
Review, we ask: how are we coping with the 
current deadlock of global uncertainty? 
Whilst our future remains ambiguous, there 
is still so much organisations can do to better 
equip themselves to deal with the inevitable 
struggles that lay ahead.  

Our lead interview talks to former US 
Naval Captain and acclaimed Leadership 
Consultant, David Marquet, whose 
innovation in management strategy has 
revolutionised leadership. Additionally,  

our Development Director, Dr Peggie Rothe, 
explores inhibitors of critical thought in 
relation to workplace misconceptions. 

But what about uncertainty surrounding the 
things we can control: “the known, unknowns.” 
In this issue, endurance swimmers, Dr Nick 
Murch and Steve Henigan, address preparing 
for the unknown, whilst our provocateur, 
Professor Stephen Peake, gives us a profound 
insight into the extensive impact of climate 
change on businesses.

the history of mankind: Apollo 11. Today 
geopolitical uncertainty has continued to 
be a recurring feature in both public and 
political discourse, exacerbating the risk to 
businesses globally. But how do businesses 
navigate through such uncertain times,  
when our world seems set on a collision 
course with calamity? 

Though we can’t control the unknown, 
we seem innately conditioned to try and 
understand it. In this issue of The Leesman 

In 1969, geopolitical tensions drove the 
most celebrated explorative mission in 
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“Leadership is communicating to people  
their worth and potential so clearly that  
they are inspired to see it in themselves”
David Marquet,  Re-Writing the Rulebook,  
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PwC research echoed that of the OECD, 
revealing CEOs worldwide are significantly 
less optimistic about economic growth 
than they were in 2018, uneasy that rising 
geopolitical and geo-economic risks will 
almost certainly take their toll on mid-term 
business revenues.

Of the nearly 1,400 CEOs in the PwC 
global poll, 29% said they believe global 
growth will decline in 2019, up from just 5% 
the year before. The number of respondents 
who were confident their companies’ 
revenue would improve over the next three 
years dropped to 36%, from 45% in 2018. 

British insurance company Aon’s  
similar survey of CEO sleepless nights 
ranked economic slowdown as the top 
concern in 2019, with erratic trade policies, 
large-scale geopolitical conflicts and 
frequent financial market turmoil cited  
as contributory factors. 

And while CEO’s toss and turn, 
communities around the world are testing 
political might “taking back control”  
from anti-European voters in the UK  
to the “gilets jaunes” in Paris or street 
protesters in Hong Kong, all leaving 
economists fearing energies spent 
reorganising local political structures 
from the ground up risks weakening the 
collective reaction to emerging global 
mega-challenges. Their fear is that we are 
wandering aimlessly into deeper global 
problems from which we will struggle  
to disentangle ourselves.

But is the same happening 
every day at a micro level  
in new workplaces?

Across the c.85,000 employees whose 
workplace experience we have measured 
in “post occupancy” i.e. after a workplace 
improvement or relocation project,  
41% work at an assigned open-plan  
setting, and in every key impact indicator 
they report higher average outcomes  
than the 43% based at unassigned  
settings. Why, we wonder? Are those 
employees without designated places  
in the workplace suffering their own  
geopolitical uncertainty?

With knowledge transfer and 
collaborative productivity, a critical 
component of modern competitive 
advantage, we must analytically pick 
apart why employees with assigned desks 
show notably higher agreement for their 
workplaces supporting the transfer of  
ideas and knowledge (+5.7 percentage 
points), collective productivity (+7.5 
percentage points) and of particular 
interest, a greater sense of community  
(+5.1 percentage points).

Is it too far a stretch of the imagination 
to think that quite literally knowing 
your position in the workplace delivers a 
superior workplace experience? Could it 
simply be that you know what to expect of 
the place and its immediate surroundings? 
Is the uncertainty associated with 
seeking out an unassigned seat burdening 
employees with unnecessary anxiety?

Even the best workplaces have pain 
points, irritants, annoyances: the morning 
queue for the lift, the absence of plug 
sockets in breakout spaces, the search  
for a meeting room, the coffee too hot /  
too bitter / too strong / too weak, the 
colleague with the annoying laugh. But, 
is knowing what annoyances await you 
somehow better than having to guess 
which ones might await you in a work 
environment lottery?

In a somewhat uncomfortable 2016 
University College London (UCL) 
Institute of Neurology experiment, 
researchers concluded that knowing  
there is a small chance you might get a 
painful electric shock leads to significantly 
more stress than knowing you will 
definitely be shocked. 

The study’s lead author, Archy de 
Berker: “It turns out that it’s much worse 
not knowing you are going to get a shock 
than knowing you definitely will or 
won’t” This was the first time the effect of 
uncertainty on stress has been quantified, 
but the concept is likely to be familiar  
to many people and is why apps like  
Uber show you exactly where your car  
is en route. The car might be late, but  
you know how late.

Co-author of the UCL study,  
Dr Robb Rutledge, suggests “The most 
stressful scenario is when you really don’t 
know. It's the uncertainty that makes  
us anxious.”

These findings leave us wondering 
whether this is what employees face on 
their daily commute to unassigned work 
settings—not knowing what faces them 
or who faces them. And whilst real estate 
advisors might not like the idea, it could 
well be the case that the cost savings 
offered by unassigned seating strategies 
(almost always as a component of 
tightened occupant densities) will  
save on headline rent but will cost their 
clients significantly more in reduced 
employee experience.

How might this workplace level, 
geopolitical uncertainty manifest in 
real terms? Well perhaps it could be that 
those employees now with unassigned 
seat positions, which the programme 
leader romantically describes as newly 
empowered digital nomads, actually see 
themselves as refugees whose previous 
communities were razed, leaving them 
with nothing more than they can cram  
in a locker. Whilst these employees  
might still have a compelling direction,  
has their sense of a strong structure  
and a supportive context been 
unintentionally eroded?

This issue of The Leesman Review 
probes the subject of uncertainty,  
and on the 50th anniversary of that  
one giant leap into the unknown,  
we extract lessons from channel swimmers 
and submarine commanders. And we 
ask you to consider whether the erosive 
influence of uncertainty is undermining 
employees’ daily workplace experience, 
or whether it is societally inevitable and 
something we just have to learn to get  
used to. 

Four days later, on the 20th July 1969, 
Commander Neil Armstrong and Lunar 
Module Pilot Edwin "Buzz" Aldrin became 
the first humans to set foot on the surface 
of the moon. The third astronaut, Michael 
Collins, continued in lunar orbit in the 
Colombia Command and Service Module 
that would subsequently return the three 
safely back to Earth. 

It is impossible to imagine the 
uncertainty that each would have been 
mentally contending with, but in interviews 
afterwards, they talked of having absolute 
clarity and certainty of the mission’s goal 
and their individual roles in it—they knew 
where they would be, what they would be 
doing and when they would be doing it.  
They had trained, rehearsed and prepared 
for every known eventuality.

Despite none of the three showing 
anything but a determination to do what 
no one had done before, much later Collins 
acknowledged his only fear was not for his 
own safety but for how he would deal with 
returning to Earth alone if Armstrong and 
Aldrin’s segment of the mission to the moon’s 
surface met with catastrophic results. 

This tells us something of the power  
of a team.

Pioneering Organisational Behaviour 
Researcher, J Richard Hackman, spent 
40 years trying to write the schema for 
successful teamwork. He uncovered that 
what matters most to collaboration is not 
personalities, attitudes, or behavioural styles, 
but what he defined as certain “enabling 
conditions,” namely a compelling direction,  
a strong structure and a supportive context. 

