sub-state groups. Fake news, 
deception, outright lies, distraction and 
denial are all tools of their trade, they always 
have been, but modern media allows the 
enemy do it at an even more powerful pace 
and at even greater scale.

Biography | Major-General Tom 
Copinger-Symes CBE served as 
commanding officer of the 5th 
Battalion The Rifles in Afghanistan 
in 2011/12; became commander 
of 1st Intelligence, Surveillance 
and Reconnaissance Brigade in 
April 2014; Assistant Chief of Staff 
(Operations) at Army Headquarters 
in June 2016; and General Officer 
Commanding Force Troops 
Command in December 2017. 

“It’s a competition, but you 
needn’t be perfect.  You just 
have to be better than the 
other guy.”

Spending breakdown of UK 
Government cyber-security budget
How funding for cyber security was 
spent between 2011 and 2016

Source: Cabinet Office 2016
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Cyber crime damages globally
By 2021 cyber crime will be  more 
profitable than the global trade of  
all major illegal drugs combined

Source: Cybersecurity Ventures 2017 Cybercrime report
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MAKING DECISIONS  
IN UNCERTAIN TIMES 
Our times may indeed be classed as ‘Uncertain’ 
especially in the advent of Trans-Pacific, Trans-Atlantic, 
Cross-Channel or BREXIT geopolitical crises. Of course 
nothing is ever certain.  Uncertainly exists everywhere 
in day to day life yet we still make day-to-day decisions. 
Yet the higher the stakes are, the tougher decision-
making seems especially with either too little or, 
according to Major General Tom Copinger-Symes CBE, 
too much data (intelligence) to support the decision-
making process.

In May 2018, CoreNet Global UK drew together one of 
its most exciting and diverse panels of guest speakers 
from the military, banking, recruitment and blockchain, 
to share their insights into how they tackle uncertainty 
when making decisions in their respective sectors.

This article was taken from CoreNet Global UK 
Chapter’s, ‘Making decisions in uncertain times’ 
learning event that took place in May 2018. The event 
marked a new direction for learning events at CoreNet 
Global UK by drawing together diverse, engaging 
speakers from outside the Corporate Real Estate sector 
offering fresh insight and thinking for CoreNet Global 
UK Chapter members to take into their businesses.



At a time when pilots were willing to put 
just about anything on to stay safe, but 
drivers baulked at the slightest discomfort, 
Volvo began marketing the seatbelt. It was a 
time of profound change in the automotive 
industry. Most car manufacturers, claiming 
cost considerations, were opposed to 
including seatbelts and safety innovations 
in their designs. Henry Ford II professed 
the industry would shut down completely if 
it had to make safety-related ‘unreasonable, 
arbitrary and technically unfeasible’ 
product changes. The US Government saw 
relying on self-regulation was futile and got 
squarely involved. Congress passed a law 
requiring that all cars comply with certain 
standards of safety and by 1968 seatbelts 
were a mandatory installation. 

What followed the top-down change 
was a global industry shift: manufacturers 
began touting their safety features as a 
competitive advantage. Despite the push 
back and prevailing incorrect cost-benefit 
understanding, the shift happened quickly. 
Suddenly the marketing conversation wasn’t 
about having the fastest car but the safest 
car. Fifty years later and safety is still one of 
the biggest selling points in the automotive 
industry. What was initially viewed as a 
ridiculous, compliance tick-box became  
a significant market differentiator and,  
of course, a life-saver. As of 2009 over one 
million lives have been saved by the seatbelt. 

The financial services (FS) sector is having 
its own ‘seat-belt’ moment, catalysed by the 
2008 financial crash. Increased top-down 
regulation has forced the industry to evolve 
and think creatively about recruitment and 
future-proofing. The result is a FS sector 
with more modern values such as innovation, 
ethics and digital transformation. Areas  
that once might have seemed arbitrary are 
now essential. 

One might have thought that these changes 
would be reflected in where people work. 
New spaces enabling a new approach. Yet we 
see a mixed bag. Leesman data shows that 
just over 1 in 2 employees in the sector are 
proud of their workplaces. Compared to the 
highest-performing workplaces measured, 
the Leesman+ group, at 81.2% agreement  
on Pride, that is shockingly low. 

Conversely, Productivity and 
Collaboration agreement sit 1% higher than 
the average workplace. So what is going on? 
There are a few contextual trends and data 
points which paint the picture more clearly: 
talent, digital change and customer centricity.

WEAPONISING  
THE WORKPLACE 

Utilising workplace in financial services 
The automobile had existed for 74 years before Swede Nils 
Bohlin invented the seatbelt. In 1959 the Volvo employee 
patented his invention and flew to America to start selling it.
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Feature  |  Hannah Finch
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Financial services pride agreement 
Just over 1 in 2 employees

Leesman+ group pride agreement
Highest performing workplaces  

at 81.2% agreement

Do you feel proud of your workplace?

51.2%

81.2%
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Talent troubles
It is known that tech firms are plundering 
university departments of robotics and 
machine learning graduates, and other 
sectors are struggling to keep up. Speaking 
to a top US bank revealed the intensity in 
Manhattan: “Competitors are a few blocks 
away, so it is about staying relevant, but 
our workplaces are not that different. To 
the younger generations, learning and 
proximity to superiors is vital, rather than 
novelty aesthetics.” While one bank may 
be worried about their US neighbours, 
Morgan Stanley highlights the international 
competition in countries such as India, 
where the organisation’s campus is situated a 
stone’s throw from two US merchant banking 
competitors. “It is very easy for the workforce 
to walk across the street and get another job,” 
a spokesperson says. “So we want to set 
ourselves apart. We want to have an edge  
in the war for talent.” 

