
and Dyson answered the call to 
manufacture life-saving ventilators. 

And while many countries are slowly 
returning to ‘business as usual’,  
the drive to be a part of the solution 
towards a better world is not going away. 
This extends beyond COVID-19 and to  
other issues like climate change and 
racism. People require action from  
their employers. 

So, what does it mean to be a ‘good’ company 
in 2020? Taking all necessary precautions 
to protect employees during the pandemic, 
certainly, but it goes beyond that. In this 
issue of the Review we look at how companies 
can behave to truly make an impact: 
Renowned conservationist, David Jones, 
discusses the dire state of the world’s oceans 
and what can be done to help and Dr Peggie 
Rothe analyses what Workplace Wellbeing 
looks like when working from home.

COVID-19 has simultaneously divided the 
world and united it. While international 
travel has ground to a halt a sense of global 
citizenship feels more important than 
ever. Everyone must play their part to stop 
the spread. 

This solidarity extends to the corporate 
world, where companies like Dior and 
Burberry halted clothing production to 
produce PPE instead and Rolls Royce  

THE
GOOD
COMPANY 

Renowned underwater photographer turned 
renowned ocean conservationist David Jones gives 
us his take on the current state of plastic pollution 
in the earth’s oceans. Five Oceans, Page 4
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 The catastrophic loss of life that COVID-19 
has inflicted on so many lives and families 
around the world is gut and heart-
wrenching. The tragedy of those losses 
will simply be magnified if society learns 
nothing from the pandemic. I just hope 
that the calls those families had to make 
in the weeks after unfairly losing loved 
ones were handled with the sympathy and 
sensitivity I experienced from Direct Line.

 A week or so on and I was talking to 
my elderly neighbour. He was cursing 
the bureaucracy that was threatening 
again to rob him of his driving licence. 
He explained how, three years earlier, 
he had taken up an offer from a national 
chain of high street opticians for a free eye 
test. He was thinking it was time for some 
new frames, so thought it a good idea. 
Unfortunately, though, he performed 
below average on a part of the test that 
monitors peripheral vision.

 Normally that would have little 
consequence, but the chain has a contract 
with the UK’s Driver and Vehicle Licensing 
Agency (DVLA) to conduct tests for them 

when they require drivers to undergo age 
or incident related ophthalmic tests. My 
neighbour had not been sent for such a 
test. But for reasons that are unclear, the 
chain notified the DVLA of his results.

 My neighbour had his licence revoked, 
until, that is, he successfully pointed out 
that a peripheral vision test is not part 
of the UK’s driver sight test, regardless 
of age. Turns out he was not alone. The 
retailer has been sending the DVLA the 
details of numerous drivers who just 
happened to wander into their branches 
seeking a routine eye test.

 I have found it hard not to wonder what 
those organisations’ workplaces are like. Do 
they regard their workplaces with the same 
clinical efficiency? Are they operationally 
effective but lacking the features that fail 
 a spreadsheet-derived ROI test?

 In an isolated experiment where we 
compared the employee satisfaction of 
physical IT help-desks with that of their 
virtual/remote help-desk equivalents, we 
routinely found the face-to-face examples 
delivering double the employee user 

satisfaction. Looking a colleague in the 
eye and explaining a problem, them fixing 
it, and you thanking them, makes the 
difference. It’s not spatially efficient and 
almost certainly not as time efficient but 
it’s doubly effective.

 Do these employers treat their 
employees in the same way their 
employees do their customers? Is one 
simply a consequence of the other? 

Are their workplace 
environments corporately 
efficient but emotionally 
soulless? 

Our Dr Peggie Rothe brings this further 
into question on page 12 with some early 
insights into our research partnership 
with wellbeing champions, WELL.

But even where organisations do 
invest in plush corporate fitness centres, 
I’m left wondering whether such 

facilities, almost always intimidatingly 
populated by the pumped and toned 
who would go to a gym whether on-site 
or elsewhere, leaves those who would 
benefit from a gym visit the most, the 
least likely to venture in.

 Doubtless, these organisations will 
also have well written and beautifully 
presented corporate social responsibility 
statements and teams in slogan-adorned 
T-shirts mobilised around community 
outreach programmes. But I’d suggest 
corporate emotional intelligence and 
leadership empathy goes so much further.

 As consumers of services we have a 
chance – perhaps even a responsibility 
– to change these robotic organisations, 
by demanding better. It might mean you 
shopping elsewhere or switching bank 
or energy provider. But it might just 
show corporate shareholders that being 
human means showing some sensitivity, 
emotional attachment and compassion 
and that these are values that should be 
sought not just in their CSR policies but 
also in the leadership teams they elect 
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to be a “crisis in geriatric medicine”, 
at almost every turn during his last 
weeks in hospital, Dad was cared for by 
healthcare professionals who daily drew 
on incredible reserves of empathy and 
sensitivity to do the best they could for 
him. From trainee to experienced senior 
clinician, they were almost all brimming 
with the ‘soft skills’ so in demand in those 
modern boardrooms.

 That need was never more apparent 
than in the weeks following Dad’s death 
when, as his Executor, I was called on  
to notify the various organisations who 
once had him as their loyal customer.

 
The first was his car insurer and this 
proved eye-opening.

 
Dad’s choice of insurer was wholly price-
driven. Direct Line have a strong no-frills, 
verging on cheap and cheerful, brand 
reputation in the UK. I was expecting 
service to match, but I received something 
wholly different. The first agent I spoke to 
immediately offered his sympathy. Most 
importantly, it didn’t sound scripted. He 
said he would put me straight through to 
the “bereavement team” and, despite him 
disliking their title, reassured me they 
would be able to help with everything I 
needed. They did – superbly. And with a 
tone that, again, never once felt scripted 
or robotic. They even provided an 
immediate refund to a bolt-on protection 
Dad had added to his policy. The agent 
ended the call with something along the 
lines of “Don’t forget to look after yourself, 
won’t you.”

 Another two or three calls to other 
organisations went somewhat similarly, 
though none was handled as well as by 
Direct Line and I applaud them for that. 
These ‘bereavement department’ teams 
have clearly been designed to manage the 
peculiarities needed around otherwise 
rightly rigid data security processes,  
in the event of someone’s death.

 My next call was to Dad’s bank. A quick 
Google search revealed a direct number 
for their bereavement team, and I got 
straight through to an agent. I explained 
why I was calling, and the agent asked  
if I had Dad’s account details to hand.

 At one level, that was just fine. It is a 
perfectly reasonable first question. But 
every other organisation I had spoken 
to, and almost all of those that I would 
go on to speak with, first offered some 
sort of condolences. It’s a tiny thing, but a 
brief “I’m so sorry to hear that” or “Please 
accept our condolences” goes a million 
miles when you are juggling the emotional 
complexities of having said goodbye for 
the last time to your last parent.

they dropped a card through his door 
addressed to his family, saying how much 
they would miss him. A small action with 
a massive impact.