The political posturing that drove US 
President John F Kennedy’s desire to 
demonstrate America's space supremacy  
by being the first country to land a man  
on the moon was inextricably linked to  
the geopolitical uncertainty of the time. 
Fifty years later the political landscape 
seems no different.

Geopolitical volatility has always been 
a driver of uncertainty. It is loosely defined 
as the risk of one country's foreign policy 
influencing or upsetting domestic political 
or social policy in another country or region. 
Geopolitical concerns include military 
conflicts, civil wars, mass migration, 
terrorist attacks, riots or civil unrest, 
sanctions, arbitrary trade tariffs, etc. 

Earlier this year the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development’s 
(OECD) Global Risks Report asked whether 
we were again “sleepwalking into a crisis.” 
They suggested that as global risks intensify, 
so too seemingly does the lack of collective 
will to tackle them. In its place political 
divisions harden, and political posturing  
is no less part of daily news. 

Fifty years ago, three American astronauts took their assigned seats in the Apollo
11 space capsule perched atop a Saturn 5 rocket at the Kennedy Space Centre in 
Merritt Island, Florida. They were about to embark on one of the most remarkable 
but uncertain days at work in human history.

The Apollo programme had 
all three, including a public 
presidential declaration of 
intent and about $152 billion  
at today's value.

Opinion  |  Tim Oldman, Founder & CEO, Leesman

Photo and cover photo  taken by 
Mission Commander Neil Armstrong, 
who was responsible for documenting 
the Apollo 11 lunar mission, 1969. 

Cover image is of Pilot Buzz Aldrin 
as he carried the Passive Seismic 
Experiments Package (in his left hand) 
and the Laser Ranging Retroreflector 
(in his right) to the deployment  
area. These two experiments 
provided the first detailed look at 
the Moon's internal structure and 
successfully measured the round-
trip distance between the Earth  
and the Moon respectively. 

The image was taken at  
Tranquility Base on the Moon's Mare 
Tranquillitatis or Sea of Tranquility. 
From the Apollo 11 untouched 
photographic archive, this is the 
complete unedited collection  
from the Apollo Mission. 
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RE-WRITING 
THE RULEBOOK 

 It’s been twenty years since you took 
control of the Santa Fe, and while the 
business landscape has changed dramatically 
in that time, the leadership lessons from  
the Santa Fe seem as relevant as ever.  
Why do you think they are still working?

As the workplace has become faster 
moving and arguably more chaotic, it’s 
become even more important to distribute 
power out to the people who are closest to 
sensing the environment. 

That might be the salesman who’s in the 
office of the client. They have so much more 
contact: they’re seeing the person’s face, 
what pictures the client has on their desk, 
getting a sense of what makes them tick. 

In a normal chain of command, the person 
with the information, the person doing the 
coding, or running the machine, or talking to 
the client, has to write it down, send it up the 
chain and push information to authority. 

“We bemoan lack of 
ownership, but we take 
actions everyday which 
poach the ownership  
from people.”

Someone who’s removed from the situation 
makes the decision and then it gets 
transmitted back. That process involves 
delay and also decouples the responsibility 
and ownership. We bemoan lack of 
ownership, but we take actions everyday 
which poach the ownership from people. 

A better approach is to push the authority 
and decision-making out to the people who 
have the information. The example I use 
most to illustrate this is when a month into 
my Santa Fe command, we were running 
a simple drill to simulate a fault with the 
nuclear reactor. In this scenario, propulsion 
is shifted from the main engines to a smaller, 

electric propulsion motor called the EPM. 
I’d ordered, “ahead two-thirds” and as is 
usual, the officer on deck repeated the order 
to the Helmsman, “ahead two-thirds.”

But nothing happened. I noticed the 
Helmsman looked unsettled. So, I asked 
what the problem was, and he pointed out 
that unlike on the other submarines I was 
familiar with there was no two-thirds in the 
electric propulsion mode. I pulled the officer 
to one side and asked him if he knew there 
was no ahead two-thirds on the EPM.  
“Yes, Captain, I did” he answered. 

Astounded, I asked why then he had 
repeated the order. “Because you told me to,” 
he answered. It reaffirmed that the leader-
follower environment meant the crew would 
do anything I said—even if it was wrong. 
That my most senior, experienced officer on 
deck would repeat something he thought was 
almost certainly wrong was a giant wake-up 
call about the perils of top down leadership 
for something as complicated as a submarine. 
What happens when the leader is wrong in 
a top-down culture? Everyone goes over the 
cliff. I vowed from then never to give an order, 
any order. Instead, subordinates would say  
“I intend to...”

In the business environment you get so 
many benefits from this: speed of execution, 
less distortion in the signal and for the 
people who are out there on the front lines 
it’s better. They’re not cogs or sensors in the 
system sending information up, machines 
doing what they are told. Instead they have  
to interpret, make decisions and then they  
own them. 

 Given that when you work on a 
submarine you also live on the submarine, 
I imagine that once a leader-leader model 
gets started, the transformation will be 
relatively swift. What do you think the 
difference is for a corporate organisation 
with distributed teams in different offices 
around the world?
It’s definitely slower for distributed teams 
to make the transition from “leader-follower” 
to “leader-leader” and there are more 
opportunity for gaps in clarity. 

One of the benefits of being on the 
submarine was the control centre. The 
control centre was a hub; there would always 
be a group of sailors and officers there 
that I would hang out with. People would 
come and go but everyone would hear the 

Captain David Marquet had been 
preparing for a year to command the 
USS Olympia when he learnt he would be 
switched to the Santa Fe. So after a year of 
studying every technical detail there was 
to know about one ship, he got assigned 
to another which he knew almost nothing 
about, leaving him with a profound feeling 
of uncertainty. 

Not only was the Santa Fe, by David's 
own admission, on the floor technically and 
operationally, the crew were emotionally 
deflated. Yet, this seemingly impossible 
task of creating an effective crew dynamic, 
in the six months before the ship’s next 
tour allowed Marquet to embark on a 
‘leadership revolution’, literally re-writing 
the submariners rule book. Within a year 
the Santa Fe went from the “worst to first” 
performing submarine in the US fleet 
and continued to win numerous awards 
throughout the subsequent decade. 

“leadership is communicating 
to people their worth and 
potential so clearly that  
they are inspired to see it  
in themselves.”

In his bestselling book, Turn the Ship Around, 
Marquet recalls how his innovative approach 
to leadership transformed the Santa Fe 
from a model of incompetency to a model 
of success. This concept became known 
as the leader-leader model, an approach to 
management predicated on Marquet’s belief 
that: “leadership is communicating to people 
their worth and potential so clearly that  
they are inspired to see it in themselves.”

We had the privilege of speaking with 
David Marquet about what he’s learned 
since leaving the Santa Fe and what he’s 
working on now.

David Marquet on preparing your team for anything

In 1998, the USS Santa Fe, an American nuclear-powered 
fast attack submarine, had an abysmal reputation. 
Performance levels and crew satisfaction were at an  
all-time low. The ship re-enlisted just three sailors that 
year, and then its captain quit. 
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conversations. When they went off watch 
and went down to eat, they would talk to 
people from all over the submarine and say, 
“I heard the Captain telling the engineer…”. 
It was a very close coupled system from a 
human perspective and things transmitted 
very quickly through the organisation. 