“It is very easy for the 
workforce to walk across the 
street and get another job, 
so we want to set ourselves 
apart. We want to have an 
edge in the war for talent.”

They’re not wrong; Leesman data dispels 
the millennials myth at its core. Across 
the database, the youngest employees 
report the highest Leesman Lmi scores. 
Complexity drives the correlation with 
the need for a variety of workspaces; with 
those successfully adopting Activity-based 
Working as those with the highest complexity 
scores. On average, those surveyed under 
25 select 8.9 activities to be important to 
them (out of 21 possible), compared to 11.1 
among those aged 45 – 54. So, it is somewhat 
unsurprising that they are satisfied. 

Then there are the sub-sectors whose 
challenge is beyond talent retention and  
is on attraction. Federal Credit Unions, 
though a smaller group at just over 6,000  
in the US, serving 45% of the economically 
active US population, struggle to compete 
for dynamic younger talent within the sector 
itself. For such legacy institutions, the need 
for digital transformation and customer 
centricity hinge even more on a relevant 
workforce. And the workplace is a significant 
business lever to improve talent attraction  
as competition stiffens. 

responding to this: “Tech is an iterative process. 
And space is becoming an iterative process.  
We need to be providing a myriad of spaces. 
And that means what we offer today is not  
what we offer tomorrow.” 

Indeed, our research shows that Creative 
Thinking sits as the 9th most important activity 
within FS, yet only 52% are satisfied that it is 
being catered for. Interestingly, this is higher in 
importance than both the broader benchmark 
and the Leesman+ high performers. Knowledge 
sharing is fundamental to coping with change. 
McGowan believes there is something to be 
learned from how shared spaces generate 
communities. “The common thing in those new 
environments is the ‘community of interest’. 
Banks struggle – we provide space for ourselves 
but not a community for like-minded people.”

It might explain why agreement with ‘a 
sense of community’ has a 13% discrepancy 
between the FS sector and the Leesman+ 
high-performance group. Standard Chartered 
are acting on this, McGowan expands, “as 
the sector’s business model is moving to open 
source knowledge, faster and quicker…the 
role of workplace is to enable pace. Our new 
office space in Singapore has sprint and scrum 
spaces for tech development. It’s an enabler to 
get that idea out the door quicker and be more 
tailored to the customer. It’s a collaborative 
environment delivered at pace.”

“Knowledge sharing is 
fundamental to coping  
with change.” 

According to McKinsey, legacy financial 
institutions will see profits decline 20%–60% 
by 2025 if they fail to evolve digitally. There 
is real pressure on developing an agile 
operating business model. Our top 10 US bank 
spoke of ‘waiting until we are in a different 
expense environment’ to invest too heavily in 
experience. Other sectors, understood to be 
more cash-rich or better capitalised, including 
technology, were seen not to face such pressure. 

So, for the financial sector it seems vital  
to allocate investment and resource in a  
very targeted way, rather than taking a  
broad-brush approach. Given the sector’s 
overall productivity hovers around 1%  
from the average workplace, but the internal 
and external mobility of the employees are 
between 9 – 10% less transient than the average 
workplace, it suggests there is an opportunity 
for marginal gains, accommodating agility  
as job roles change. 

Elias believes the financial crash abetted 
the trend, “My sense is that many financial 
companies learned to do more with less which 
likely impacted workplace density in the end. 
The financial crisis led to steep job losses but 
eventually it meant banks had to ramp up 
their risk, compliance, analytics functions to 
meet the regulatory demands. One pertinent 
consequence of this is a ‘space lag’ – scaling 
down permanent staff and resourcing up on 
contractors based on projects and revenue. 
With the typical lease being ten years, but 
headcount changing dramatically within a  
2 – 5-year period, property experts are left 
battling low utilisation rates, high occupancy 
cost and then a lack of space periodically. 
This cadence is unlikely to change with the 
increasing pace of the gig-economy, so real 
estate teams must adjust.

Customer centricity
Despite the wider industry sentiments for 
a more agile environment, or as McGowen 
describes it, “an environment that responds 
to the task in hand at that point in time”, 
large banks are fighting fires from numerous 

Denis McGowan, Global Head of Real Estate 
at Standard Chartered Bank, explains the 
picture is more nuanced in attracting the 
best young talent: “The Bank’s competitors 
are now the non-banks, including payments 
companies and ecommerce. Starchy old 
banks are no longer the place to be. Due to 
many reasons, the employment contract, 
tech solutions, the ability to bring own 
devices to work are all pieces that make it 
an attractive place... workplace is a strategic 
advantage in the war for talent.” Certainly, 
the traditional hiring process for banks, 
mopping up MBA students, is going through 
a shake-up, including moving internal talent, 
behavioural profiling, increasing contractors 
and leveraging social media. 

The tech sector has famously weaponised 
real estate in the war for talent, even though the 
jury is still out on the operational effectiveness 
of prioritising beer pumps and beanbags. 
Apple’s new headquarters are an example of 
how much value the sector places on workplace 
design: the building, shaped like an iPod dial, 
is larger than the Pentagon and cost around 
$5bn. Google’s new Zurich Sihlpost building 
on the doorstep of the traditional financial  
hub sends another clear message.