 Dealing as I’ve had to, with wrapping 
up Dad’s financial affairs, I’ve come to 
question more deeply how it is that some 
organisations can develop a corporate 
emotional intelligence that is so 
dramatically different to that of some of 
their competitors. And you are naturally 
drawn to question whether this is then 
the result of a top-down hard-wired 
approach to everything they do.

 Perhaps I’m being unfair judging 
an organisation based merely on a few 
interactions, but I decided to lodge a 
complaint with Dad’s bank, in the hope 
perhaps that it might spare another 
bereaved loved one the same experience. 
The result was interesting: a pro forma 
letter of apology and the offer of £100 in 
compensation. Frankly, it was insult to 
injury. But I took the cheque (why are 
they still issuing cheques) and gave it  
to a charity.

 
The bank’s agent took me through a 
series of robotically delivered questions 
and explained how I would need to take 
certain documents into one of their 
branches. And that was it. Corporately 
efficient but emotionally detached and 
more clinical than any of the clinicians 
I’d met during Dad’s care. I felt offended 
on Dad’s behalf – as if his 50-odd years 
of customer loyalty to that bank meant 
absolutely nothing.

 Days later I took the documents  
into their branch in Dad’s home town 
– the branch he’d visited for the past 
52 years. Here, I thought at least, face 
to face with an employee, something 
sensitive might be said. But again, I 
was met at the counter with a detached, 
almost officious, insensitivity. I did 
think about asking the staff member if 
by chance he had parents – but thought 
better of it.

 Compare that to Dad’s local garden 
centre, whose café he would visit a 
couple of times a week. Having learnt 
of his passing (I’m still not sure how), 

The move relies simply on shoppers 
understanding how many of each 
product they need to basket to benefit 
from multi-buy discounts. The rest is 
done at the tills. It’s part of Tesco’s four-
pronged attack on lessening its societal 
environmental impact. It includes 
removing all non-recyclable and hard 
to recycle plastics from its own brand 
products and auditing every supplier’s 
product lines for excess packaging.

Supermarket chains, of course,  
will grab any positive PR they can when 
 it comes to greening their reputation. 
Their vast, brightly lit, out of town  
hyper-stores, filled with inefficient  
open-fronted chiller cabinets, 
surrounded by even more expansive car 
parks, crammed with our fuel-guzzling 
SUVs, are monuments to our consumer 
addictions, making them easy targets  
for the attentions of climate activists.

 Last year, I was fortunate enough 
to share a platform with prominent 
underwater photographer turned 
renowned ocean conservationist,  
David Jones. And so, in this issue of  
The Leesman Review, he gives his take 
on the gestures taken by supermarkets 
and calls on us as consumers to realise 
that we have a bigger part to play than 
governments or corporate boards in 
lessening our burden on Mother Earth.

 But does that let those executive 
boards off the hook? Does it give them an 
excuse to be merely reactive, rather than 
pre-emptive in their efforts? Tesco has 
done a good thing, but could it do more in 
driving a circular economy? Can we, the 
consuming public, demand emotionally 
disconnected corporate boards, under the 
cosh from their profit-driven institutional 
shareholders, develop a corporate 
emotional intelligence? 

 Business bookshelves are abundant 
with management self-help guides to 
help those executive boards do exactly 
this. Their blurbs pitch the virtues of the 
emotionally intelligent leader and the 
emotionally intelligent organisation. But 
are emotional intelligence, compassion 
and empathy things that can be learnt 
from a long-haul inflight read? Is it really 
possible for leadership teams to rewire 
their psychometric profile – it’s either  
got it or it hasn’t.

 In November last year, after a 
debilitating two-year battle with his 
physical health, I said goodbye for the 
last time to my 79-year-old father. His last 
few months had a striking resemblance 
to the case studies offered by author Atul 
Gawande in his outstanding 2017 book, 
Being Mortal. But despite what Gawande 
concludes and my experience supports 

At the start of the year, the UK’s largest supermarket grabbed media headlines with 
the announcement that it would no longer plastic shrink-wrap its ‘multi-buy’ sales 
for all tinned and canned produce. In so doing, it will remove 350 tonnes of plastic 
packaging from our landfills. 

Opinion  |  Tim Oldman – Founder & CEO, Leesman

MORE HUMAN 
THAN HUMAN



Academic insight  |  David Jones – Just One Ocean
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beginning to talk about a huge floating 
island of plastic in the Pacific twice the 
size of Texas. Was that possible? Why 
couldn’t we see it from space? Whilst 
this media myth perpetuated for some 
years, the scale and impact of the ‘plastic 
problem’ was still largely ignored. 

Trying to encourage supermarkets 
and plastic producers to change their 
ways for the benefit of the environment 
was a hopeless task, but one that we 

enthusiastically and, often frustratingly, 
embarked upon. This was the beginning 
of an eight-year journey of fundraising 
and film making that culminated in the 
production of the documentary film 
A Plastic Ocean in 2017. It was a film 
that would open the eyes of the world. 
The years that followed saw a surge in 
public awareness. Not only was there 
a rise in grass root organisations and 
environmental activism, but the problems 
facing the earth’s oceans had become part 
of public discourse. You only have to open a 
newspaper to realise that plastic pollution 
has become the hot environmental topic of 
the last few years. 

 However, while there has indeed been a 
rise in awareness, our plastic consumption 
continues to rise. Global production in  
2018 was 359 million tonnes, an increase  
of 3.1% on the previous year. 

It could be argued, very simplistically, that 
the plastic pollution problem comes down 
to two things: poor or inadequate waste 
management and human behaviour.   

As the population of 
the planet increases, 
it seems that our 
reliance on plastics, 
and single use 
plastics in particular, 
will continue to spiral 
out of control.

In 2014, Just One Ocean was established as a conservation 
charity to protect the ocean for future generations. Witnessing 
the sheer scale of the problem, while working as a marine 
photographer and film maker, provided the impetus I needed 
to try to do something about the many issues facing our ocean. 

As my studies into the issues progressed, 
I became increasingly aware of how 
anthropogenic activity is changing 
habitats, destroying ecosystems and 
reducing biodiversity. With one of the 
biggest problems was plastic pollution. 

My journey in the world of plastic 
pollution really all started in 2009, when 
I joined the Plastic Oceans Foundation 
following a meeting at the launch party 
for the BBC series, LIFE. People were 
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THE IMPACT OF 
COVID-19 ON 
THE OCEAN 
Discussions around single-use plastics 
have, understandably, taken a back seat 
in the face of a planetary pandemic.
 