The other benefit was that almost every 
conversation we had was face-to-face. So, if 
someone was telling me “there’s a problem 
with the pump, it’s in the bearing”, but I was 
looking at the sailor’s face and they had an 
odd expression, I could ask “how confident 
are you in that?” Because I could sense that 
they were saying it trying to be confident 
and trying to be the movie image of a naval 
officer, not showing any vulnerability.  
And they would reply saying, “well, maybe 
80%,” which is obviously not enough to  
base a decision on. If it was just a phone call,  
I may have missed their lack of confidence. 

 One of the mechanisms you 
implemented was ‘thinking out loud’. 
Can teams think out loud in a distributed 
digital world?
I now run a consultancy where we advise 
organisations on how to adopt a leader-
leader model. 

We use Slack, so every morning everyone 
writes in Slack their daily intentions: Here’s 
what I’m working on today, here’s what I’m 
worried about, here’s what I’m thinking 
about, here’s what I need help with, etc. 
When we started people would tend to just 
write out their to-do list for the day, which 
wasn’t what I was after. 

So, to break that we would practice using 
empowered sentence starters like “I intend 
to… I plan on… I will… and We will” and 
discourage disempowered phrases like 

“Request permission to… I would like to... 
What should I do about… Do you think  
we should… Could we…”

I’m an introvert, so all day long I have 
stuff in my head and it would be better if 
I just vocalised it because then everyone 
would know, “oh so that’s why you’re 
worried about this.”

For example, when my daughter was 
learning to drive, she’d be driving down 
the road and there’d be people playing and 
I said, “Emily do you see them?” and she 
was like “Yeah Dad!” kind of annoyed at 
me. And I’d say: “Do you see the stop sign? 
Do you see the car coming? Do you see the 
guy backing out of his driveway?” And she 
got more frustrated, but I didn’t know if she 
could see them because she was driving in 
silence. So, for both our peace of mind I got 
her to vocalise what she was seeing as she 
went: “I see the family, I see the car, I see 
the stop sign…” And you don’t have to keep 
that behaviour going once you demonstrate 
competence. But it was her saying what 
she was seeing that allowed me to be quiet, 
which allowed her to retain control. 

Corporately most people’s instinct is 
to create opacity in their job, because if 
they’re transparent about what they’re 
doing then it creates the opportunity for 
their boss to interfere, because they now 
have the information that would allow 
them to interfere. 

But in a healthy, leader-leader 
organisation people aren’t afraid to  
be transparent because bosses trust  
them and won’t interfere. It’s recognised 
that the employee isn’t sharing because 
they need help; they are just letting  
their boss know that they are aware  
of what’s going on. 

 I imagine it’s hard for people not  
to jump in to solve those problems?
It’s so hard! And sometimes we ask for it. 

If you walk into your office and say to 
your boss, “I’ve got these two options for 
the client. What do you think?” Your boss 
is going to tell you, “Go with option B.” 
Or you could walk in and say “I’ve got two 
options for the client, and we need to put 
one forward as the recommendation. How 
should I think through that?” or “What’s 
the most important element?” Then you  
get your boss telling you their thinking. 

So, yes, on the one hand leaders and 
bosses naturally want to solve the problem, 
but on the other hand we ask for it in the  
way we approach them. 

 That ties into something you talk 
about in Turn the Ship Around, which  
is the power of a leader saying, ‘I don’t 
know’. But how can you assure your  
team that you’re competent when  
you say you don’t know?
There’s a few different categories of  
‘I don’t know’. If thequestion is “What  
does this button do?” Well, that’s knowable 
and you should probably know it.  

5

But there are things that are clearly 
unknowable, like “what will be the appetite 
for this product?” We can make a guess,  
but we don’t know. “What will happen  
with Brexit?” We can make a guess,  
but we don’t know. 

So, because we think we need to know 
all the physical things, we act like we know 
everything, but clearly, we can’t. So, in the 
spirit of saying “I don’t know”, it allows other 
people to come forward with their ideas. 

Let’s say your company has to make a 
decision to open a new office, and doing 
so hinges on Brexit. The decision is 
binary, but you want as much input into 
the decision as possible. It won’t help the 
company if the CEO just pretends to know 
which answer is definitely best. There’s  
no ‘right’ answer in this situation. 

 One of the things you touch on in  
Turn the Ship Around is the idea that 
anyone can learn to lead themselves. 
Have you ever worked with someone  
who you doubted actually could? 
Of course, because even though I battle 
against it, I have built in prejudices. 

For example, I worked with a guy who 
was really quiet. And my initial thought 
was, “he’s quiet so he doesn’t have anything 
to contribute.” But of course, he was just 
thinking and processing what was being said. 
Once he spoke up, he had so much wisdom!

Another common prejudice people have 
is mistaking education for intelligence. 
A lot of tech companies get high school 
graduates to man the customer service 

lines. So, they’re pretty low-paid 
people, they are given a script 

to follow and it's mind-
numbing work.
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It’s tempting to think “what do they 
know?” But they are just as intelligent  
as anybody else. 

We saw this first-hand when we worked 
with a major US bank. The person in 
charge of the customer service line decided 
to get his people to throw out the scripts 
and just try to solve the caller’s problem. 
They went from losing 3.5 employees a 
month to losing 0. They also got only 
10’s on their feedback scores from callers 
for more than ten days in a row, which is 
unheard of.   

Initially, the call times went up, but 
the volume went down because people 
weren’t calling back a day later. Then 
the company’s technology team got 
interested. They asked the customer 
service representatives “what do you  
guys know about our product? How can  
we make our product better?”

So, then you have the “rule the world” 
software engineers asking the high school 
graduates how to improve their product. 
Everyone felt better, the product was better, 
and the customer was better served. 

 What are your thoughts on how  
the physical environment can enhance  
or hinder the leader-leader model?
There’s a lot to talk about here, but I’m 
particularly interested in how people  
are arranged within their workspace.

We had a client that had a small factory 
in Mexico who made the tube that the 
visor mounts on for cars. Then they would 
ship those, and they would be assembled 
and eventually they ended up on a car 
somewhere. It was mind-numbing work.  
It was mostly women and they had a 
U-shape table arrangement where the  
team of women would stand inside the 
table facing outward. And the first woman 
would take the tube and connect the  
wire-harness and pass it to the next person. 

No one could see anyone else’s  
face. There was a lot of turnover, there  
was alcohol use – it wasn’t a good 
environment to work in. So we flipped it 
and put the women on the outside of the 
table so that they could see the four other 
women’s faces. 

The factory owners were hesitant to 
change it because they didn’t want their 
workers interacting with each other, 
fearing they would waste time talking 
instead of working. 

So, they tested it with some tables and 
left the other tables the same. The tables 
where the women could see each other’s 
faces became slightly less productive, 
but because they didn’t quit, over time 
they actually became more productive. 
They had fewer errors in their work and 
they called in sick less than other tables. 
Overall, from a system point of view,  
it was a huge win.      

In submarines I saw something similar; 
everyone sitting outward facing a panel away 
from each other, with their backs to each 
other. We decided to use this dynamic as 
inspiration for a VR game we run as part of 
our consultancy programme. First, we make 
everyone sit around a square table. We then 
measure collaboration by how much each 
person talks. The hypothesis is the more 
skewed the speaking is, the less resilient the 
team is. So, if the captain is saying half the 
words and the rest of the team is saying the 
rest, that’s a pretty big skew. We can measure 
that, dynamically represent it and come up 
with a number to tell the team what their 
skew was from even share of voice.