Stephen Elias, Head of Workplace 
Delivery at Citizen Bank, reiterates 
this as a future trend: “We are fiercely 
competing with other banks for talent in 
highly specialised roles. Space is not the 
only consideration for job seekers, but it is 
important.” Interestingly, he picks up on the 
Pride discrepancy shown in the Leesman 
data as something to leverage. “The litmus 
test I reference is would you take your family 
to see where you work. Chances are if you 
don’t like where you work, you won’t take 
them to see it.” Who doesn’t want to show 
their family around an Apple-esque office? 
Increasingly, bankers and traders are going 
to demand state-of-the-art offices to facilitate 
their work, if their current companies aren’t 
offering it they will go somewhere that does. 

Digital disruption
Linked closely to the talent challenge is digital 
disruption which is forcing the sector to change. 
FS organisations need to move from the old 
siloed approach, where separate teams manage 
their distinct tasks and deliver within their 
defined timeframe, to a new dynamic approach. 

It’s time for the sector to hire, train and 
enable employees to utilise digital, use 
connectivity and navigate disintermediation 
and new data sources. McGowan stresses 
the need for workspace professionals to be 

angles. An explosion in the number of new 
entrants in the financial sector, each typically 
offering an innovative solution to a particular 
area of inefficiency marks a change from the 
banks of the 1990s that wanted to provide 
a full service rather than a niche one. Our 
research consistently points to work activity 
complexity providing the strongest marker 
of an employee’s workplace infrastructure 
needs. The more complex their activity 
profile, the wider the range of spaces required.

This leads to a great variance in workplace 
experience as the Lmi for those with a highly 
complex activity profile ranges from as low  
as Lmi 56.2, for the least employees, to Lmi 
73.4 for the most mobile. Which means there 
is a significant amount up for grabs.
 

“We are fiercely competing 
with other banks for talent  
in highly specialized roles.”

Our top 10 US bank interviewee spoke of the 
difficulty in measuring the efficacy of an agile 
workplace: “Financial pressure is the push 
factor and then effectiveness is the pull factor. 
The trouble with it is that it is the former that 
is easily measured. Inputs can be measured. 
Twenty-seven different lines of business that 
do different things in a different way.” Elias 
elaborated that banking “is a heavily regulated 
industry…that will limit our ability to get 
more progressive in some functional areas 
due to segregation needs and information 
sensitivity.” These obstacles need to be 
navigated and McGowen sees the urgency 
“getting innovative products out of the door 
quicker is enabled by an agile workplace.” It 
seems that is the point; accommodating this 
level of complexity and variance in task on  
a bespoke and scalable level will help the 
sector produce customer-centric outputs.

With the talent profile changing, the sector 
sitting firmly on average, and digital change 
putting pressure on the need to adapt, it will  
be interesting to see which workplaces excel 
in the future. With only 12% of the Leesman+ 
high-performance group comprised of  
FS firms, currently there is much room for 
improvement. What does remain clear is that 
there is a lot at stake. As McGowen highlights 
“environments need to respond to the task in 
hand at that point in time.” 

Former Volvo CEO Håkan Samuelsson 
proclaimed: “Our vision is that by 2020 no one 
should be killed or seriously injured in a new 
Volvo car.” The paradigm shift to safety has 
happened for the automotive sector, and they 
are capitalising on it. It is time for FS to pick  
up pace and respond to their own shift. 

Only 12% of the Leesman+  
high performance group  
is comprised of financial 
services firms
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The crew were piloting an Airbus A330 –  
at the time one of the most advanced 
aircrafts in service. Like all modern 
passenger aircrafts, it has an auto-pilot. 
But the A330 also has an additional 
sophistication level of computerisation 
called fly-by-wire. When out of auto-
pilot, traditional flight controls hand the 
pilot direct mechanical governance of the 
rudder, elevators and ailerons, but fly-by-
wire systems act like a skilled interpreter, 
turning what might be imputing as ungainly 
instructions into graceful manoeuvres.

This makes it very hard to push an  
A330 beyond its capabilities, resulting in  
an exemplary safety record with not a single 
accident in its first 15 years of service. So, to 
many observers, the loss of Air France 477 
was the most prominent and disturbing airline 
accident of modern times, raising questions 
as to whether the very technology designed 
to protect pilots was actually artificially 
cocooning them from developing the  
decision-making skills necessary in a crisis.

Senegalese Air Traffic Controllers were  
the first to realise that flight AF477 was 
missing when it failed to radio them as 
scheduled. Five days later, the Brazilian Navy 
sighted the first major wreckage. It took a 
further two years to locate and recover the 
aircraft’s flight recorders, 2,000m below the 
sea’s surface, and it was the black-box cockpit 
voice recordings that revealed the catastrophic 
and sustained errors of judgment exhibited  
by all three pilots.

The final investigation report, released 
in 2012, concluded that the aircraft crashed 
after temporary inconsistencies between the 
airspeed measurements – almost certainly 
due to the aircraft’s air speed measurement 
devices being obstructed by ice crystals. 
This caused the auto-pilot to disconnect, 
after which the pilot and co-pilot repeatedly 
reacted incorrectly, ultimately causing the 
aircraft to enter an aerodynamic stall, from 
which it stood no chance of recovery. 