For many, the one silver lining of  
COVID-19 was the respite the planet 
would get from a significant decrease 
in global travel. But while the Earth is 
getting a much-needed breather from  
air pollution, plastic pollution has  
grown exponentially.
 
Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), 
though absolutely crucial in our fight 
against coronavirus, is being found on 
ocean beds and washing up on shores  
at an alarming rate.
 
Between February and April 2020, 
according to Gov.UK, over 761 million  
pieces of PPE was circulated around the 
UK, and millions have been discarded  
in the natural environment.
 

According to current 
figures, if just 1% of the 
masks that have been 
circulated in the past 
several months were 
thrown away, 10 million 
masks would end up in 
the ocean. Many of which 
are non-biodegradable, 
non-recyclable and  
take roughly 500 years  
to degrade.
 
But the problem doesn’t end with PPE. 
The polymers used in this lifesaving 
equipment is also found in take away 
food packaging and PET in single-
use plastic bottles, which are being 
manufactured at an unprecedented  
rate during this crisis.
 
Worse still, plastic manufactures 
have monopolised on people’s fear of 
spreading the disease, and have pushed 
for suspensions on environmental 
measures which have been years in the 
making. But the issue with emergency 
easings of restrictions is that, they are 
rarely withdrawn after a crisis has ended.
 
Conservationists around the world are 
fearful that these temporary rollbacks 
could become permanent – undoing 
years of campaigning for reform, 
something we simply can’t allow  
to happen.

 500 billion 

Annually approximately 500 billion 
plastic bags are used worldwide

1 million 
Plastic pollution kills around  
1 million seabirds and 100,000 
marine mammals every year

1 million 

More than one million plastic bags  
are used every minute

500 
Bottled water costs around 500 
times more than the  equivalent 
amount of tap water

80% 
80% of the waste in the ocean  
is thought to be plastic

40% 
Packaging is the largest end  
use market segment accounting  
for just over 40% of total plastic  
usage (Plastics Europe)

15  minutes
A plastic bag has an average 
“working life” of 15 minutes

10 years 

Over the last ten years we  
have produced more plastic  
than during the whole of the  
last century

10% 
Plastic accounts for around 10%  
of the total waste we generate

Virtually every piece 
of plastic that has ever 
been made still exists 
somewhere on the planet

transportation, distribution and retail 
overheads. We throw away our bottles 
with complete disregard because they are 
valueless. From an economic perspective, 
the most sensible thing to do would be to 
throw away the water and keep the bottle.

One solution to this ideology could 
be the circular economy model. It is a 
process that recognises the need for 
a healthy and efficient economy, but 
incorporates a resilience that will provide 
environmental and societal benefits. 
While single use plastics remain valueless 
to the consumer, a linear economic model 
will dominate their thinking. There are 
some that would argue that education of 
environmental concerns will be sufficient 
to change opinion and behaviour, but I 
remain sceptical. The family who throws 
their rubbish into a river in a remote 
part of Indonesia, because there is no 
alternative means of collection and 
disposal, are unlikely to change their 
behaviour because of a concern for 
passing dolphins. By adding value to those 
products, we can change the way that 
they are perceived. Most of us don’t like 
change and we often need an incentive to 
do something different. There is nothing 
more incentivising than money, both for 
producers and consumers, both of whom 
would benefit if the circular model could 
be applied. 

So, what about business and industry? 
Where do they fit in? I think that there 
are very few businesses that have failed 
to recognise the increasing unease 
reverberating around the world about 
the state of the environment. That said, 
I think that many more will have failed 
to grasp the potential opportunities 
that this situation offers. Sustainability 
should be embedded in the strategic plans 
of corporations and industry from the 
outset. Ultimately, business should not be 
about how much profit you make, rather, 
how you make it. 

There's an unequivocal  
moral obligation to do 
the right thing for future 
generations but with 
consumer sentiments 
changing, there is also a 
sound business case to 
prioritize environmental 
sustainability. 

What will become increasingly 
apparent is that businesses who fail to 
adapt and adjust to what’s happening 
within the natural environment are 
going to fall behind. Because that’s  
how a successful business operates –  
by staying in tune with consumer 
sentiment and championing necessary 
change and innovation. 

Change is imperative and we still have 
an opportunity to resolve this problem and 
change our attitudes towards single use 
plastic. We have to, because the sobering 
reality is that without the ocean, life on 
earth cannot exist  – and that includes us 

  
  

The former will need to be resolved by 
changes and investment in processes, 
science and technology, by the 
development of viable alternatives 
and new innovation, as well as by the 
introduction of legislation to promote 
extended producer responsibility. The 
latter requires fundamental changes in 
our perception and behaviour both as 
producers and consumers. Let’s examine 
those ideas in more detail.

We need to invest in science, because 
it is critical in developing policy and 
bringing about change. The biggest 
challenge we face as conservationists 
and scientists is what we don’t know, 
rather than what we do know. From the 
data we have available, we know that 
approximately eight million tonnes of 
plastic is entering the oceans, mainly 
through rivers, and mainly in certain 
Southeast Asian countries, but that’s not to 
apportion blame in any way, because we’re 
all as guilty as each other. But herein lies 
the problem. We only know where about 
1% of that plastic actually is at the moment. 
We are also unclear of what the impact is 
going to be on both ecosystems and human 
health. At the same time, one of the biggest 
problems with scientists (and I say this 
as a scientist) is that we are very good at 
writing stuff that only scientists can read. 
If we’re to make full use of science, we 
have to educate and communicate with 
the wider circles. Actually, this pretty 
much sums up where Just One Ocean fits 
in: getting involved in research; pushing 
communication; sharing scientific 
knowledge; and educating. 

Legislation and government policy also 
need to move to a more strategic level.

The knee jerk reactions we 
see, such as bans on straws 
and cotton buds, enable 
government officials to  
avoid scrutiny but they are 
never going to address the 
bigger problem. 

What we need is a strategic solution that 
invests in science, innovation, alternatives, 
education, and public engagement in an 
holistic and integrated way.

Trying to change behaviour is a bit like 
trying to change culture. Culture is often 
described as ‘the way we do things here’ 
and deep-rooted, traditional beliefs are not 
easy to break down. It can take time and 
there is usually a lot of opposition. 

However, the ‘plastic addiction’ 
culture is relatively new and therefore 
we can change  behaviour if we find 
the right angle. Take, for example, the 
value perception of plastic products. 
Around 40% of the plastics we use are 
for packaging that our brains tell us we 
have not paid for. When you buy a bottle 
of water, you believe you’re paying for 
the water, when, in fact, you’re not. The 
actual cost of that water could be up to 
500 times more than the water out of a 
tap. What you’re actually paying for is a 
process of manufacturing, marketing, 
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 Fantastic. It’s inspiring to hear that 
you started with the problem and worked 
from there. So how does the actual 
technology process work?
With our process, we’re able to take  
in polyester and cotton textiles: they  
can be pure or blended and can have  
up to 20% ‘other’ materials, such as wool, 
nylon and elastane. Before going into  
the process, there is a pre-processing 
step to cut textiles and remove buttons, 
zippers, metal and trim.