 Tell us about your upcoming book.
It’s focused on teaching leaders how to 
enable their team through communication.

Essentially, I’m looking at the rhythm 
of how humans work: thinking and doing, 
reflection and action. And when you get the 
timing right you get learning. You think 
about something and then you do it. “I’m 
going to deliver training to a client,” then 
you reflect on how it went. That’s the rhythm: 
make a decision, do it, assess how it went.

“We’ve been programmed 
by the industrial revolution 
to react in certain ways in 
certain circumstances.”

I call these “plays,” like a set play in sports. 
One of these business plays we have is “obey 
the clock”—we clock in; we pay people’s 
salary; we have the saying “like clockwork.” 
Obeying the clock works in the action mode, 
but it doesn’t work in the reflective mode. 
You can’t say “I need you to brainstorm,  
you have 30 seconds.” What we need to  
do is control the clock. 

We have all the plays that are programmed 
for the action, for the reduced variability, for 
the production line “making of the part” that 
comes from the industrial revolution, but 
we don’t yet have the plays for the thinking 
and reflective part of today’s dynamic, 
knowledge-based business. 

In the old days one group did the thinking, 
the leaders, and the other group did the 
doing. We had leader-follower, thinker-doer, 
white collar and blue collar, salary workers 
and hourly workers. My new book explores 
what the new plays are, what they sound 
like and how I manage that rhythm between 
doing and thinking and thinking and doing.  

David Marquet’s Turn the Ship Around 
is published by penguin books and 
is compulsory reading for Leesman’s 
leadership and management team.  
His new book, Leadership is Language  
is out 4th February, 2020.
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USS Santa Fe (SSN 763)
The Los Angeles class are nuclear-powered fast attack submarines 
(SSN) – and are by many standards the backbone of the U.S naval 
fleet. They represent two generations and close to half a century  
of the Navy's attack submarine fleet.

It has a plethora of capabilities, including: undersea warfare, 
surface warfare, strike warfare, mining operations, special forces 
delivery, reconnaissance, carrier battle group support and escort, 
and intelligence collection.
 

Type: Nuclear attack submarine  

Crew: 16 Officers; 127 Enlisted 

Manufacturer: Newport News Shipbuilding 
General Dynamics Electric Boat 

Service: US Navy 

Built: 1972–1996

Active: 32  |  Retired: 30 

Displacement: Surfaced: 6,082 tonnes  |  Submerged: 6,927 tonnes 

Length: 362 ft (110 m)  |  Beam: 33 ft (10 m)  |  Draft: 31 ft (9.4 m) 

Propulsion: 1 GE PWR S6G nuclear reactor  |  2 turbines 35,000 hp 
(26,000 kW)  |  1 auxiliary motor 325 hp (242 kW)  |  1 shaft 

Speed: 25+ knots 

Armament: 4× 21 in (533 mm) torpedo tubes  |  37× Mk 48 torpedo, 
Tomahawk land attack missile  |  Harpoon anti–ship missile  |   
Mk 67 mobile  |  or Mk 60 Captor mines  



Opinion   |  Samuel Lee Percival, Deputy Editor, Leesman Insights
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BRIDGING THE 
SKILLS GAP 
The UK’s Office for National Statistics (ONS) is
reporting that the UK jobless rate has dropped to just 
3.8%, now sitting it just 0.1% above the US. Britain’s 
economy is the closest it has been to full employment 
since the early 1970s. At face value economically, this 
is good news, yet countless companies are finding it 
increasingly hard to hire the right workers.

£4.4 billion  
Total cost of UK skills shortage

£1.4 billion  
Within England, employers in London 
are spending the most on recruitment 
at a total  of £1.4 billion – the equivalent 
of £30,470 per organisation

Hired temporary 
workers48% 

Recruited at  
a lower level  
than intended31% 

Left a position 
vacant25% 

The cost of the skills shortageHow are organisations addressing the gap

In the past 12 months, organisations spent significantly less to recruit 
talented workers than the 12 months prior, with the total cost decreasing
by 30 per cent, from £6.3 billion to £4.4 billion.

Source: The Open University Business Barometer, July 2019
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issues in the European Union, is reporting 
the Netherlands has a skills surplus in 
almost all of the healthcare areas in which 
the UK has shortages. 

Factors universally affecting developed 
countries, do, to an extent, dictate these 
shortages. Guy Douetil, Managing Director 
at Hickey & Associates, who advices global 
organisations on location strategy, economic 
incentives and labour analytics, claims:  
“modern consuming has seen a huge growth 
in online retailing, causing a high demand 
for lorry drivers and warehouse operators. 
The shortage in healthcare workers can too 
be understood relatively simply. An aging 
population warrants a larger healthcare 
workforce—and due to sophistication 
in medicine and increasing use of digital 
and nanotechnology—the healthcare 
profession needs to recruit a new range of 
skills.” So, in this case, is it not only about 
a shortage of healthcare workers and more 
about a shortage of appropriately trained 
healthcare workers?

For over a decade Britain has 
suffered more acutely from a 
skills shortage than any other 
member of the G7

For over a decade Britain has suffered 
more acutely from a skills shortage than 
any other member of the G7. Is the problem 
much further upstream? Despite increased 
investment in schooling during the 1990s, 
Britain’s educational performance is 
notably mediocre in comparison to nations 
of similar economic affluence. A number of 
reports published recently have found that 
one-fifth of Britain’s adult populace still 
struggle with basic literacy and numeracy 
skills—a clear indicator that the problem  
is deeply systemic.

Perhaps the problem extends further than 
a shortage of skilled workers and instead 
is more about the skills being in the wrong 
place. So, if the skills won’t come to the 
organisation, should the organisation go 
to them? Guy Douetil again: “I’ve spoken 
to companies who have said they can’t 
find anyone under the age of 35 to come to 
certain remote locations. So, they’re having 
to make different locational decisions. 
Rather than a one location strategy, 

companies are considering a two-location 
strategy, where you have an inner-city site 
which attracts the ‘younger’ population, 
in addition to a more suburban or rural 
business park.”

Manufacturing companies have 
reportedly been worst hit by the 
disinclination of graduates to want  
to base themselves at remote 
manufacturing campuses.

“For many years manufacturing has 
struggled to introduce and entice new 
workers to the industry,” said Keith 
Barr, CEO of L2L, a lean manufacturing 
software company. “Unfortunately, 
the industry hasn’t fully explained the 
dynamic, technology-driven environment 
of the modern plant floor. With Gen Z just 
moving into the workforce, we need to 
encourage their participation in modern 
manufacturing. If we don’t, I’m afraid the 
industry will be hit with the negative effects 
of the Silver Tsunami.”

But what are the alternatives? British 
business mogul and inventor of the Dyson 
vacuum and air-blade dryers, Sir James 
Dyson, who has been vocal about the 
growing skills shortage, opted for a different 
approach to filling engineering positions in 
his company. In 2017, the Dyson Institute of 
Engineering and Technology was built on 
Dyson’s technology campus in Wiltshire, 
offering fully-funded bachelor’s degrees  
to a select number of students each year. 

W hilst The Dyson Institute sets 
an important precedent to companies 
suffering from a skills shortage, training 
your own graduates is not yet a trend 
amongst the UK’s industry elites. Instead, 
more industrial manufacturing giants  
are in effect outsourcing their R&D to 
‘partner’ universities, where sponsored 
PhD projects see those activities happen 
on a university campus rather than a 
manufacturing campus.