Transcripts of the AF477 pilots’ last  
eight minutes of cockpit exchanges are freely 
available online and make for grim reading, 
with subsequent blame for the deaths of the 
other 225 passengers and crew almost entirely 
set at the hands of the three pilots. Investigators 
concluded the lead pilot had suffered ‘mode 
confusion’. He stalled the aircraft because in his 
gut he felt it was impossible to stall the aircraft. 
Thankfully these incidents are rare, partly at 
least because the aviation industry has a global 
knowledge dissemination network that shares 
best practice the minute it is identified.

This is most visible in the operational 
checklist used by pretty much every 
civilian and military pilot. Where there’s 
an accident, regardless of scale, severity or 
outcome, the box is opened, black-box data 
is analysed and experts quantify what went 
wrong. Then the facts are published, and 
procedures are changed, so the likelihood 
of the same mistake happening again are 
lessened. Because even the smallest aircrafts 
are complex. So, these written guides walk 
pilots through the key steps in both routine 

and unscheduled situations. By applying 
this simple knowledge transfer protocol, the 
industry has created an astonishingly good 
safety record: in 2014 there was one crash 
for every 8.3 million flights flown by a major 
airline. Aviation’s ‘growth mindset’ mentality 
sees every accident as a learning opportunity. 

This is in stark contrast to the healthcare 
industry, where there is a culture of blame. 
Atwul Gawande is an American surgeon and 
public health researcher who is deeply disturbed 
by the large margin for human error that 
exists in medicine. He makes the distinction 
between errors of ignorance (mistakes we make 
because we don’t know enough) and errors 
of ineptitude (mistakes we made because we 
don’t make proper use of what we know). With 
vast amounts of knowledge at our fingertips, 
it is failure of ineptitude that is most often to 
blame for tragic medical mistakes. “Our great 
struggle in medicine these days is not just with 
ignorance and uncertainty,” Gawande told 
NPR. “It’s also with complexity: how much 
you have to make sure you have in your head 
and think about. There are a thousand ways 
things can go wrong.”

Gawande compared the protocols between 
surgeons, pilots and architects – all professions 
where error can lead to loss of life – and landed 
on a simple solution: checklists. Experts 
need written guides that walk them through 
the key steps in any complex procedure. 
Gawande’s research team has taken this idea 
and developed a safe surgery checklist around 
the world with amazing results. For example, 
Gawande’s team discovered that often doctors 
and nurses didn’t know each other’s names 
in the operating room. When introductions 
are made before a surgery, complications 
and deaths dip by 35 percent. “Making sure 
everyone knows each other’s names is an 
activation phenomenon,” Gawande explains. 
“The person, having gotten a chance to  
speak in the room, was much more likely  
to speak up later if they saw a problem.”

Checklists are a first step towards 
eliminating harmful oversights, but  
the thing that will really revolutionise 
healthcare, and any industry or business,  
is shedding the fear of failure and treating  
every mistake as a learning opportunity.  
This will create a dynamic process of  
change that will minimise avoidable error. 

It is the anomalies in the existing systems, 
where they are failing, that set the stage for 
change. The transcript taken from AF477’s 
black box yields information that may ensure 
that no airline pilot will ever make the same 
mistakes. In response, airlines around the 
world have changed their training programmes 
to enforce habits that could have been 
lifesaving for those aboard AF477. 

MODE  
CONFUSION

Feature  |  Tim Oldman & Hannah Finch

At 19:29 on 31st May 2009, Air France flight 477 departed  
Rio de Janeiro bound for Paris. The 228 passengers, aircrew 
and cabin crew on board the aircraft would never make it to  
their destination.

Checklists are a first step towards eliminating harmful
oversights, but the thing that will really revolutionise healthcare, 
and any industry or business, is shedding the fear of failure  
and treating every mistake as a learning opportunity. 

10



THE UPSIDE 
OF FAILURE
 

All industries can benefit from disseminating 
knowledge and learning from mistakes,  
and yet so few do it. 

Our own industry, real estate, is often guilty 
of protecting knowledge for their own 
competitive advantage, ultimately slowing 
the innovation and progress that could be 
made if learnings were shared.  Leesman 
has taken the opposite approach. We 
know first-hand the power of data to incite 
change and our ambition is to see the whole 
industry elevated, rather than one or two 
players. That’s why we publish all of our data 
throughout the year and explain the impact 
of the data to the industry. 

For some organisations, investigating 
how employees feel about the space their 
working in is a daunting prospect. But the 
example from the aviation sector proves that 
every failure is an opportunity that should 
be exploited.  Growth mindset organisations 
can’t wait to dive into the data and see 
where they can improve because they know 
that acknowledging, and changing, their 
deficiencies is what will set them apart.

Our vision is to give employees a frictionless 
day at work. One of the ways we are 
attempting to do that is by creating our 
own workplace experience (EwX) checklist. 
This list identifies what factors our research 
has shown to be the most critical to 
enabling employees to do their best work 
– things like: individual work environment, 
learning and relaxing. Often, a Leesman 
survey will reveal that an organisation is 
actually not providing the best environment 
for their employees. It is our hope that 
the EwX checklist will make it easy for 
organisations to see where they are not 
delivering and how they can improve. 
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Out of those who think relaxing and taking  
a break is important, only 60% work in  
a workplace that supports relaxing and 
taking a break. 

Individual focused work away from desk

Informal unplanned meetings

Individual focused work desk based

Noise levels

General décor

Desk

Meeting rooms (small)

Informal work areas/break-out zones

Accessibility of colleagues

General tidiness

Toilets/W.C.