 The textiles feedstock is then 
introduced into our polymer recycling 
process, which uses a closed-loop solvent 
system to separate, decontaminate and 
extract polyester and cellulose from 
cotton raw materials.

 The first part of the process deals  
with polyester. Essentially, anything 
that went into the textiles during their 
production process is removed, including 
dyes, finishes and other contaminants. 
The solvent dealing with the polyester  
is separated out, leaving us with a  
PET resin, in the form of pellets,  
which constitute the building block 
that goes into fibre spinning and textile 
production – eventually becoming new 
garments again.

 On the cotton side of things, once 
separated from the polyester, it goes 
through a similar set of process steps 
where we decontaminate, dissolve,  
and recapture the cellulosic pulp from  
the cotton, which can then also go back 
into fibre spinning.

 In short, we’re recapturing and 
restoring the raw materials used to  
make textiles so they can go back  
into the supply chain as new again.

  That process sounds relatively 
complex. How are the costs of the 
recaptured raw materials affected?  
Do they become more expensive  
than their virgin counterparts?
When we transitioned and became 
technology-focused in 2012, after 
achieving proof of concept in the  
lab with our polymer recycling  
approach, we knew we were going to  
need financing to take this technology  
to market.

We first approached H&M, who we brought 
on board as an investor, and then the Kering 
Group (owner of luxury brands that include 
Gucci and Yves St Lauren) as a contributor 
for research and development (R&D).

 We knew quite early on, through 
this brand engagement, that there was 
a real demand for a process like ours, 
once industrialised, to produce virgin 
equivalent quality raw materials that 
could also compete on price, rather  
than having a price premium (which  
is often the case with the more 
sustainable alternatives). Our concern 
was that our sustainability output  
would inevitably be treated as a niche 
product or something that would be in 
addition to what companies are already 
doing. So we put this goal at the core of 
our developments.

 When we gave the design brief to Adam, 
it included three key goals. Firstly, to 
produce outputs that are comparable in 
quality with raw materials. Secondly, the 
process itself has to be environmentally 
beneficial. And thirdly, the outputs from our 
process have to be able to compete on price. 

 As we move towards 
commercialisation and licensing our 
technology, we are focused and are so  
far on track with the development of a 
low cost and scalable process that will 
enable our future plant operators to 
achieve all three of these goals.

 If globally embraced, would this 
circular textile process be able to 
accommodate a seemingly insatiable 
consumer appetite for ‘fast fashion’,  
or must the nature of how we consume 
radically change also?
That’s a very big question. But it’s  
also something that’s on everyone’s 
minds. I think the first thing to say is  
that from our company’s position, the 
way we look at circularity is from a raw 
material perspective and responsibility 
around recycling.

 In any case, we would want to see 
textiles that are suitable for reuse to 
continue being reused. The intention is 
that as soon as textiles are no longer re-
wearable and can’t be reused as textiles, 
then they can go into our process.

Whether consumption rates continue to 
grow, whether they level out, whatever the 
case may be, there will always be a role for 
chemical or polymer recycling because we 
will always wear out textiles.

Ultimately, from a raw 
material perspective, there is 
currently enough polyester, 
cotton and textiles to 
satisfy our annual demand 
for making new textiles 
today; the problem is, we’re 
just throwing them away 
instead of re-capturing and 
reprocessing them. 

  As you grow as a company, what can 
you and the circular textile industry 
you’re a part offer in terms of job creation?
To answer that, I will give you an 
overview of our business model and 
where we’re at. At the moment we are still 
pre-industrialisation, with a variety of 
workplaces located in several locations.

 We are currently going through 
the final phase of R&D, moving into 
the scaling phase and that involves 
transitioning from the lab and pilot  
plant to, eventually, a demo plant.

Our goal at the end of the development 
phase, after our demo plant has proven 
economic viability and scalability, will 
be to license the technology. Long term, 
we won’t be building plants ourselves; we 
will be licensing to different types of plant 
operators globally.

 What that means for our people is that 
in the pre-industrialisation phase, we’re 
growing our team, we’re bringing in new 
expertise, adding to R&D with scaling 
expertise and product expertise. As we 
move into the commercialisation phase, 
we will also require a sales team and 
continued business development roles.

 From our company perspective, 
the roles created evolve at each stage of 
development in terms of the expertise 
that’s needed. Once we’ve licensed our 

technology and we’ve got plants 1, 5, 
10, 20… and so on, that is a new type of 
expertise; at that stage, the requirement 
will be for highly skilled operators and 
technicians, although this will be external 
to our business and a responsibility of our 
licensed plant operators.

 One area where we see extensive 
opportunities for new employment is in 
new business models for textiles reuse, 
as well as collection and aggregation, 
preparation and supply of high volume, 
end-of-use textiles feedstock into processes 
such as ours. Again, this will be external to 
our business, but imperative to our success.

 
  You’ve talked about your company 
operating in various locations. In terms 
of company culture, is that something 
you find hard to nurture?
 It can be difficult. I think whether you’re 
a small or a big team, being spread 
out in different locations does present 
challenges in terms of communication 
and keeping people connected.

 I think we’ve done a good job of 
building internal communications. 
At times it is a challenge, but it’s also 
exciting. The mindset of our team in the 
lab in Nottingham can be different from 
the mindset of some of the commercial 
team in London, as well as our chemical 
engineers in Switzerland. Then you  
add into the mix investors from all  
over the globe.

 The key to it all is that everyone has 
bought into the vision and the purpose of 
the company, and when you have that, the 
mindset of a scientist will become aligned 
with the mindset of an investor. Because 
we’re all striving for the same end goal 
and that’s what binds us together.

  Finally, what does your vision of the 
future hold for Worn Again Technologies 
and your recycling technology?
The future is all about achieving our 
goal and that is the replacement of virgin 
resources with circular raw materials.

 What’s important is how we get  
there, and there is still a long way to go.  
It’s extremely difficult when you are  
pre-revenue and building a technology 
that takes a number of years to 
commercialise. It’s a real challenge to 
keep the development going with the 
finance raise, with the wider market… 
there are so many variables involved.