So, could this lack of appropriately 
skilled workers usher in a new age of 
workforce? Perhaps organisations will  
be forced into investing in AI and robotic 
automation simply because they can’t 
recruit the highly skilled positions  
they would prefer to be filled by people. 
However, whilst the notion of whole 
industries becoming fully automated  
is still a dystopian nightmare, until the 
skills shortage is rectified businesses  
will continue to suffer. 

 
  

In fact, according to a new report 
commissioned by The Open University 
(OU), the vast majority of organisations 
in the UK (91%) have struggled to find 
workers with the right skills over the past 
12 months. The Open University Business 
Barometer, which monitors the UK skills 
landscape, also revealed that 61% of 
business leaders surveyed report the  
skills shortage has worsened over the  
past year. 

61%  
of business leaders surveyed 
report the skills shortage has 
worsened over the past year

And both private and public organisations 
are expecting it will become even more 
difficult to recruit once the UK leaves the 
EU, whether that be crashing out or in an 
orderly fashion.

For engineering companies, who 
have recruited a large number of foreign 
students both studying abroad and at 
British universities (the latter being worth 
£26 billion to the UK economy) and placed 
them into top positions, the prospect 
of visa restrictions has had noticeable 
effects—over half of the firms surveyed  
by Engineering UK claim that these  
hard-to-fill vacancies have in turn  
caused noticeable fiscal consequences.

Additionally, The OU research revealed 
more than half of senior business leaders 
surveyed (53%) expect the situation to 
deteriorate over the next 12 months. 
More than two in five (44%) expect their 
organisation to struggle financially in the 
next year, indicating that the issue needs  
to be urgently addressed.

The Financial Times reviewed official 
and other data and identified five sectors 
of the economy that are grappling with the 
most acute labour shortages: Hospitality, 
Information technology, Software 
engineers, Construction and Healthcare. 

However, this list, focused on the UK 
skills gap, makes for frustrating reading 
when just a few hundred miles away across  
the English Channel, Skills Panorama,  
an organisation focused on labour market 

Manufacturing
£570.1 million

Professional services
£436.6 million

Administrative and 
support services
£371.6 million

Construction
£354.7 million

Hospitality
£328.7 million

Brexit

50% 
Ageing 

population

28% 
Increased 

competition

28% 
Digital 

revolution

25% 
Lack of 

diversity

23% 

53%  
Of employers have increased 
their training budget in the 
past 12 months

Factors impacting the skills shortage

Great expectations

Top 5 sector spend

The manufacturing industry has become  
the biggest spender in terms of increasing  
salaries, paying temporary staff and recruiters,  
and training those hired at a lower level  
than intended.

There are a number of factors impacting the skills shortage, and while some are easy to 
forecast and prepare for, others are more difficult to predict. Organisations can take steps to 
address the known issues, but other unknown issues such as Brexit and the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution require a more agile and flexible approach.

Worryingly, employers do not expect much respite in the year ahead when it comes to the skills  
shortage, despite their best efforts to find workers with the skills their organisations are lacking.

 1

 2

3

4

 5
Will incease their 

training spend

61% 

Will incease their 
training spend

55% 

Will incease their 
training spend

54% 

Will incease their 
training spend

52% 

Will spend more on
temporary staff

49% 
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Photo by Oliver Oldman  
at 22:40, 15th July 2019:  
Steve Hennigan on board  
support vessel Sea Leopard,  
shortly before starting his 11’58” 
solo English Channel swim. 



hard to taste anything. Some swimmers 
even get motion sick while swimming. 

Nick: “The human body can only take on a 
certain number of calories per hour. Distance 
swimming is like being on an extreme high 
fat, high protein, low carbohydrate diet; you 
become ketogenic breaking down fatty acid 
instead of carbs. That can really disorientate 
people because if their brain isn’t getting 
enough energy they can start hallucinating, 
which I’ve had on a number of my swims.”

With all of that going on, at what point 
do swimmers stop? Nick highlighted this as 
another problem: “It’s rare for a swimmer 
to stop themselves. They’ve invested a huge 
amount of time and money. That’s why it’s 
essential to trust in the crew—that they will 
pull you out if you get unwell during the 
swim. When I swam Lake Geneva, which 
is about 43 miles, I was hallucinating and 
hypothermic, but I wasn’t about to pull 
myself out. Thankfully my crew did help 
me get through it, but it can be hard for the 
coach in that position–to discern when to 
call it quits, especially if that means ending 
someone's dream.” 

The determination to push 
your body to the limit was 
echoed by Steve: “If you 
want to pull me out, you’re 
going to have to come in 
here and get me.” 

But Nick is clear that there are certain strong 
markers to look for. “Firstly, checking how 
they're feeling in themselves: Are they cold? 
Can they pass urine? Are they coughing 
excessively? And also check in with their 
mental state, see that they are in a positive 
mindset. We make sure that someone on 
the boat is watching them at all times. If the 
swimmer starts veering away from the boat 
repeatedly, then they may not be getting 
enough blood to their brain.”

The flip side is some swimmers quickly 
fall prey to negative thoughts: you can’t do 
this, you’re a fraud, you shouldn’t be here. 
Some people give in to these voices in the first 
one or two hours. They’ll typically develop a 
shoulder injury that isn’t there—they’ve talked 
themselves into having a bad shoulder, so that 
they can get out with their reputation intact. 
The coach has to try to determine whether 
these injuries are real or if he or she just need  
to motivate the swimmer through this point. 

For the majority of swimmers, the final 
third of the swim is where these doubts 
become the most intense, with Nick aptly 
naming it: “the corridor of uncertainty.” This 
final leg can be profoundly demoralising, as 
people have become visible on the coast, yet 
the swim is far from over. According to Steve: 
“this is where the swim mentally begins.”

The parallels in dealing with uncertainty 
in business might not seem obvious, but 
Nick feels the opposite: “There are so many: 
take chances and try different things, but 
acknowledge that you won’t be able to 
simulate every experience. Keep a good 
team around you who will tell you when  
it’s time to let a certain project go or push 
you to keep fighting through the difficulties 
to see the project achieved.”

For Steve, now an official solo English 
Channel swimmer, many are already 
familiar to strategy consultants: “Break 
big goals down into manageable chunks. 
Practise various outcomes. Find and place 
trust in the predictable portions of the 
situation and lastly, focus your evaluation 
of input initiatives based on the positive 
impact on the output, however small.”

English Channel swimmers prepare for 
failure, success, and everything in between, yet 
businesses too often see planning for failure as 
an admission of weakness that would unsettle 
employees and investors alike. In today’s 
volatile business climate, there is much to 
learn from those endurance athletes. 

Interview  |  Hannah Finch, Editor, Leesman Insights
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For Steve, this was an iterative 
process: “the whole two years 
of training was about learning, 
so on the day I was focussed 
on winning.” 

Around early May swimmers start doing 
‘double dip’ swims—get in for 20 minutes at 
nine degrees, get back out for half an hour 
and repeat. In the months leading up to the 
swim, training time ramps up: most people 
train seven hours on a Saturday and six 
hours on a Sunday. The average swimming 
time for the Channel is about 13 hours, so 
if you’re following this regimen you know 
you’ve done the swim in two days. 