Tea, co�ee & other refreshment facilities

Hospitality services

Reception areas

General cleanliness Computing equipment, mobile

Audio-Visual equipment

Restaurant/canteen

Telephone equipmentIT Help desk

Parking

Computing equipment, fixed

Health & safety provisions

Quiet rooms for working alone or in pairs

Ability to personalise my workstation

People walking past your workstation

Meeting rooms (large)

Atriums & communal areas

Air quality

O�ice lighting

Learning from others

Relaxing/taking a break

Thinking/creative thinking

Planned meetings

Hosting clients visitors & customers

Collaborating on focused work

Informal social interaction

Workplace Impact

Doing - Getting things done
– My workplace enables me to work productively
– My workplace enables us to work productively
– My workplace supports me sharing ideas/knowledge
 amongst colleagues
– My workplace creates an enjoyable environment to work in
– My workplace contributes to a sense of community 

Seeing - Image and sustainability 
– My workplace has a positive impact on the corporate 
 image of our organisation
– My workplace has a positive impact on the environmental 
 sustainability of our organisation  

Feeling - Pride and culture 
– My workplace is a place I’m proud to bring visitors to
– My workplace has a positive impact on workplace culture

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Activities

Physical
features

Service
features

With this level of intensity being experienced 
by leaders and employees, it’s no surprise 
that there is an increasing awareness around 
the relationship between mental health and 
workplace. In the UK, 15.8 million working 
days were lost due to mental health-related 
issues in 2016, and 2/3 of workers believed 
their employer should be doing more to 
address stress in the workplace, according 
to ONS. This partly comes from the growing 
issue of work-related stress, which can be 
caused by feeling under more pressure  
than one can handle. 

One of the things building that pressure  
is the way we work today: we’re always 
connected and constantly switched on,  
which means the knowledge worker’s brain 
never gets off the treadmill. 

And technology is not necessarily going 
to ease the intensity. As AI becomes more 
relevant it will replace some tasks and change 
the nature of certain jobs. However, there 
will always be a role for critical thinking. As 
computers start doing more of the mundane 
and routine tasks that are currently done 
by humans, people will need to focus on the 
things computers are less capable of doing: 
more creative work, more complex problem-
solving, and perhaps work where emotional 
intelligence and a bit of gut feeling is needed 
– like decision-making. In other words, work 
will demand even more from the knowledge 
workers’ brains. 

In today’s digital world we have access to 
more data and information than we can possibly 
ever process. But while information is free 
and accessible, it doesn’t automatically turn 
into knowledge – it is refined into knowledge 
through human intervention. We constantly 
filter, compare, interpret and apply information 
in order to support the ever-increasing number 
of decisions we need to make. 

But there’s only so many decisions that we 
can make before we run out of energy, which is 
when our decision-making becomes hasty or 
we completely fail to make decisions at all. It is 
called decision fatigue, the deteriorating quality 
and pace of decisions made by an individual 
after a long session of decision-making. Even 
decisions about what to eat for dinner and what 
to wear count as decisions, which is why we read 
about people like Barack Obama and Mark 
Zuckerberg wearing nearly the same outfit 
every day; they want to avoid spending energy 
on decisions that are trivial and save their 
brain capacity for things that matter. As the 
proportion of flexible workplaces is becoming 
more common, it’s worth reflecting on the not so 
often discussed perspective of flexible working: 
it actually adds even more decisions to our day. 

In a flexible environment we not only design 
our work day, prioritise what to do and in 
which order, we also need to choose where 
to do it. So when an organisation moves 
from allocated seating to flexible, employees 
actually go from knowing where to sit to 
constantly choosing where to base themselves 

– which again means more decisions. This 
fuels the VUCA environment as it adds to the 
feelings of ambiguity and uncertainty. And our 
data consistently shows that the majority of 
employees in flexible workplaces remain quite 
fixed to a single work setting, without getting the 
benefit of the variation of settings provided to 
them that would better support their activities. 
As many as 70% of employees working flexibly 
say that they perform most of their activities at  
a single work setting.

While we’ve often speculated that these are 
the employees who don’t see the benefit in using 
multiple settings, could some of these sedentary 
campers simply be running out of brain power 
to make yet another decision? If seemingly 
simple decisions about what to wear or what  
to eat spends a part of our brain capacity,  

is navigating a workplace full of choices also 
deteriorating our ability to make rational 
decisions, and increasing the risk of decision 
fatigue? It is worth considering, especially as 
nearly one in five workplaces that we measured 
in 2017 (with more than 50 respondents) sees 
more than half of their employees working 
from an unassigned setting. Helping employees 
to choose where in the office to work might  
be more important than we’ve thought.

It’s also worth reflecting on whether we can 
continue having standard work days of eight 
hours, if advancements in AI will mean that 
knowledge workers will be focusing on more 
complex work. Can we still be producing high-
level content at the peak of our ability for 8 – 9 
hours straight? Or will it mean that work days 
need to be shorter – not because computers 
may take over some of our workload – but 
because we simply are not able to stay focused 
for that long?