 The short-term goal is to get our 
technology to market. The long-term goal 
is to scale it as rapidly as possible. However, 
this is not going to be down to us alone. 
We will be the technology provider that 
enables an entire industry to transform 
the way it uses resources moving forward, 
but it will take all of the players touching 
these resources – from supply chains to 
brands to consumers and collectors – 
all collaborating to make this circular 
system effective. We are seeing the wider 
market galvanising around circularity; 
it’s getting ready for it, learning about it, 
understanding it, getting supply chains 
ready and that’s what’s exhilarating 

*Update: In June 2020 Worn Again Technologies 
had investments from H&M Group and Sulzer, 
accelerating its progress towards commercialisation 

While the world has been focusing all of 
its efforts on curtailing the spread of the 
virus, conversations around sustainably 
have been largely absent from public 
and political discourse. But moving 
forward, we must ensure that while we 
dealing with COVID-19, conversations 
about wastefulness are not completely 
bypassed over the coming months, or 
possibly years.

Generation Z seems to be particularly 
engaged in the issue of sustainability, 
except perhaps when it comes to fashion, 
with the ‘fast fashion’ industry growing 
year on year. So, what is the real cost of 
fast fashion? According to a report by 
National Geographic, producing one pair 
of jeans produces the same amount of 
greenhouse gases as driving a car for 80 
miles. Equally sobering, the same report 
claims 2,700 litres of water are needed 
to make one cotton shirt – that’s enough 
water to sustain a person for two and a 
half years.

 Despite the alarming impact of fast 
fashion, consumers aren’t yet changing 
their behaviour. The Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) found that 84% 
of unwanted garments in the US ended up 
in either landfill or an incinerator  
in 2012.

 It was in response to this massive 
wastefulness that Cyndi Rhoades founded 
Worn Again Technologies in 2005. 
The company was initially set up as an 
upcycling business and has now evolved 
as a pioneer of textile recycling.

 We spoke to Cyndi about how her 
company is combating the problem of 
textile waste.

  Worn Again has gone through quite  
a transition since your early days – tell us 
about the decisions behind that.
In the early days, our primary focus 
was on upcycling, making second life 
products out of existing textile resources. 
Over the years, we went through a 
couple of iterations, finding textile waste 
from various places to becoming more 
targeted, going to the source of large-
scale textile waste – which saw us work 
with organisations such as McDonald’s 
and Virgin Atlantic.

 This was very much an experimental 
phase: we were tinkering with the problem 
but hadn’t quite recognised how to get to 
the root of it.

 After we became more aware of the 
potential of chemical recycling in 2010, 
the next two years of research culminated 
in our big ‘Aha!’ moment. Nick Ryan, now 
Worn Again’s Technology Director, and I 
recognised that if we wanted to solve the 
problem of textile waste, we needed to  
be recycling at the molecular level. And 
that’s when we had a chance meeting  
with our now Chief Scientific Officer,  
Dr Adam Walker, who held the scientific 
key to address the problem we were 
looking to solve.

 That key was in not just reusing 
textiles, but in breaking them down, 
decontaminating the raw materials, and 
getting them back to a virgin equivalent 
quality to then go back into supply chains 
as new.

As our appetites for ‘fast fashion’ grow, as does the pernicious effect on our planet. We spoke  
to Cyndi Rhoades, founder of Worn Again Technologies, pioneers of unparalleled textile 
recycling technology.  

Many have hailed 2019 as the year that the world 
woke up to the climate crisis. Even the World 
Economic Forum has focused on it, making 
‘sustainability’ the theme of its 2020 Davos 
conference. Then coronavirus happened.

Landfill 6-8%
Down-cycling 46%
Reuse 46%

80%
Suitable for our process

MEG
PTA

Virgin oil

Cellulosic
pulp

PET resin/
pellets

Fabric Products

PET, cotton,
cellulose

Consumer

Trees

Melt & spin 
to fibre

Spin to fibre

Landfill

Collection

Worn Again 
Technologies

Source: Worn Again Technologies



10 11

Leesman Review Issue 29

Leesman+ organisations continue 
to show us how employee-centric 
workpalces lead to happier, 
healthier and more productive 
employees and the 2019 additions 
are no exception.  

EDGE technologies innovative new 
headquarters in the Netherlands 
is a workplace of unprecedented 
capabilities.

Academic insight  |  Leesman insights

 THE WORLD’S  
BEST WORKPLACES
Since 2010, Leesman has been arming the world with the insights necessary  
to create better workplaces. In 2012, we began identifying an elite group  
who stood out from the rest: Leesman+.

and infrastructures are imperative to an 
excellent employee experience – informing 
numerous workplace strategies.

Through our annual research into these 
top-tier workplaces, we have perennially 
seen that no single sector, country or 
building type dominates the list, proving 
that there is no single underlying factor 
or workplace strategy that is applicable 
universally. Instead, high performing 
workplaces are the result of bespoke 
solutions that have been designed  
around employees.

Research into 2019’s Leesman+ workplaces 
uncovered a number of key findings: we 
found that the size or shape of a workplace 
has little bearing on its overall performance 
and noted that flexible workplace solutions 
had grown considerably in popularity  
since 2018. 

Just a fraction of the organisations we have 
measured have been afforded this status; 
these workplaces have been designed 
by teams who have truly prioritised the 
employees and understood their needs 
with absolute clarity. 

What has become increasingly apparent 
is that the Leesman+ certification is 
becoming a corporate objective for 
companies around the globe who value 
employee-centric designs. 

And ensuring that the benefits of these 
workplaces extend beyond their respective 
organisations has become one of our 
central tenets. That is why we have made 
the aggregated experience data gathered 
from Leesman+ certified workplaces 
available to all our clients and to the wider 
workplace community. This, in turn, offers 
all a unique window on which services 

However, most encouragingly, last year  
we saw a notable increase in the number  
of Leesman+ organisations pursuing  
both sustainability and employee  
wellbeing certifications.

Out of the 32 Leesman+ workplaces, we 
found that 10 were LEED certified, five 
were BREEAM certified, an additional five 
had Green Star ratings, and one had been 
audited by GBI (Green Building Index). Four 
of the workplaces had been certified by 
WELL and one by Fitwel. 