Swimmers are also contending with  
tide patterns and Channel shipping traffic—
it is one of the busiest shipping lanes in the 
world. Steve also risked being confronted with 
schools of jellyfish. “So, I went on a training 
camp in Majorca and was actually looking for 
the jellyfish to sting me. I wanted to experience 
what that feeling is beforehand—how long it 
lasts, what it affects. It was about preparing 
myself for as many situations as possible.”

Nick also insists his swimmers do a 
practice night swim, “because swimming in 
the dark is very disorientating. And I make 
sure they train on empty. Halfway through 
the swim they will ‘hit the wall’—it’s essential 
that they’ve experienced this before the ‘day’ 
and overcome it.” 

Nick uses a QI (quality improvement) 
training methodology and PDSA (plan, do, 
study, act) cycles. The outcome is similar 
to marginal gains in cycling, with every 
training session being analysed for small 
components that held the swimmer back. 
“And, since swimming the Channel isn’t a 
race, as much as anything it’s about avoiding 
failure. You have to know what mini-things 
might affect you, so they don’t throw you  
off during the real swim.”

“Everything from food to your swimming 
hat will all have been tested and vetted 
during your numerous training sessions 
beforehand, so that on the day you are 
absolutely confident that everything you can 
control is not just under control, but that it’s 
the best possible set up to ensure success.”

Of course, the ‘unknown unknowns’  
that swimmers can still come up against then 
become known knowns for others. For Nick 
that challenge was paranoia on Lake Geneva. 
“Being in your own head for 13, 14, 15+ hours 
can be quite an isolating experience. Then the 
people on your team boat start pointing at 
you and talking about you and I found myself 
getting quite angry with some of my team. 
They were sitting there in front of me having 
a cup of tea or a sandwich and I had nothing, 
no enjoyment at all at that point.”

“It’s something that’s very difficult to 
train for; you don’t know how you will react 
until you’re in the situation, but for me it was 
a complete surprise.” To mitigate against the 
paranoia, swimmers stop once an hour and 
talk to the people on the boat, take on food 
and a quick drink.

Undoubtedly, swimmers are not 
only contending with the mental 
endurance. Physically, the first change 
is that the swimmers’ core temperature 
drops sharply. They become slightly 
hypothermic as their bodies try to divert 
blood to muscles and major organs. Hands 
and feet turn blue, go numb and become 
swollen with water. Most swimmers get 
bloated and get a salty tongue, making it 

In 2002, shortly after 9/11 and the ensuing 
‘War on Terror’, this statement made 
headlines around the world. It was the then 
US Secretary of State, Donald Rumsfeld’s, 
press briefing response to a reporter’s 
questions about the lack of evidence 
linking the government of Iraq with the 
supply of weapons of mass destruction  
to terrorist groups.

While the initial reaction to his 
remarks was one of confusion, over time 
the consensus towards them has shifted. 
Any venture, from business to athletic, 
requires a risk assessment of the things 
that are known and those which are not 
known. Preparation is almost always key to 
overcoming challenging circumstances—
but how can we mentally prepare for the 
things we don’t yet know that we don’t know? 

Endurance event athletes contend with 
these uncertainties and prepare accordingly. 
Open-water distance swimming in 
particular is a sport with a huge number  
of unknowns. 

Dr Nick Murch is a highly accomplished 
open-water swimmer who swam the 
English Channel in preparation to swim 
the length of Lake Geneva. That endeavour 
ended up taking him 32 hours—eight 
hours longer than he’d planned. He is also a 
consultant in acute medicine so has a deep 
understanding of how the body and mind 
react to swimming in bitter temperatures 
for hours on end.

Dr Murch spent two years mentoring 
Workplace and Change Consultant, Steve 
Henigan, ahead of his attempt to swim the 
English Channel in late July 2019. We talked 
to them both about how to mentally and 
physically prepare for the unknown.

The first of these uncertainties is that your 
actual swim date is unknown. Because the 
swim is contingent on weather conditions, 
swimmers are given a two-week window and 
will only be told a few days before when they 
will actually be swimming.

Nick: “That’s hard because it means you 
can’t guarantee who’ll be on your support 
vessel; ideally it would be the coach you 
trained with and the crew you know, but 
there simply are no guarantees. So, from the 
outset, the swimmer has to mentally prepare 
for perhaps having a less-familiar set of faces 
there helping them get through it.”

Steve learnt to focus only on the things 
he could control. “I’ve done triathlons,  
and there I would focus on making sure 
the bike was set up correctly and that my 
helmet was on comfortably. I can’t control 
what the weather is going to do on the day 
or how fast other people are going to go, 
all I can do is be in complete control of the 
things that are relevant to me. I applied  
the same approach.”

Another of the known unknowns is water 
temperature. The average training for a 
Channel swim is two years, and in theory 
this training has to happen year-round, 
although in the winter you can’t always 
train in the sea because it’s just too cold.  
For Nick, that temperature acclimatisation 
was fundamental: “That’s a key thing to 
prepare for because even in August the 
Channel could be just 14-16-degrees. So, cold 
showers, ice baths, sleeping with no covers on 
and the windows open. When I was training  
I would drive to work with my heating off  
and the windows down on a freezing day.”

For Steve, this was an iterative process: 
“the whole two years of training was about 
learning, so on the day I was focussed  
on winning.” 

“There are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there
are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we don’t know. 
But there are also unknown unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don’t know.”

Lessons in perseverance from English Channel swimmers
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WILFUL 
IGNORANCE?

I’ve recently had the pleasure of reading 
Hans Rosling’s Factfulness. Together with 
his son and daughter-in-law, Ola Rosling 
and Anna Rosling Rönnlund, Rosling 
embarked on a quest to combat ignorance 
and global misconceptions with a fact-based 
worldview in this literary triumph.

Rosling’s inspiration for his work came 
from observing an apparent ignorance to 
the world around us, even present in some 
of the world’s foremost thinkers. He asked 
questions about current world statistics, 
such as poverty, population growth and 
healthcare. What he found was that the 
majority of answers were so off the mark, 
even chimpanzees randomly selecting 
answers would get better results.

But in a contemporary world filled with 
readily available data, Rosling questioned, 
how can we explain this seemingly wilful 
ignorance? He found an answer through 
understanding how our brains work.

Factfulness is a composition of Rosling’s 
perennial understanding of misconceptions. 
The book is intended to help us change the 
way we think about our world, making us 
question the inhibiting instincts that control 
our brain. And whilst Rosling is talking 
about the more expansive issue of global 
development, these instincts can be directly 
applied to misconceptions surrounding the 
state of workplaces today. I’ve focused on 
four instincts that are the most relevant to 
workplace uncertainty.

The size instinct
When we are presented with a single figure 
and no supporting data to give us context, 
these individual figures can be easily 
manipulated to appear more significant 
than they are. This phenomenon is called  
the size instinct.

Think about the last time you read 
some damning piece about demanding 
millennials in relation to workplace 
experience. Statements such as “74% of 
millennials want to know that their work 
matters” are reflective of an emerging 
sentiment. But whilst statements like  
this have led us to believe it’s just 

millennials who are “needy” at work, 
we are not presented with a statistic for 
any other generation. And perhaps more 
pertinently, who doesn’t want to know 
that their work matters?

Younger generations are often said to 
be attracted to more social workplaces. 
According to our data, 46.5% of 
respondents under 25 say that “informal 
social interaction” is important. That, 
in isolation, could easily be turned into 
a headline; “nearly one in two young 
employees want to socialise at work.” 
But, when you hear that 44.0% of all other 
respondents also say that it’s important, 
the impactfulness of this headline is lost.   