And what may make staying focused even 
more difficult is the additional stress factor 
of interruptions, another main reason that 
workplaces are being described as VUCA. 
In the physical environment, we may get 
interrupted by colleagues who are seeking our 
expertise or who unintentionally interrupt us  
in other ways. And in the digital environment, 
we actually constantly interrupt ourselves.  
We try to multitask and focus on many things 
at once, with the risk of not completing any of 
our tasks to a high standard. And every time we 
get interrupted, either in the physical or digital 
environment, it takes energy to regain our focus. 
Eventually, we will run out of energy because 
the human brain is not an endless resource. 
Just as the muscles in our body get tired after 
even shorter very intense workouts, so does  
our brain. And a tired brain is less alert and 

might also struggle to make decisions. 
So, just like the rest of our body, our 

brain also needs time to relax and recover 
after a workout. But worryingly, only 51% 
of the respondents in our database think 
that ‘relaxing / taking a break is important’. 
That leaves nearly half of the employees 
not considering breaks and a moment of 
recovery to be important. This is while our 
latest research showed that relaxing and 
taking a break is a super driver; it is one of 
five activities that are important in driving 
all aspects of the employee workplace 
experience. So not only is it important  
in driving employees’ experience about 
whether their workplace supports their work, 
it is also one of the main drivers for how 
employees feel about their organisation.

Out of those who think relaxing and taking 
a break is important, only 60% work in a 
workplace that supports relaxing and taking a 
break. Across the Leesman+ high-performing 
workplaces, 82% say that it is supported, 
making this activity the one with the largest 
gap between the global score (our entire 
database) and Leesman+. This is where 
Leesman+ workplaces really excel.

We sometimes see really inspiring results: 
one of our clients, who recently received a 
Leesman+ certificate for their outstanding 
office accommodating some 800 employees, 
introduced a library space with a variety 
of silent settings supporting a multitude 
of activities, including working with your 
laptop, reading, or taking a power nap. It’s 
no coincidence that 96% of employees in 
this building said that relaxing / taking a 
break was supported. Imagine the resilience 
within that organisation. But also imagine 
the culture of trust created by leadership 
saying that it is ok to have a snooze if you 
need it. These organisations are combatting 
all of the pressures of Volatility, Uncertainty, 
Complexity and Ambiguity by making the 
workplace a space where employees can  
re-charge to face challenging problems  
with a fresh mind.

Simply creating the space for recovery is  
not enough, it has to be modelled from the top.  
If taking a break to read a magazine, go for  
a walk or a run, meditate or take a power nap  
is not perceived to be acceptable, then the  
best breakout spaces in the world cannot  
fix what is actually a cultural challenge. 
Providing a culture of rest is the first step 
towards combatting the negative effects  
that VUCA will have on individuals and, 
ultimately, whole organisations. 

HOW TO THRIVE  
IN A VUCA WORLD 

Analysis  |  Dr Peggie Rothe 
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Building the case for relaxing in the workplace
Employees no longer work in merely a fast-changing world, but rather a VUCA world: 
Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous. A term created by the U.S. military to 
describe the geopolitical conditions following the Cold War, it is increasingly being  
used to describe the challenge of the modern business environment.
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– My workplace has a positive impact on the corporate 
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– My workplace has a positive impact on the environmental 
 sustainability of our organisation  

Feeling - Pride and culture 
– My workplace is a place I’m proud to bring visitors to
– My workplace has a positive impact on workplace culture
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EMPLOYEE 
EXPERIENCE 
JOURNEY

As our experience of the brands and  
services we consume changes, so too 
does the expectations on our workplaces. 
Leesman’s latest research publication  
The Workplace Experience Revolution 
explores what that means for organisations 

Doing

Seeing

Feeling

Super driver

trying to get the best out of their real estate 
and their employees. The study focuses on 
the physical, service and virtual aspects of 
employee workplace experience and has 
mapped the complex web of factors that 
ultimately determine employee sentiment. 

Employee workplace experience (EwX) 
clusters around three distinct emotional 
responses: Doing, Seeing and Feeling. This 
illustration shows the particular activities 
and features that are the strongest drivers  
of each of these experience elements.
 

Download the full report at: leesmanindex.com/research
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Data summary  |  2018 Q3  |  Ratings reported from 425,917 respondents to date
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  2   It creates an enjoyable environment  
 to work in

Agreement global 59.0%
Agreement Leesman+  79.4%
  20.4%     

  3   It enables us to work productively

Agreement global 64.1%
Agreement Leesman+  82.8%
  18.7%   

 4  It contributes to a sense of community  
 at work

Agreement global 58.9%
Agreement Leesman+  74.7%
  15.8%    

 1  It’s a place I’m proud to bring visitors to

Agreement global 52.8%
Agreement Leesman+  81.8%
  29.0%  

Top 5 differences in  
Workplace Impact

  5   It enables me to work productively

Agreement global 60.3%
Agreement Leesman+  75.9%
  15.6%
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between the Leesman+ high-performing workplaces 
and the global averages. The data on p15 shows the 
importance of each activity, physical feature and 
service feature, and the agreement scores to the 
Workplace Impact questions.