This marked increase in Leesman+ 
organisations seemingly putting employee 
wellbeing and sustainability high on their 
corporate objective lists is a definite 
step in the right direction. While many 
organisations need to catch up, these 
Leesman+ workplaces set a precedent  
to companies everywhere 

2019 certifications

Post-occupancy
Other

 Organisation Sector Location Lmi   Type
1 BHP Mining & Metals Philippines 89.6* 
2 Honeywell Electrical/Electronic Manufacturing China 84.8   
3 Rapid7 Computer & Network Security United States 84.0   
4 Commonwealth Bank of Australia (CBA) Banking Australia 81.9   
5 Edge Technologies Commercial Real Estate Netherlands 81.7   
6 Goldman Sachs Financial Services India 81.6   
7 Rapid7 Computer & Network Security United States 81.5   
8 Danske Bank  Banking Lithuania 79.8  
9 Perkins+Will Architecture & Planning Canada 79.7   
10 Goldman Sachs Financial Services China 79.0   
11 Hixson Architecture & Planning United States 78.4  
12 Arup  Design Australia 78.3   
13 Boston Consulting Group (BCG) Management Consulting United States 78.2   
14 Johnson & Johnson Pharmaceuticals China 77.0  
15 BHP Mining & Metals Malaysia 76.8   
16 BNP Paribas Real Estate Real Estate United Kingdom 76.3   
16 Grupo Construcia Construction Spain 76.3   
18 Red Energy Utilities Australia 75.6   
19 Danske Bank  Banking Lithuania 75.1  
20 Honeywell Electrical/Electronic Manufacturing Malaysia 74.5   
21 Lendlease Construction Australia 74.1   
22 Woodside Energy Oil & Energy Australia 73.2   
23 ICA Retail Sweden 72.9   
24 Johnson & Johnson Pharmaceuticals Czech Republic 72.7  
25 Johnson & Johnson Pharmaceuticals Philippines 72.3  
26 Johnson & Johnson Pharmaceuticals South Korea 72.1   
27 Goldman Sachs Financial Services United Kingdom 71.7   
28 Wärtsilä Maritime Finland 71.6   
29 Philip Morris International Tobacco South Africa 71.4   
30 Johnson & Johnson Pharmaceuticals Italy 70.7  
31 Ford Automotive India 70.1   
31 Jordbruksverket Government Administration Sweden 70.1  
 Average Lmi across all Leesman+ certified workplaces to date  74.6

*Highest performing Leesman+ certified workplace to date
Data reported at 31.12.2019
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THE WELLBEING 
IMPERATIVE 

While headline grabbing activists call for 
action for the environment, organisations 
who want to show their commitment 
to ethics and social responsibility 
need to look further than that, as CSR 
includes more than environmental 
sustainability. Think Triple Bottom Line; 
Environmental, Financial and Social 
sustainability. A responsible organisation 
does what’s best for all stakeholders,  
not just shareholders.

Testament to this, The Business 
Roundtable (BRT), the association of 
Chief executive officers of America’s 
leading companies, have updated 
their ‘Statement on the Purpose of a 
Corporation’ and changed the message 
from corporations existing to principally 
serve their shareholders to a more 
progressive stance that acknowledges 
all stakeholders and is committed to 
delivering value to them. This includes 
the employees, and the Roundtable CEO’s 
have thus committed to invest in them. 

Investing in and taking care of an 
organisation’s employees includes 
supporting their wellbeing. But what 
does that mean? How do we do that?  
And how do we even define wellbeing?

A browse through content from  
past years shows that it’s a word often 
used but rarely defined, perhaps on 
one hand because it’s so often talked 
about, but on the other because there’s 
still a lack of a single comprehensive 
definition. The Oxford English Dictionary 
defines wellbeing as ‘the state of being 
comfortable, healthy, or happy’, but  
this offers little practical guidance to 
those who want to focus attention on 
employee wellbeing.  

In essence though, wellbeing is about 
being happy, healthy, socially connected, 
and purposeful, which means taking care 
of both body and mind. It is not simply 
the absence of illness and avoiding health 
issues. Not being ill is not enough. Instead 
of turning the dial from negative only 
to neutral, wellbeing is about maxing it 

towards the positive – both physically 
and mentally. It’s about being physically 
healthy, creating positive emotions and 
high engagement.

We all know that the environment 
around us has a profound impact on 
how we behave, feel and interact. It’s no 
secret, therefore, that through the way we 
design and manage our workplaces, we 
can contribute positively (or negatively) 
to both the physical and mental wellbeing 
of employees. And with the vast majority 
of the workforce working from home the 
past months, socially disconnected and 
weary of catching COVID-19, there’s now 
an added dimension to the challenge.

On a general level, perhaps one 
of the most fundamental things is 
offering a workplace that supports 
employees in doing the activities they’re 
employed to do and that enables them 
to work productively, which inevitably 
contributes to a healthy mind. To date, 
63% of all employees who have responded 
to Leesman Office, our standardised 
workplace experience survey, report  
that their workplace enables them to  
do that. Imagine the negative impact on  
the mental wellbeing of those employees 
who don’t feel their workplace is a place 
where they can do and be at their best.

Across the first 50,000 
responses we’ve received 
to our new Home Working 
experience survey, 81% agree 
that their home environment 
enables them to work 
productively, which suggests 
that a certain degree of 
remote working could be a 
real opportunity to improve 
employee experience.

If we go into more detail, there are a 
myriad of ways that a workplace can 
support employee wellbeing which, 
consequently, can improve their chances 
of being happy, healthy, purposeful and 
socially connected. And I’m not just talking 
about those fruit baskets and treadmill 
workstations that often get lambasted  
for being ineffectual gimmicks.

From a physical wellbeing perspective, 
offering a healthy indoor environment 
with fresh and clean air, natural light, 
thermal comfort and clean water should 
be a given. The workplace can additionally 
support employees’ physical wellbeing 
by encouraging exercise (e.g. in a gym), 
movement (e.g. by taking the stairs instead 
of the elevator, changing postures or 
regularly moving to another work setting), 
or even choosing an active commute 
(end-of-trip facilities that encourage 
commuting by foot or bicycle). Our bodies 
and minds also need the right fuel to be 
at their best, so ensuring that employees 
have access to the right type of nutrition 
and are able to eat healthfully is vital. 

From a mental wellbeing perspective, 
important aspects include: having a 
clear purpose and feeling valued (both of 
which the workplace can communicate); 
feeling a sense of community within 
the organisation (which the workplace 
can accommodate); having a feeling of 
being in control (e.g. by means of flexible 
working arrangements); and being offered 
the right tools and infrastructure that 
enable maintaining focus and high energy 
levels (e.g. spaces without distraction, the 
right noise levels, places for relaxing and 
taking breaks).

So how well are today’s workplaces 
supporting wellbeing?

Last year, we joined forces with Delos, the 
founder of the WELL Building Standard™, 
to develop a new set of questions that 
investigate how the workplace supports 
wellbeing at work. The questions can 

be added to our workplace experience 
survey and more than 31,000 employees 
from 37 organisations globally had 
responded to them pre-COVID. 

The results suggest that organisations 
are performing best in offering 
freedom of how and where employees 
do their work, with 74% and 65% of the 
respondents agreeing that they have that. 
This freedom has certainly been put to 
test as organisations worldwide have been 
forced to send their people off to work 
from home. The even bigger test will be 
to see which organisations will take the 
opportunity to grant their employees 
trust, flexibility and choice of where  
they work also in the future.