A current stereotype often portrays 
millennials as being more demanding in 
the workplace when compared to their 
older generational counterparts. However, 
our data unequivocally shows that far 
from being demanding, the youngest age 
group requires the least and generally has 
a better workplace experience than older 
age groups. From our respondents under 
the age of 25, the average Leesman Lmi 
score of workplace experience (69.4) was 
significantly higher than the average Lmi  
of the 45-54 bracket (61.3). Next time you  
read about demanding millennials in 
relation to the workplace, be mindful  
of stand-alone figures.

The negativity instinct
The negativity instinct is rather more 
self-explanatory. It has become common 
knowledge that we are innately conditioned 
to notice the bad over the good. In a 
world where bad news sells, we are rarely 
exposed to notions of improvement.
Unfortunately, good news is not news, and 
gradual improvement is also seldom news. 
In the world of workplace, we are likely to 
be presented with negative aspects of the 
employee workplace experience—reports 
on disengagement, stress and detriments 
to our productivity—rather than feel-good 
stories of success.

Negative news is not always indicative 
of a situation worsening. In fact, 41.0% 

of workplaces we have independently 
measured after a workplace change had 
taken place received a Lmi score of 70 or  
above (the global standard for workplace 
excellence). Whilst sensationalist news 
would have us believe otherwise, slowly  
but surely workplaces are improving.

The generalisation instinct
We are continually generalising and 
categorising items—doing so is vital for  
our brain’s developmental process. Without 
generalisation and categorisation, our brains 
would very quickly get overloaded. But 
unfortunately, the process of categorisation 
can make it hard to distinguish within  
our own internal categories, meaning  
our brains will often make assumptions 
despite little corroborative knowledge. 

In relation to the workplace, there is no 
instinct more apparent than the instinct 
to generalise. We see it time and time 
again—namely the sensationalism of 
research pertaining to open-plan offices. 
Take for instance, a single case study of 
an open-plan office. The report, which 
may have concluded that the employees 
were dissatisfied with their workplace 
environment, will inevitably lead to 
sensationalist headlines. Despite this 
being an isolated case study, a dominant 
narrative of open-plan being synonymous 
with low levels of employee satisfaction 
has been created.

First of all, open-plan offices are not 
one homogenous category of offices that 
all look the same; they come in all different 
variations. And second, just because one 
doesn’t deliver great employee experience 
doesn’t mean that none do. The same 
generalisation is also threatening office 
concepts with flexible seating—they’re  
not all the same, and even though some  
of them fail, it doesn’t mean that all do.  
So, let’s see what the data says.

Since 2010, we’ve collected data  
from more than 346 new workplaces 
(workplaces with ≥50 respondents). If 
we look at the average Lmi score in these 
workplaces compared to the proportion of 
employees who work from a work setting 
that is not assigned to them (i.e. a flexible 
setting), we see that flexible solutions, 
just like solutions with designated work 
settings, can be outstanding or they  
can be downright bad (see opposite). 
Next time you read an article about poor 
employee experience in an office with 

flexible seating arrangements, consider  
a wide range of data before you instinctively 
start to make generalisations. 

The fear instinct
Critical thinking can always be difficult, but, 
when confronted with fear and uncertainty 
gaining clarity becomes nearly impossible. 
According to Rosling, we are so finely tuned 
to our fear, we subconsciously seek it out in 
our daily lives. To an extent we are defined 
by our fear.

In relation to the workplace, the 
fear instinct can provide us with useful 
insight into why there will always be some 
employees resisting change. Consider a 
workplace alteration in the form of an office 
move. Though many will welcome this as 
an opportunity to progress, others will 
instinctively fear and question the change. 
These change-critical employees will worry 
about what the new workplace will be like, 
how it will impact them, whether they will 
have their own desk, etc. And as the fear has 
kicked in, they will subconsciously pay more 
attention to sensationalist news articles that 
tell stories about how employees in unassigned 
workplaces are forced to go to the office early 
in the morning, just to find somewhere to sit 
for the day. Their brains will naturally adhere 
to this narrative, as critical thinking has been 
clouded by fear and uncertainty. As a result, 
even when presented with facts that describe 
the benefits, they will struggle to see any 
positive opportunities in the change.

The power of data
When utilised appropriately, data can be 
imperative to navigating uncertainty. At 
Leesman, we’re committed to independently 
collecting data on employee workplace 
experience. Our independence means that 
we have no hidden interests in what the data 
says. We have no vested interest in presenting 
data that shows that any particular solution 
is better than another, because we don’t sell 
any solutions. What gets us out of bed each 
morning is arming people around us with 
data that shows how things really are, and  
we hope this data helps us all get a more  
fact-based view of the workplace world.

In our newest research publication,  
The Workplace Experience Revolution – 
Part 2, we state that not all new workplaces 
achieve outstanding results. But we also report 
that some do. The world of workplace is not 
as bad as inflammatory headlines would 
have us believe. Things are improving. 

Humanity has always strived to understand the 
uncertain. We continually look to find the answers 
to the unknown, often to no avail.

How our instincts fuel our workplace misconceptions
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performance 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 five differences in 

Global data distribution

Top 5 differences in  
Work Activities

  2  Relaxing/taking a break

Support global  61.1%
Support Leesman+ 81.4% 
   20.3%

 1  Thinking/creative thinking

Support global  53.2%
Support Leesman+ 74.8%
  21.6%    

  3   Video conferences

Support global  62.0%
Support Leesman+ 81.6%
  19.6%

 4   Hosting visitors, clients or customers

Support global  64.3%
Support Leesman+ 83.6% 
   19.3%

  5   Business confidential discussions

Support global  56.4%
Support Leesman+ 75.5% 
   19.1%

Top 5 differences in  
Workplace Features 

  5   Quiet rooms for working alone or in pairs

Satisfaction global  30.1%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 53.7% 
   23.6%

 4   General décor

Satisfaction global  43.6%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 71.7% 
   28.1%

  3   Atriums & communal areas

Satisfaction global  42.1%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 72.6%
  30.5%

  2   Informal work areas/break-out zones

Satisfaction global  39.4%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 70.1%
  30.7%

 1   Variety of different types of workspace

Satisfaction global  34.2%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 66.0% 
   31.8%
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Work setting

43.7%  |  Lmi 61.0

8.1%  |  Lmi 72.4

0.9%  |  Lmi 62.6

12.4%  |  Lmi 63.2

1.0%  |  Lmi 59.5

0.5%  |  Lmi 60.9

18.5%  |  Lmi 60.5

3.9%  |  Lmi 63.9

0.7%  |  Lmi 64.6

9.3%  |  Lmi 63.6

1.0%  |  Lmi 60.7

A workstation, assigned solely to you,  
in an open plan office area

A private office assigned solely to you 

Other

A workstation, assigned solely to you,  
in a shared office 

A meeting room

An informal work setting such as  
a break-out zone

A flexible/non-allocated workstation

A shared team table

A specialist practical or technical setting

A cubicle assigned solely to you

A quiet room/private office  
(available for flexible use)



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  
1.1   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   Video conferences  
2.18   Larger group meetings or audiences  
2.19   Spreading out paper or materials  
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   Ability to personalise my workstation  
3.14   General décor  
3.15   Accessibility of colleagues  
3.16   Informal work areas/break-out zones  
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   Restaurant/canteen  
4.6   Printing/copying/scanning equipment  
4.7   WiFi network connectivity in the office*  
4.8   General tidiness  
4.9   Computing equipment, mobile (e.g. laptop, tablet)*  
4.10  Telephone equipment  
4.11   Parking (e.g. car, motorbike or bicycle)  
4.12   Security  
4.13   Remote access to work files or network  
4.14   Access (e.g. lifts, stairways, ramps)  
4.15   Wired in-office network connectivity  
4.16   Computing equipment, fixed (desktop)  
4.17   Leisure facilities onsite or nearby (e.g. gym, fitness/wellness centre)  
4.18   Health & safety provision  
4.19   Mail & post room services  
4.20  Hospitality services (e.g. guest reception/services, catering, meeting services)  
4.21   Reception areas  
4.22   Audio-Visual equipment  
4.23   Internal signage  
4.24   Shower facilities*  
4.25  Guest/visitor network access  

 Total no of respondents
 Sentiment super driver

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

0

0
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Percentage of responses

Number of responses

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.