The Leesman Lmi is a standardised score of 
workplace experience. It is calculated from the 
responses to the Workplace Impact (p15 Q1) and 
Work Activities (Q2) questions. The data column to 
the right shows the top 5 differences in performance 

Global data distribution

Top 5 differences in  
Work Activities

  2  Informal, un-planned meetings

Support global  63.5%
Support Leesman+ 83.5%
  20.0%

 1  Relaxing/taking a break

Support global  60.5%
Support Leesman+ 82.1%
  21.6%    

  3   Thinking/creative thinking

Support global  52.7%
Support Leesman+ 72.3%
  19.6%

 4   Hosting visitors, clients or customers

Support global  63.8%
Support Leesman+ 83.2%
  19.4%

  5   Video conferences

Support global  61.1%
Support Leesman+ 80.2%
  19.1%

Top 5 differences in  
Workplace Features 

  5   Quiet rooms for working alone or in pairs

Satisfaction global  29.6%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 52.0%
  22.4%

 4   General décor

Satisfaction global  43.3%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 73.0%
  29.7%

  3   Atriums & communal areas

Satisfaction global  42.1%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 74.4%
  32.3%

  2   Variety of different types of workspace

Satisfaction global  33.1%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 66.1%
  33.0%

 1   Informal work areas/break-out zones

Satisfaction global  38.6%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 71.7%
  33.1%
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Q.1 How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements about your current workplace? 
1.1  The design of my workplace is important to me  
1.2  It supports me sharing ideas/knowledge amongst colleagues  
1.3  It enables us to work productively  
1.4  It enables me to work productively  
1.5  It creates an enjoyable environment to work in  
1.6  It contributes to a sense of community at work  
1.7  It’s a place I’m proud to bring visitors to  

Q.2 Thinking about the work that you do, which of the following activities are important and how well are they supported? 
2.1  Individual focused work, desk based  
2.2  Planned meetings  
2.3  Telephone conversations  
2.4  Informal, un-planned meetings  
2.5  Collaborating on focused work  
2.6  Relaxing/taking a break  
2.7  Reading  
2.8  Audio conferences  
2.9  Individual routine tasks  
2.10  Informal social interaction  
2.11  Thinking/creative thinking  
2.12  Learning from others  
2.13  Business confidential discussions  
2.14  Private conversations  
2.15  Collaborating on creative work  
2.16  Hosting visitors, clients or customers  
2.17  Spreading out paper or materials  
2.18  Larger group meetings or audiences  
2.19  Video conferences  
2.20  Individual focused work away from your desk  
2.21  Using technical/specialist equipment or materials  
  

Q.3 Thinking about the work that you do, which of the following physical features are important and how satisfied are you with them?
3.1  Desk  
3.2  Chair  
3.3  Meeting rooms (small)  
3.4  Temperature control  
3.5  Natural light  
3.6  Noise levels  
3.7  Personal storage  
3.8  Air quality  
3.9  Meeting rooms (large)  
3.10  Office lighting  
3.11  Quiet rooms for working alone or in pairs  
3.12  Desk/room booking systems  
3.13  General décor  
3.14  Ability to personalise my workstation  
3.15  Informal work areas/break-out zones  
3.16  Accessibility of colleagues  
3.17  Plants & greenery  
3.18  Space between work settings  
3.19  People walking past your workstation  
3.20  Dividers (between desk/areas)  
3.21  Atriums & communal areas  
3.22  Art & photography  
3.23  Variety of different types of workspace  
3.24  Shared storage  
3.25  Archive storage  
 

Q.4 Thinking about the work that you do, which of the following service features are important and how satisfied are you with them?

4.1  Tea, coffee & other refreshment facilities  
4.2  General cleanliness  
4.3  IT Help desk*  
4.4  Toilets/W.C.  
4.5  Printing/copying/scanning equipment  
4.6  Restaurant/canteen  
4.7  WiFi network connectivity in the office*  
4.8  General tidiness  
4.9  Telephone equipment  
4.10  Computing equipment, mobile (e.g. laptop, tablet)*  
4.11  Parking (e.g. car, motorbike or bicycle)  
4.12  Remote access to work files or network  
4.13  Security  
4.14  Wired in-office network connectivity  
4.15  Access (e.g. lifts, stairways, ramps)  
4.16  Computing equipment, fixed (desktop)  
4.17  Mail & post room services  
4.18  Leisure facilities onsite or nearby (e.g. gym, fitness/wellness centre)  
4.19  Health & safety provision  
4.20  Reception areas  
4.21  Hospitality services (e.g. guest reception, catering, meeting services  
4.22  Audio-Visual equipment  
4.23  Internal signage  
4.24  Shower facilities*  
4.25  Guest/visitor network access  

 Total no of respondents

Data ranked by importance
 Not supported at all
 Very under supported  
 Under supported  
 Supported  
 Well supported  
 Very well supported

Data ranked by importance
 Not provided
 Highly dissatisfied  
 Dissatisfied  
 Neutral  
 Satisfied  
 Highly satisfied

Data ranked by importance
 Not provided
 Highly dissatisfied  
 Dissatisfied  
 Neutral  
 Satisfied  
 Highly satisfied

*  Added in March 2015 

Data ranked by agreement
 Disagree strongly
 Disagree  
 Disagree slightly  
 Neutral   
 Agree slightly  
 Agree  
 Agree strongly

Importance

Importance

Importance

Agreement
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The charts here show the importance of each Activity, Physical Feature and Service Feature. To Q.2, Q.3 and Q.4, the bar length shows the volume of importance.  
The colour coding within the bar then shows supported / satisfaction figures delivered across the full database to each line.
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Unfortunately, today’s department stores 
can’t match that kind of frisson. And that 
isn’t just because of competition from online 
retailers. It’s also because the owners of these 
stores have failed to invest in all the sensuality 
and theatre that Amazon can’t deliver.

Now compare most modern offices. 
There, despite employees having plenty 
of criticisms of major retail and consumer 
brands, they tend to feel that their 
experience of workplaces is still worse. 