But it seems to be the design 
of the workplace that in many 
cases falls short in supporting 
wellbeing. Roughly one in two 
(48%) employees agree that 
the design of their workplace 
supports their overall 
wellbeing, while only 45% 
think that the design of the 
workplace shows that their 
employer values them. 

A lack of investing in the workplace truly is 
a lack of investment in the workforce. And 
as offices start reopening, organisations 
who have not made the investment may 
find that employees are reluctant to return.

Further, only 36% of the respondents 
find that the design of and/or the location 
of their workplace encourages them to 
be physically active. In contrast, 72% of 
respondents to our home working survey 
say that they’re able to be physically 
active when working from home. The 
two are not directly comparable due to 
the questions probing different things, 
but they do reveal that there’s a lot of 
room for improvement in office design, 
and also that a considerable proportion 
of employees may risk not being active 
enough when working from home.

However, the most alarming numbers 
are found in the questions related to 
mental wellbeing, with roughly only one 
in three (35%) respondents agreeing that 
the design of their workplace helps them 
maintain the energy levels needed to do 
their job well. Hardly surprising, to be 

honest, considering that ‘Noise levels’ is a 
feature with consistently low satisfaction 
levels (32% satisfaction globally). To make 
the matter worse, also only one in three 
(35%) employees say that there are places 
they can go and refresh, should they get 
mentally exhausted. 

Escaping to the home workplace is 
not necessarily the answer either, as it 
may then have a detrimental effect on 
our sense of belonging. This large home 
working experiment has revealed that 
maintaining a sense of connection is a 

challenge: despite all efforts to create 
virtual catch-ups and hangouts, only 
62% currently say that informal social 
interaction is supported and 67% say that 
they feel connected to their colleagues 
when working from home.

The flipside is, of course, that this leaves 
a lot of room for improvement. Many of 
the employees who have responded to the 
workplace wellbeing questions have in fact 
responded in a pre-project phase as their 
organisation has committed to making 
changes in the workplace. 

And a look at just one of the workplaces 
where the questions were asked post-
occupancy, in a WELL certified workplace, 
shows just how big a difference the 
workplace can make: two out of three 
(66%) employees say that the design of the 
workplace helps them maintain needed 
energy levels and 72% find that there are 
places they can go and mentally refresh, 
should they need to. Some 88% found that 
the workplace generally supports their 
wellbeing and 83% think that the design 
of the workplace shows that the employer 

values them. While many employers 
continue to underinvest in the workplace, 
illustrative figures like these are testament 
to the profound changes a workplace 
can make in an employee’s life (both 
physically and mentally). And when the 
current global home working experiment 
eventually comes to an end, there’s a real 
opportunity for organisations to give their 
people more choice and flexibility to utilise 
the home environment as an extension 
to the corporate workplace, making it 
possible to get the best of both worlds 

We’re in an era where Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) plays an integral  
role in how companies strategise. Employees and customers vote with their 
feet; they are preferring to work for, or spend money with, businesses that are 
responsible. To exhibit the highest ethical standards, it is no longer enough  
to offer the right product (or service) at the right price in the right place, it also 
needs to be done responsibly.  

Academic insight  |  Dr Peggie Rothe – Chief Insights & Research Officer, Leesman 
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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 

  2   It creates an enjoyable environment  
 to work in

Agreement global 59.9%
Agreement Leesman+  79.6% 
  19.7%

  3   It enables us to work productively

Agreement global 64.1%
Agreement Leesman+  81.2% 
  17.1%   

 4  It enables me to work productively

Agreement global 62.8%
Agreement Leesman+  78.3% 
  15.5%    

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

Agreement global 54.0%
Agreement Leesman+  82.2% 
  28.2%

Top 5 differences in  
Workplace Impact

  5  It contributes to a sense of community  
 at work

Agreement global 59.5%
Agreement Leesman+  74.5% 
  15.0%

Top 5 differences in  
Work Activities

  2  Informal, un-planned meetings

Support global  63.8%
Support Leesman+ 84.1%
   20.3%

 1  Thinking/creative thinking

Support global  54.4%
Support Leesman+ 75.2%
   20.8%    

  3   Relaxing/taking a break

Support global  61.6%
Support Leesman+ 81.8%
   20.2%    

 4   Private conversations

Support global  50.7%
Support Leesman+ 70.8%
   20.1%

  5   Business confidential discussions

Support global  57.4%
Support Leesman+ 76.1%
   18.7%    

Top 5 differences in  
Workplace Features 

  5   Quiet rooms for working alone or in pairs

Satisfaction global  31.2%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 57.5% 
   26.3%

 4   General décor

Satisfaction global  44.0%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 73.4% 
   29.4%

  3   Atriums & communal areas

Satisfaction global  42.9%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 74.2% 
   31.3%

  2   Informal work areas/break-out zones

Satisfaction global  40.7%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 73.4% 
   32.7%

 1   Variety of different types of workspace

Satisfaction global  35.8%
Satisfaction Leesman+ 70.0% 
   34.2%

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  
  Planned meetings  
  Telephone conversations  
  Informal, un-planned meetings  
  Collaborating on focused work  
  Relaxing/taking a break  
  Audio conferences  
  Reading  
  Individual routine tasks  
  Informal social interaction  
  Thinking/creative thinking  
  Learning from others  
  Private conversations  
  Business confidential discussions  
  Collaborating on creative work  
  Video conferences  
  Larger group meetings or audiences  
  Hosting visitors, clients or customers  
  Spreading out paper or materials  
  Individual focused work away from your desk  
  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  
  Chair  
  Meeting rooms (small)  
  Temperature control  
  Natural light  
  Noise levels  
  Personal storage  
  Air quality  
  Meeting rooms (large)  
  Office lighting  
  Quiet rooms for working alone or in pairs  
  Desk/room booking systems  
  Ability to personalise my workstation  
  General décor  
  Plants & greenery  
  Informal work areas/break-out zones  
  Accessibility of colleagues  
  Space between work settings  
  People walking past your workstation  
  Dividers (between desk/areas)  
  Atriums & communal areas  
  Art & photography  
  Variety of different types of workspace  
  Shared storage  
  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?
   Tea, coffee & other refreshment facilities  
  General cleanliness  
  Toilets/W.C.  
  IT Help desk*  
  Restaurant/canteen  
  WiFi network connectivity in the office*  
  Printing/copying/scanning equipment  
  General tidiness  
  Computing equipment, mobile (e.g. laptop, tablet)*  
  Telephone equipment  
  Security  
  Parking (e.g. car, motorbike or bicycle)  
  Remote access to work files or network  
  Access (e.g. lifts, stairways, ramps)  
  Wired in-office network connectivity  
  Leisure facilities onsite or nearby (e.g. gym, fitness/wellness centre)  
  Health & safety provision  
  Computing equipment, fixed (desktop)  
  Mail & post room services  
  Hospitality services (e.g. guest reception/services, catering, meeting services)  
  Reception areas  
  Audio-Visual equipment  
  Internal signage  
  Shower facilities*  
  Guest/visitor network access  
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 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
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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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Data summary  |  2020 Q2  |  Ratings reported from 749,737 respondents to date
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Home working data summary