Satisfaction

Satisfaction

Supported

61.1%
62.6%
58.6%
50.5%
47.7%
71.9%
59.0%
65.2%
67.7%
67.1%
49.7%
74.8%
64.6%
66.0%
71.1%
65.9%
39.1%
66.4%
69.3%
58.2%
62.1%
47.9%
50.0%
36.1%
43.9%

71.8%
66.1%
53.7%
30.6%
58.1%
30.8%
56.5%
42.3%
53.3%
59.0%
30.1%
47.4%
47.2%
43.6%
70.4%
39.4%
33.1%
47.3%
29.9%
38.7%
42.1%
27.9%
34.2%
41.8%
37.6%

76.9%
80.2%
63.7%
63.5%
73.6%
61.1%
60.1%
69.2%
87.5%
74.3%
53.2%
77.6%
56.4%
49.7%
65.0%
64.3%
62.0%
62.3%
59.5%
66.1%
65.8%
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92.0%
74.4%
70.6%
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50.5%
47.7%
46.6%
46.4%
44.1%
43.2%
42.5%
40.8%
40.7%
37.9%
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34.5%
33.5%
31.3%
22.1%

0
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2019 is delivering a crop of extreme weather records. Maximum historic temperatures 
have been equalled or surpassed in the recent July European heatwave in the 
UK, Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands. There is little doubt that these 
events incorporate the signature of global heating—they cannot be fully or simply 
explained as random. Climate change is a direct threat to business via extreme 
weather events, but it is also a risk multiplier of many other threats: food security, 
water security and civil unrest to name a few.

According to the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, climate 
change will compound with other socio-
economic drivers of change (changes in 
population, age, income, technology, 
relative prices, lifestyle, regulation, 
governance, and many other aspects  
of socioeconomic development).

The Paris Agreement on Climate 
Change seeks to “strengthen the 
global response to the threat of 
climate change, in the context of 
sustainable development and efforts 
to eradicate poverty, including by….
Holding the increase in the global 
average temperature to well below 
2°C above pre-industrial levels 
and pursuing efforts to limit the 
temperature increase to 1.5°C above 
pre-industrial levels, recognizing that 
this would significantly reduce the 
risks and impacts of climate change.”

Optimistically, and despite some 
recent extraordinary commitments 
from the world’s industrialised nations, 
we are on target for 3°C of warming by 
the end of the century—well above  
the Paris goal.

This increase may not sound a lot but 
in fact: (a) an extra 2-3°C warming is a 
large amount, considering the average 
surface temperature in the pre-industrial 
era was 14.5°C and is now 15.3 (0.8 °C 
higher); (b) this is a global average and 
many places will see multiples higher 
regionally; and (c) a change in the mean of 
this magnitude increases the chances of 
extreme events (drought, floods, disease, 
etc.) significantly, typically making the 
1 in 100 year event the 1 in 10 to 20 or 30 
year event.

“Businesses should have 
two modes: offense and 
defence. Not only should 
they be seeking to limit 
their contribution to global 
emissions (radically and 
rapidly reducing their 
carbon, water and waste 
footprints), but they 
should also be building 
their own capacities.” 

Climate change exacerbates price 
volatility, due to both extreme 
weather events but also the rush for 
new materials being used for new 
solutions (e.g. rare earths used in 
the manufacturing of solar panels). 
Product risks can destroy or create new 
markets overnight: coal markets are 
declining, winter sports markets are 
volatile and the cattle outlook is under 
threat as diets change. The need for 
carbon disclosure is an example of a 
ratings risk where companies may face 
higher costs of capital or even product 
obsolescence, like light duty vehicle 
gasoline and diesel engines. 

“Enlightened companies 
are leading on carbon 
disclosure risk registers, 
winning awards and 
gaining friends.”

Globally, there are myriad climate 
support policies, like subsidies for green 
energy, as well as penalties (e.g. carbon 
taxes or cap and trade programmes) 
for greenhouse gas emissions. These 
are subject to sudden and sometimes 
profound change, so the policy space 
is a risk in itself. Calls for divestment 
in managed funds (e.g. pensions) 
from fossil fuel intensive companies 
and sectors is a good example of the 
reputational risk at work. Enlightened 
companies are leading on carbon 
disclosure risk registers, winning 
awards and gaining friends. 

From obvious supply chain disruptions 
related to extreme weather events to 
more subtle ways of changing culture and 
questions over the fundamental purpose 
of business in a climate emergency, 
climate change is changing business 
strategies in a plethora of ways. 
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To some extent natural systems adapt 
naturally to climate change. Human 
systems do, too, but unlike the non-
human living world, human systems 
also have the capacity for planned—or 
anticipatory—adaptation. Insects don’t 
plan. Businesses do.

Businesses should have two modes: 
offense and defence. Not only 
should they be seeking to limit their 
contribution to global emissions 
(radically and rapidly reducing their 
carbon, water and waste footprints), 
but they should also be building their 
own capacities and those of their 
sectors to become more resilient in 
the face of the increased likelihood of 
extreme weather-related disruptions.   

It takes about 20–40 years for an idea 
to become reality (as we have seen with 
battery backup systems, insurance 
plans for coastal flood zones, the 
circular economy, etc.). The notion of 
climate change as both a risk multiplier 
and an opportunity multiplier for 
business is about 10 years old, meaning 
it is relatively young. The re-insurance 
and insurance markets got it a decade 
or more ago—well, risk is their business 
after all. Next came the banks who 
began, for example, questioning loans 
for renewable energy projects from 
novel perspectives.

Take wind farms as an example. 
Everyone knows they are part of 
the solution and a good, solid green 
investment. But what does climate 
change in the form of windier conditions 
do to the project spreadsheet over 
25 years? We can likely predict more 
instances of extreme weather cut-offs 
and potentially more maintenance 
expenses. The same goes for glacier-fed 
run of the river hydro schemes in South 
America. Will there be much flow once 
the glaciers have gone?

According to McKinsey, there are value 
chain risks (physical, prices, products) 
and external stakeholder risks (ratings, 
reputation, regulation). A well-known 
example of physical risk in the value 
change occurred when Western Digital 
Technologies, a major supplier of hard 
disk drives, was severely disrupted in 
2011 after flooding in Thailand, where 
most of its production was located. This 
disruption in turn had global implications 
for computer manufacturers.
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