But be careful. Let’s not forget that the 
idolisation of customer experience, at least, 
first emerged 21 years ago. That was before 
a whole series of corporate scandals, a 
series which continues to this day. It was 
also before the dissent that accompanied 
the Brexit referendum and the election of 
Donald Trump. 

“It makes little sense  
to rave on about either 
customer experience or  
the employee sort. Much 
more relevant is customer 
and employee scepticism 
about corporate claims” 

Today, it makes little sense to rave on 
about either customer experience or the 
employee sort. Much more relevant is 
customer and employee scepticism about 
corporate claims. Offices very much need  
to improve working conditions. But that 
won’t be done by snake-oil salesmanship, 
or by resort to fads – around interior design, 
the employee disposal of plastics, or 
wellbeing. Writing about tiredness on  
the job, the estimable Sarah O’Connor,  
of the Financial Times, notes:

‘the subtext to the “corporate wellness” 
trend is troubling: employers have pulled  
off a remarkable feat of complacency, 
assuming they are the solution rather than 
part of the problem.’ (‘Workplace exhaustion 
is a vicious cycle in the UK’, 16 October 2018)

Why don’t employees trust what employers 
do, or say they are going to do, about 
offices? Here a key factor, recognised even 
by Britain’s Chancellor Philip Hammond 
in his latest Budget, is the West’s crisis 
of productivity growth, and, associated 
with it, a general unwillingness to raise 
productivity – both by researching 
audacious innovations, and by diffusing 
them from large, dynamic firms (what the 
OECD calls ‘frontier’ firms such as Rolls 
Royce, GSK, Google and Apple) to the mass 
of mainstream employers – and, with them, 
to mainstream facilities managers. 

bestselling Change by Design (2009) 
IDEO’s CEO, Tim Brown, pioneered Design 
Thinking, and, lamentably, most designers 
are now trained in little else. For Brown, 
no fancy new tech out of Silicon Valley 
can substitute for the human-centred 
approach. Yet in workplaces as in shops, 
sensitivity to the employee experience –  
of air, light, acoustics, IT and all the rest – 
must be coupled with serious investment 
in productivity-raising technology. 

Yes, in retailing, stock control logistics 
and fulfilment do little for customers that 
they can see, and won’t by themselves 
rebut Amazon. Yes, in offices, building 
management systems won’t by themselves 
suffice. But to prioritise height-adjustable 
desks, or stairwells over lifts, so that 
employees stand up and climb more  
and thus are less likely to become obese – 
that’s losing the plot.

Begin, for a change, not with offices, but with retailing. Too much of it is commoditised 
and boring. Compare the current crisis faced by Debenhams to the flagship it opened 
on Oxford Street, London, in the 1980s. That was a gleaming white temple to fun, with 
interlacing escalators that allowed shoppers to watch each other go by.

“So long as the crises of 
productivity and innovation 
continue, employees are 
likely to greet each new 
round of workplace change 
as so much cosmetics, so 
much displacement activity” 

So long as the crises of productivity and 
innovation continue, employees are likely 
to greet each new round of workplace 
change as so much cosmetics, so much 
displacement activity. For in 2018 it remains 
difficult to transfer a phone call from one part 
of an office to another. People still complain 
that they can only get real work done from 
home. Despite all the corporate signalling 
of virtue around climate change, hotter 
working conditions in Europe are all too 
rarely minimised by good air conditioning. 

Take a clearly ‘frontier’ firm such as PwC.  
It boasts that its offices refurbish and re-use 
old laptops COMMA phones, furniture and 
employee uniforms, that it recycles food 
waste and that – like McDonald’s – it recruits 
used cooking oil in the service of energy 
supply. Why? Because it wants to replace 
what it calls ‘the existing, linear, “take-make-
dispose”, global system of production and 
consumption, by which we extract resources 
(by mining or growing them), and then 
manufacture, transport and use products, 
before disposing of them’. It wants to replace 
that with our old, UN/Davos and Brussels 
Commission friend, the Circular Economy. 

Yet to the average office worker, the disgust 
of elites and employers with society’s 
reputedly throwaway, linear model for 
making and disposing of things may be 
tempered by plebeian cynicism about 
what looks more and more like a vertical 
and hierarchical economy – with workplaces 
to match. Even some PwC staff may secretly 
feel that Circularity in the office is so 
much clever Big Four marketing to clients. 
Moreover, is it good for productivity? Waste 
disposal at PwC distinguishes between no 
fewer than 13 different kinds of rubbish, from 
internal ‘vegware’ cups and sugar sachets to 
external coffee cups. You also have to walk to 
the three-hole rubbish counter, not mix it up 
in a bin nearby, because the exercise is good 
for you. 

Labour-intensive, yes. But as example  
to ABC Services Ltd, showing The Way 
Forward to the high-efficiency Agile  
Office of The Future, hardly.

Designers and architects also bear 
responsibility for the surge of rhetoric 
and distractions around offices. In his 

JAMES 
WOUDHUYSEN

This issue’s provocateur is James Woudhuysen. Previously chief of worldwide 
market intelligence at Philips consumer electronics, now visiting professor in 
forecasting and innovation at London South Bank University, he is a conference 
speaker, journalist, broadcaster and co-author of books on construction and 
energy. He is also editor of The Wiley Handbook of Design and Innovation 2030  
(2020).  This argument will be developed in that book.
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