H-Lmi 

75.0
No. of employees 

50,875
No. of workplaces 

313
No. of countries 

61
No. of employees  

working from home

43,447

Productivity 
agreement

80.9%

Healthy work-life 
balance agreement

71.1%

Connected to 
colleagues agreement

66.6%

 21   Hosting visitors, clients or customers 14.1% 46.5%

 20   Spreading out paper or materials 19.0% 58.0%

 19   Using technical/specialist equipment or materials 19.8% 68.0%

 18   Individual focused work away from your desk 22.3% 80.5%

 17   Private conversations 28.7% 86.5%

ImportanceBottom 5 importance Supported

1   Individual focused work, desk based 83.7% 90.5%

2   Planned meetings 75.7% 94.7%

3   Telephone conversations 65.0% 93.0%

4   Collaborating on focused work 61.0% 87.1%

5   Audio conferences 57.2% 93.3%

ImportanceTop 5 importance

Activities

Home working impact Home working setting

Features

Supported

 11   Wired network connectivity 23.2% 58.4%

 10   Computing equipment, fixed (desktop) 24.0% 57.7%

9   Printing/copying/scanning equipment 38.9% 14.9%

8   Telephone equipment 49.7% 68.2%

7   Monitor 61.0% 58.8%

ImportanceBottom 5 importance Satisfaction

1   Desk or table 90.1% 63.6%

2   WiFi network connectivity 89.8% 75.2%

3   Chair 89.4% 53.7%

4   Computing equipment, mobile 85.9% 86.0%

5   Remote access to work files or network 68.8% 76.6%

ImportanceTop 5 importance Satisfaction

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.

A dedicated work room 
or office  37.8%

A dedicated work area 
(but not a separate room) 34.8%

A non-work specific home location 
(such as a dining table) 27.4%

H-Lmi
68.1

H-Lmi
75.8

H-Lmi
79.8

Data as at 30.06.2020

For the past decade, Leesman has been measuring how corporate workplaces around the globe support the employees that inhabit them. Though conventional 
working environments have changed due to COVID-19, we feel that employers should still be able to gain comprehensive insights into how their employees’ home 
environments are supporting them. Since April this year, we broadened our line of enquiry to offer organisations absolute clarity when it comes to understanding 
the impact working from home has on employee experience.
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So really, the so-called ‘modern, new, 
revolutionary’ work designs are about  
50 years late at being first. And these  
‘new’ versions of holarchy are missing 
some of the more important features  
of the original and all of the evolution  
of the past five decades of work design.

Details of the truly original non-
hierarchical system at Procter and  
Gamble are in the prologue of my book,  
The Responsible Business, because  
the creators of that system were my  
early mentors. 

I was the designated 
inheritor of the legacy  
and charged with taking  
it to the next level. 

None of us assumed it was the best that 
would ever exist and, besides, it needed  
to be ‘a living idea’. 

I could see within about five years of 
designing the next versions of work systems 
for pharmaceutical, chemical and forest 
product companies, that the concept 
needed a significant evolution. 

The Shortfalls:   
Examining Holarchical Work Design
As I read and interview people on the 
recent offering for management work 
design, I find four shortfalls in the design 
and execution of the concept. While the 
modern iteration is definitely better than 
the traditional management systems it is 
compared with, it has still not lived up to 
the potential of what it promises. Why is 
that, and can we do without hierarchy?

Shortfall One:  
Internally Focused
The current flat model is not tied to what  
I call ‘systems actualisation;’ the market 
and the ecosystem. It is just focused on  
the company or business working well.  
The innovation and development potential 
is lost without committing to making  
big changes in systems. 

For true non-hierarchical 
approaches to succeed,  
teams need to organise around 
a greater whole system. 

The external work, and greater whole 
system is thinking about the customer’s 
future and innovation. Every member of  
the company, regardless of actual role, 
should be thinking about that. 

Shortfall Two:  
Static Concept
The current flat model, holacracy, is a 
schematic for Operations. The concept 
stays fixed even as strategy changes. If 
work changes, then there are changes in 
who is organised around the work, but the 
concept itself does not really progress or 
evolve as the work is done or the market 
dynamics change. It has no real-time way 
to change and is therefore not resilient to 
market conditions. Changes are made by 
projects and initiatives, not by how the 
ecosystem exists every day.

Shortfall Three:  
Existence instead of Potential
The differences can be a bit hard to grasp 
until you play with it for a while. The latest 
iteration is about what is currently made by 
the business and done by the workers. 

The structure is to improve what is already 
in the world of work. It starts from making 
that which already exists, better. It is built 
off an existing idea and then improved. 
It does not start from the potential life of 
a customer. The work is not organised to 
make the relevant change and evolution. 

Shortfall Four:  
A Fixed rather than a  
Developmental View
Carol Dweck, in her best-selling book, 
Mindset, starts the idea but stops short. 
We can see a child (or adult for that matter) 
as fixed in behaviour, character and level 
of intelligence, or see them as a work in 
progress and capable of new skills and 
approaches. What needs to be added  
is developing at a deeper level,¬ where  
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500 companies and new economy 
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A recent Fast Company article announced that 
holarchy, an alternative organisational structure that 
removes hierarchies, is the latest in workplace trends. 
But holarchy is nothing new: the first iteration of the 
revolutionary idea of removing hierarchies happened  
in 1966 in Procter & Gamble, in Lima, Ohio.
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not just function is added but change  
in inner being, ability to manage one’s  
self to be self-determining of one’s will  
or motivation. 

Even when acknowledging uniqueness, 
the current iteration of holarchy assumes 
humans are unique, but not developable; 
trainable, but not fixed. 

The development view of people is that 
they are not complete and only waiting 
to use their skills. This is different than 
knowing that each has an essence and a 
potential evolution of their expression.

Why do these Shortfalls Arise?
Primarily because they are not anchored  
in a living systems theory of change.  
I work from a set of core principles that  
are drawn from how humans grow and 
express their potential and how all systems 
that humans construct actually work; 
including how humans are imbedded  
in other systems.

I evolved toward a design that uses  
the principles over four decades from 
where I started. The recent iteration is, 
however, not even starting from the  
form P&G offered up in 1967.  

Today’s business designers of work 
systems tend look at how to improve 
current work, current conditions and 
current performance. Few consult the 
core principles of developmental work 
design. If they did, the focus would shift 
onto how to realise the greater potential 
of each individual, the business and the 
stakeholders – starting with those who 
keep you in business – the customers 
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